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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes popped open, and I was instantly awake. I heard it again, footsteps outside the door of my suite. Someone was trying to be quiet, but whoever it was apparently didn’t know much about me. I glanced at the clock—3am—good time choice. That’s when most people are deep into REM sleep. I quickly slid on a pair of silk pajamas that had been a gift from Jonathan Hammond. A surprise since he’d been the primary person trying to kill me before the war. 
 
    I picked up the Smith & Wesson M&P Shield 9mm which was always on or near me, and crept out of the bedroom and stood beside the door. I wasn’t crazy enough to look through the peephole. Some people didn’t realize that even though it’s meant for looking out, if you knew what to look for, you could tell when someone looked out of it. All that did was make you a target for whoever was on the other side of the door. 
 
    I considered. I could easily crack the door open and put a few rounds into whoever was sneaking around, but that wouldn’t be very hospitable of me. I decided on a nicer approach of letting them come in, and then kindly asking them what they wanted. I grinned as I slid to the other side of the door so I would be behind it when it opened. I carefully picked up a wedge, normally used to prop the door open, and put it down on the floor. Now, even if they threw the door open, it would stop at 90-degrees, hard. That served two purposes. One, it would throw them off balance, since the door might spring back on them, and two, it would save me from being slammed against the wall. 
 
    I yawned and frowned. Staying here was nice, but I was afraid I was going to lose my edge if I didn’t do something. Even down in the bunker, I’d kept up my daily training routine; I’d let that slack too much.  
 
    Finally, after a few more passes by the door, I heard a key slide into the lock. Okay, so it wasn’t someone from outside. I wondered where Bill and Ted, my supposed bodyguards, were. I decided that instead of doing things the hard way, I’d take a simpler approach and knelt on one knee. 
 
    First the deadbolt, then the main door lock. The intruder slowly turned the handle and started opening the door. I rolled my eyes when I saw he hadn’t bothered to take out the hallway lights, so I was able to judge his height by the shadow he cast as the door opened. I crept to the edge of the door and, as soon as he slipped in, slammed the butt of my pistol into the sciatic nerve on his left leg. 
 
    He dropped his gun and fell to the ground. He didn’t even scream because he instantly went into shock from the blow. I pulled him the rest of the way into the room and closed and locked the door after securing his pistol. It was a Glock 17M, standard issue for the Ontario Provincial Police, so it was probably heavily used around here, too. 
 
    I put both guns on the counter in the little kitchenette and sat him in a chair, where I zip tied his feet to the legs and his hands behind his back. I could tell by his weight that he wasn’t an Agent. That was something at least. Lastly, I shoved a dishrag far enough into his mouth that he couldn’t spit it out, but not far enough to choke him. 
 
    “You just sit here and think about what you’ve done. I’ll be right back.” I patted him on the head. “Good boy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I picked up the guns, went to my room, and put on a CADPAT–Canadian Disruptive Pattern–operational uniform, previously used by the Canadian military. It had been another gift, since I hadn’t returned to my own place to get my clothes yet. Once I was set and had filled my various pockets with the knives and other toys I liked to have with me, I walked out of the bedroom, into the kitchen, and leaned back against the counter. 
 
    “Well, looks like the shock is wearing off. Let’s see who you are.” 
 
    I flipped on the light switch, which caused him to squint and turn away. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I searched my memory but couldn’t place him. “Well, it seems I don’t know you, so why don’t you tell me what you want?” 
 
     He mumbled around the dishrag. 
 
    “Oh, right, I guess that would help.” 
 
    I reached forward and smiled as I jerked the rag out of his mouth hard enough to dislodge his top two front teeth. He screamed as blood poured into his mouth, then down his chin. I tossed the rag into the sink and leaned back against the counter again. 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby, it’s just a few teeth. What, no dental plan?” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, panting with his mouth open. 
 
    “Well? Do you speak? Speak boy! Speak!” 
 
    “Screw you!” 
 
    His speech was slightly affected by the missing teeth, but I understood him well enough. 
 
    “No thanks, you’re not my type. Is that what you’re here for? Because if so, I’m afraid you’re going to leave disappointed.” 
 
    “You killed my brother!” he shouted. 
 
    I scratched my head. “Did I? What was your brother’s name?” 
 
    His breathing was finally coming under control. 
 
    “Kaleb Campbell.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” I thought about the name and finally remembered the mission. “Oh right. That was a long time ago. You must be Holden. The file said he had a brother, but there was no picture.” I tilted my head. “You don’t look anything like him.” 
 
    “Just kill me like you did him! Get it over with!” 
 
    “If I wanted you dead, Holden, you’d have been dead before the door opened. Do you have any idea at all who I am and what I’m capable of?” 
 
    “You’re a worthless piece-of-shit assassin.” 
 
    I walked over to open the refrigerator and poured a glass of orange juice, which I set down on the table. I walked around and turned his chair to face the table before I sat down across from him and took a sip. It was from some sort of powdered concentrate; it was crap, but it was something. 
 
    “Well, you’re part right. I was an assassin, that’s true, but I’m actually worth quite a lot, even today. Piece of shit? Well, I suppose that’s subjective, so I’ll let you see that one from your perspective.” 
 
    There was a loud banging on the door, which caused me to sigh. 
 
    Holden jerked his head around and screamed, “Heeeeelp! Heeelp!” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” I got up and slapped him on the back of the head as I walked toward the door.  
 
    This time, I did use the peephole. “Well, well, Bill and Ted finally decided to show up for my adventure. Should we let them in?” 
 
    They banged on the door again. “Mr. Smith, are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine. Just having a chat with an unexpected visitor.” I turned my head to wink at Holden. 
 
    “He’s nuts! Get me out of here!” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re going to have to ask to come in, Mr. Smith,” Bill said. 
 
    “Oh, alright. But remember, this is my party.” 
 
    I unlatched the deadbolt and opened the door with a sweep of my arm. “Welcome, gentlemen.” 
 
    They walked in and swept the suite with guns drawn. I rolled my eyes as I closed and secured the door, then I returned to the table and drank the last of my OJ. 
 
    “We’ll wait for them to come back. Wouldn’t want them to miss the fun.” I smiled at Holden. 
 
    “You guys! Get me outta here! He attacked me and dragged me in here!” Holden screamed. 
 
    “You know, people are trying to sleep. Shhhhhh.” I put my index finger over my lips. 
 
    He stared at me, and I grinned. I rather missed this part of the job. I’d forgotten how much fun interrogation could be, especially when you had no time limit. 
 
    Bill and Ted walked back into the room and holstered their sidearms. “What’s going on here, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “I was just about to find that out. Holden here had a key to my room and decided to come in without knocking. I killed his brother some years ago, and I was about to explain why when you decided to join the party.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of him.” Ted pulled out a knife to cut the zip ties. 
 
    “Hey now. I’m not done with him. I really do want him to know why I killed his brother.” 
 
    Bill and Ted exchanged glances, then shrugged and waited on either side of him. 
 
    “Okay, Holden, I think we’ve established that they’re not here to rescue you, and you’re screwed. Right?” 
 
    Tears fell down his face, and he sobbed and nodded. 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Screw it, get him out of here. If I ever see him again, he’s a dead man—and I mean that—if I even see him.” 
 
    “Wait!” He sniffled and took a few deep breaths as Bill reached down to cut him loose. 
 
    “Yes?” I said and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I know I’m dead anyway, but I have to know. Why?” More sniffling as he got himself under control. 
 
    I nodded, and Bill stood up again. 
 
    I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table to look Holden right in the eyes. 
 
    “Kaleb Campbell was a spy. His primary role was industrial espionage. I’m not sure what story you got from Obsidian, but he was a mole in Teledyne Industries. He got in pretty deep—he impressed me with that—but I did eventually find him. And yes, I killed him for that. It could have been several people, but I got the order. I broke into his apartment, much more efficiently than you broke into mine, and killed him in his sleep. We already knew what he was doing, so there was no need for an extensive interrogation. If it’s any consolation, he didn’t suffer.” 
 
    Holden swallowed hard, and the tears started again. He spoke through the tears, which made him even harder to understand with the crying and missing teeth. “He was my big brother. The only family I had.” 
 
    I shrugged and leaned back. “I had a job to do, kid. I’m sorry about your situation, but I’m not sorry for doing my job.” 
 
    I nodded to Bill, who leaned down and cut him loose. As they were dragging him toward the door, I stood up. 
 
    “One more thing…how did you get a key to my room?” 
 
    He spat blood on the floor. 
 
    “Well, that was rude. Bill, I assume you can get that information out of him? I’d like to get a little more sleep.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “Good. Please let Jonathan know I want to meet with him in the morning; we really have to talk about your security.” 
 
    Ted nodded, and they dragged Holden out of the room and down the hallway. 
 
    I sighed and shook my head as I looked at the kitchen floor and the path to the door. “Blood…so hard to get out. Oh well.” 
 
    I turned off the lights and went back to my room. Rather than getting undressed again, I just laid down on top of the covers and went back to sleep. Even fully dressed, sleep is always a luxury in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I leaned back in a chair in the conference room that was on the same floor as my suite and waited. I’d gotten a note that Jonathan Hammond, former head of intel for Obsidian Industries in the Northeast Sector, would meet with me at noon. I hoped he would bring lunch. 
 
    Right on time, Jonathan walked in with Bill and Ted. They looked like they hadn’t slept since our early morning get-together. 
 
    I smiled and stood as Jonathan extended his hand so I could shake it. 
 
    “Lunch will be along shortly. I hope you don’t mind them joining us?” He motioned to Bill and Ted. 
 
    “Not at all, they’re rather germane to the topic of discussion actually.” 
 
    Jonathan and I took seats while Bill and Ted took up stations on either side of the door. 
 
    “They filled me in on what happened last night. I’m rather surprised Mr. Campbell survived the encounter.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sometimes I think you don’t get me at all. I don’t kill for fun, Jonathan. Well, not often.” 
 
    He grunted. “Fine. Still, someone breaks into your room, and all you do is knock out a few teeth?” 
 
    “Hey, that wasn’t my fault. He chomped down on the rag when I was pulling it out of his mouth.” 
 
     He looked at me skeptically, and I shrugged. “It’s the truth. Anyway, I hope my warning was passed along.” 
 
    “It was. He’s already out of the building. He’s being detained for breaking and entering and attempted murder.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Damn, still trying to enforce law and order, eh?” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “It’s a start, Mr. Smith. Rules are necessary in a civilized society; wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Since when does Obsidian, or Teledyne for that matter, give a shit about a civilized society?” I didn’t wait for him to answer; the question was rhetorical. “Get anywhere with how he got a key to my room?” 
 
    Ted nodded. “His girlfriend is one of the building’s housekeepers. She made a copy for him.” 
 
    “Wow, great security you have here! If you need me, I’ll be in my bunker.” I stood up. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, we’re going to move you to the top floor. It’s keycard access only, and we’ve done extensive background checks on everyone with access. They’re all former Obsidian employees. A few of my analysts are combing through the list again to determine if any of them had family members, or friends, who were labeled KIA or MIA over the past three decades.” 
 
    “That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.” As I stood there considering, there was a knock on the door, and a cart with lunch was rolled in. I could smell the food as soon as it came into the room…lasagna? 
 
    “Well, I suppose I should at least have lunch before I decide.” I smiled and sat back down. 
 
    Jonathan chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    Bill and Ted joined us, and we ate in silence until the plates were clean. 
 
    “Sure you want to leave?” Jonathan grinned. 
 
    I sighed; I still didn’t like being around people. Twenty years alone in a bunker had made me a bit anti-social, but it was something to do. “At the very least, I do want to go back and get some equipment and more clothes. I mean, I appreciate the uniform and all, but it’s just not me.” 
 
    He nodded. “We can arrange that.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d just loan me a truck and let me handle it on my own?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re a valuable asset, Mr. Smith. You’ve already disarmed a nuclear weapon and saved the area from devastation. We know you’re capable of more.” 
 
    I grunted. “I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    “I’ll have Jim and Scotty waiting for you downstairs in about an hour.” He fished a keycard out of his pocket. “That’ll get you up to the top floor. There are only five residences up there, and one of them is yours now. The rest belong to the other executives in charge of our operation.” 
 
    “Other executives? Whoah…” 
 
    He grinned. “Yep, congrats. You’re an executive of New Toronto, Incorporated.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trip back to my bunker was, thankfully, uneventful. It took me about an hour to pack up some clothes and a few of my laptops. I had bugout bags ready in case I ever had to leave, so it didn’t take much effort. 
 
    I also turned on the external network feed, which went through Skynet 5, a former military communications satellite system used by the UK. It was something Teledyne had set up for me before the war. I also had access to the satellites Teledyne had controlled.  
 
    There wasn’t really an internet anymore, but the network feed would allow me to connect to the servers that were set up in the bunker. It also let me keep an eye on my security cameras and get alerts if any of the sensors were set off. 
 
    While I was down there, I took a few minutes to go through the sensor logs. The only trips had been around the solar panels, which didn’t make me too happy. I looked through the video footage, and it definitely wasn’t professionals. Just some idiots poking around. They were lucky they hadn’t taken a few more steps and found the claymores. 
 
    Satisfied that everything was as it should be, I used a cargo lift to bring up the equipment I was taking. I was a bit surprised when I found Jim and Scotty waiting for me. 
 
    “We figured you’d come up this way. Thought we’d lend a hand,” Scotty said, grinning. 
 
    “Asshole,” I said and walked off, leaving them to bring my gear. 
 
    After they loaded everything up in the MRAP—Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle—we headed back into Toronto, where they helped me get my things up to my new room. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was frustrated I hadn’t noticed the hidden door in the wall the first time I was on the top floor. Of course, I had been slightly annoyed at the time since I’d been brought from my bunker with no explanation and given no choice in the matter. The concealed door led to a hallway that wrapped around the building. I used the keycard to open the door, and I couldn’t keep from gawking when I walked in. This wasn’t a room; it was an apartment. I pointed to the side of the door. “Just leave everything there. Thanks guys. Sorry I don’t have a tip.” 
 
    Scotty grunted as he hefted one of the heavier boxes through the door, then waved as he left. “Asshole.” 
 
    I chuckled as I locked the door behind them and took a tour. A nice, large living room, kitchen, dining area, an office, and two bedrooms. “This’ll do. I wonder if they have a gym.” 
 
    I was surprised when I’d heard there were four other residences up here. The building had never been built for residential use, just retail and offices, but I suppose Obsidian had the money to do whatever it wanted before the war. 
 
    It took me about an hour to get everything situated. I’d brought some extra toys for security. Once I got all of my gear and clothes put away, I swept the apartment for bugs, cameras, and pretty much anything else that didn’t belong. To my surprise, I found nothing. Next, I set up an infrared tripwire net at the main door and in front of the windows. Being on the top floor didn’t mean much to someone who was trained to infiltrate a structure, no matter the height. I also tucked away various weapons throughout the apartment so no matter where I was, even if I wasn’t wearing my pistol, I could easily be armed. 
 
    Once everything was set, I stood at the windows in the living room and looked out over the city. If I looked up at the familiar landmarks—the CN Tower or the TD Canada Trust Tower—things almost looked normal, whatever that was. But all it took was looking down to see the new normal. Sixty-eight floors up, everything at street level looked tiny, but it was like I could feel the desperation.  
 
    If I was going to help these people, I needed to know who I was going to help. I was still somewhat conflicted about the whole thing, but it was time to take a tour of New Toronto. I needed to do it without the goon squad following me though. I changed into more comfortable attire—a pair of cargo pants, some well-worn tennis shoes, and one of my Linkin Park t-shirts. I had a few. 
 
    I put on my holster and concealed my trusty 9mm. I wanted to go out without guards, but I wasn’t stupid. I grabbed a ball cap and my shades and headed out.  
 
    When I got to the ground floor and started for the door, one of the guards I’d seen before stopped me. 
 
    “Heading out, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “What, the hat wasn’t enough of a disguise?” 
 
    He didn’t appear to have a sense of humor. 
 
    “One moment, I’ll get someone to go with you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. I just want to take a look around, and I don’t want the guards painting a bullseye on my back by showing everyone you think I’m important.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Not an option.” 
 
    I sighed. I could probably slip out another way, maybe, but I figured it wasn’t worth it. The only way this was going to come even close to working was to build trust. 
 
    “Fine. Someone can come with me, but they need to be dressed like the people out there. Not in full military regalia, carrying an MP-5.”  
 
    He looked at me for a few seconds, then nodded. “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    I nodded and went to sit down in one of the chairs against the walls in the lobby and started humming an old Linkin Park song to myself. 
 
    About five minutes later, Bill came out of the elevator. He had changed into worn jeans, boots that had been made to look like they’d seen better days, and a tattered t-shirt. He’d even mussed up his hair. 
 
    I stood up and nodded. “Wow, you can walk without Ted standing beside you.” 
 
    He smirked. “What do you expect? We’re brothers. We always stick together, but we felt you’d probably complain if both of us tried to come along.” 
 
    “Right you are. I assume you’re armed?” 
 
    He pulled up the side of his t-shirt to reveal the grip of his handgun. 
 
    “Okay, good. Try not to shoot anyone. I just want to get a feeling for the mood on the streets.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go then.” He walked over and opened the door for me. 
 
    I nodded my thanks and walked through. I looked up at the sky, remembering when there was a beautiful metal-framed glass entryway. Some of the metal framing was still there, but the glass was long gone. 
 
    Once he was beside me, I walked out of the entryway, made a right, and started walking. 
 
    “How’s the underground?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not good. We don’t send folks down there if we can help it.” 
 
    I grimaced. That was bad, given that it led to virtually every major building in the area. 
 
    “That’s a problem.” 
 
    “We know, but right now we’re doing our best just to keep people fed and alive.” 
 
    I grunted. “You know the Anarchists Legion could get down there, plant a bunch of explosives, and turn Toronto into a big crater, right?” 
 
    “We’ve collapsed strategic sections to try to make it harder to get to the key locations.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I didn’t say more for a short while, as there were a few people around. People tended to get out of our way as we walked, and it took me a block or two to figure out why. We didn’t smell like the streets. They knew we had enough influence to get a bath, with soap, and that was enough to warn them. 
 
    Just as we passed Toronto Dominion Centre, what I had hoped to avoid happened. We both saw it coming, but there were too many civilians around to do much other than wait for the situation to play out. 
 
    Two men, both wearing leather jackets that reminded me of Michael Jackson’s from a music video long past jumped out from behind the corner of the building, then two more ran out behind us, wearing identical jackets. 
 
    “The Jackson 4?” I asked and smiled. 
 
    “Give us what you got,” the larger of the two men in front of us said as he pulled a bowie knife. 
 
    It must have been a signal. The other three also pulled knives of various types and sizes. 
 
    “Look, exactly what do you want? Maybe we can help.” 
 
    “Everything you’ve got. Those sunglasses look nice.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Oh no. That won’t do. These are my favorites.” 
 
    He started to take a step forward, and I raised my right hand, palm out, toward him. 
 
    “I think you really want to go back behind that building and wait for someone else. You’re making an extremely bad choice here.” 
 
    “We saw where you came out of. You got lots of stuff in there that could help us.” 
 
    “And those of us in that building are also making sure everyone here is safe and fed!” Ted said. 
 
    I was impressed Ted hadn’t pulled his gun yet. 
 
    “Fed? Really? You wanna eat the scraps I feed my kids? I go hungry so they don’t have to!” 
 
    I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest. “Is that right…” 
 
    “Yeah, same here!” one of the men behind us said. 
 
    A small crowd had started to circle around us, and I wasn’t sure whose side they were on. I could handle four, but it was getting closer to fifteen. As long as none of them were armed, they still wouldn’t be a problem, but I preferred another option. 
 
    “That’s the kind of thing I’m here to find out,” I said. 
 
    The man I assumed was the leader tilted his head. “Huh?” 
 
    “Yes, you see, a few days ago, I disarmed an unexploded nuclear warhead at CFB Trenton, that, if it had gone off, would have killed you all. Now, I’m working with the folks at Scotia to see how we can make things better out here.” 
 
    “A nuke?” one of the onlookers asked. 
 
    I nodded, without taking my eyes off my target. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Leave ‘em be, Jacob,” the same onlooker said. 
 
    “Screw you!” Jacob charged. 
 
    “Disarm only,” I said calmly. 
 
    “Got it,” Ted said and turned to take care of the two behind us. 
 
    Jacob made a typical mistake. He charged and raised his knife high in his right hand. I made sure Ted had moved a few steps away and sidestepped to the right just as Jacob stabbed down. I kicked out with my left foot and caught him in the groin, which sent him to the ground screaming.  
 
    I turned back just in time to catch the wrist of the next attacker. I used his momentum to whip around to get behind him and brought his arm with me. I twisted and pushed his wrist up his back until his hand opened and the knife dropped, then I shoved him toward Jacob, whom he tripped over and fell. 
 
    I checked on Ted, and both of his targets were on the ground as well. 
 
    It had only taken about ten seconds before all four of them were disarmed and down. The crowd of onlookers took a few steps back. I doubted any of them had seen people like us in action before, but now they had. 
 
    “I want the four of you to understand that you could all be dead, right now, with pretty much the same effort, but some of you have kids, and I don’t want to be the reason you don’t go home to them.” What the hell had happened to me? 
 
    I looked around the crowd. “Anyone know anything about the Anarchists Legion? Where they hide? Who they are?” 
 
    “Yeah, we know who they are! Cult brainwashed assholes!” someone I couldn’t see in the back of the crowd yelled. 
 
    A few chuckled and nodded. Good, they still had a sense of humor. For some, that was the last thing to go before despair became death. 
 
    “Anyone have anything useful?” 
 
    Lots of shrugging and head shaking was my answer. “If anyone hears anything, go to Scotia Plaza and ask for Mr. Smith. That’s me. I’ll listen. Good information that leads to something solid will be rewarded.” 
 
    The crowd started to disperse. 
 
    “Okay, Ted, I think that’s about it for today. Let’s get back.” 
 
    “You know, we should have at least detained them.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Look, you want law and order, fine, but it needs to be something the people are aware of before it’s enforced. What do you plan to do, deputize a few dozen random people?” 
 
    He glanced sideways at me as we turned toward the entry to Scotia Plaza. “You’re not exactly what I expected, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Being predictable makes you an easy target.” I winked and headed toward the elevator. 
 
    He chuckled and peeled off to go further into the ground floor. 
 
    I pondered the scope of what these people wanted to accomplish and wondered, again, why I was here. Sure, I had some skills that could help here and there, and I could buy that they needed me to disarm the nuke, but why bring me this far in? I was sure there was someone, somewhere, who knew exactly why. All I had to do was figure it out.  
 
    It’s good to know what motivates people in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that day, I was called to a board meeting, which seemed a bit odd, but I figured it would be a good way to get some answers. We met in the boardroom on the top floor, which I could now get into without having to go through an outer office and then a bathroom like I’d had to do on my first visit. 
 
    I sat down with Jonathan and Jeremy and a new addition to the group, who I knew on sight but hadn’t actually met. Bethany Evans used to be the head of military operations in the sector and was another Agent. She had been on my target list, but I hadn’t gotten to her before the war. 
 
    “I understand you had an eventful morning, Mr. Smith?” Jeremy asked, starting the meeting. 
 
    I nodded. “A small scuffle with a few desperate folks on the streets, who oddly, did not seem to be as well taken care of as I was led to believe.” 
 
    “We told you things were running out.” 
 
    “Oh, bullshit. You laid out what areas you supposedly control, but it doesn’t seem to me that you’re in control of anything, except maybe what happens in this building.” I thought about the intruder I’d dealt with. “Well, not even that really. You’ve been secure in here for 20 years, and have food, wine, and whatever you seem to want.” 
 
    “We really only started working on control of the zone a few years ago.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but the building belonged to Obsidian before that. Who was here until a few years ago? What the hell was going on?” 
 
    “I was.” Bethany finally spoke. “There were protocols. Once Teledyne started the destruction of the world, executives were sent to pre-determined locations, with orders to stay there for a period of one to two decades. Obviously, they were all…improved…so a few decades were really no problem. My location was here. Each location was stocked, much like your bunker probably is, with enough supplies for quite a while. They weren’t luxurious, but they were survivable.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the stab at Teledyne, but I really didn’t care. I motioned for her to go on. 
 
    “A few years ago, I sent out some of the Agents I had with me to retrieve the executives. Mr. Kent and Mr. Hammond were the only two executives who were found alive. Now, we have about fifteen guards, and the three of us. The rest of the people, we’ve hired since we started organizing.” 
 
    I finally figured out why they really needed me. The three of them were imprinted and wouldn’t, or couldn’t, think outside the box. They needed someone who wasn’t programmed to think a certain way or fill a specific role. Personally, I thought they would have been better off with someone who lived that life before, taking care of people, but I was about as good as any these days. I suppose I was a somewhat known quantity. I had never considered that Obsidian imprinted their executives… 
 
    “So, you’re all imprinted? Really? I thought Obsidian allowed their executives to think for themselves.” 
 
    “We have some imprints that were supposed to help with the job. They aren’t as limiting as the imprinting for field roles,” Jeremy said, “but they have proven to be less than helpful in this new world we find ourselves. 
 
    I could tell Bethany was annoyed Jeremy was so forthcoming. Red flag number one. 
 
    “Well, you have a security nightmare on your hands. The underground, specifically, but besides that…the city is a huge open area, with the waterfront a few blocks away. What about the former Ontario Police or Toronto Police? Surely some of them are still around somewhere.” 
 
    “How do we know we can trust them?” 
 
    I stared at her. “I haven’t even decided if I trust you.” 
 
    “Alright you two,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Moving on. You have 68 floors in this building. How many are actually in use?” 
 
    “We currently have four floors powered,” Jonathan said. “The rest are turned off to conserve power.” 
 
    “Four? Well, three are obvious, what’s the fourth?” 
 
    “The second floor. It’s used for storage mostly, and food prep, housekeeping, things like that. It also contains the arsenal.” 
 
    Bethany stared at Jonathan, and he smiled. “If he’s going to be here and be a part of this, he needs to know, Bethany.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know there are five residences on this floor and this conference room. What’s in the other space? I’m no architect, but I’m damn good at evaluating floor plans.” 
 
    “Oh…just corporate office space, stuff like that,” Bethany said. 
 
    “You’re a shitty liar.” I stared at her. 
 
    “There’s also all the equipment that was used to run the imprinting device, which as we told you already, is nonfunctional,” Jeremy said. 
 
    I turned my gaze to him and narrowed my eyes. “You’re trying to get it working again…” 
 
    “Of course we are!” Bethany said. 
 
    I shook my head and crossed my arms over my chest. “No. That’s no good. You don’t get to turn people into whatever you want anymore.” 
 
    “Who the hell do you think you are, Smith?” 
 
    “Someone your boys dragged out of a comfortable little bunker and asked to be here.” 
 
    She quickly stood and pulled the gun that was on her hip and aimed it at me. I knew if she wanted to shoot and kill me, she probably could. She knew I’d recover from anything but a guaranteed kill shot, but I was pretty fast, too. 
 
    Jonathan stood up and held out his hands. “Whoa!” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. Now this, I was trained for. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, you’ll kill us all!” Jonathan yelled. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? I thought you had some guts. We don’t need this idiot.” She slid her finger inside the trigger guard. 
 
    “What’s in your hands, Mr. Smith?” Jonathan looked at me warily. 
 
    “Enough. You’re smarter than I thought, Jonathan. Bethany, I’m an assassin. Do you really think I’m not prepared for something like this? You kill me, you die too.” 
 
     Bethany glanced between Jonathan and me, and I saw a quick flash of concern on her face, though her hand remained steady on the gun.  
 
    “You’d better shoot me or put the damn gun away. This isn’t negotiable.” 
 
    She thought about it. I could tell she really wanted to, but she cared enough about herself that she didn’t want to die today. She sighed and holstered the gun before she sat back down. “Fine.” 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t ready to give up on the imprinter, but I could deal with that later. I also knew she’d have to go, but I’d have to time things right for that. 
 
    “Moving on,” Jeremy said and motioned to me. 
 
    “How many Agents do you have left?” 
 
    “Fifteen. I already said that,” Bethany spat. 
 
    I uncrossed my arms and nodded. “So, how many other buildings are powered and in use?” 
 
    Jeremy shifted in his seat. “We’ve mostly focused on this building. Once we were all back together, it took a while to get everything set up again and hire some people for upkeep and security.” 
 
    “Before I waste any more time, have you done anything other than take care of yourselves?” 
 
    “We also keep CFB Trenton secured, and Darlington…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know that already.” I waved a hand dismissively. “Have you done anything to actually help the people you claim to be taking care of?” 
 
    The three of them glanced at each other, and Jeremy at least had the decency to look a little bit guilty. 
 
    Jonathan finally said, “We have some limited food distribution set up from the farms we’ve managed to establish agreements with. We offer protection from the Anarchists and other warlords, and sometimes just give the farmers weapons if that’s what they want in exchange for food. We’ve done the same with some fishermen and some people to keep an eye on the solar farm.” 
 
    “So here’s my suggestion. You claim to have a pretty large area under control, but I don’t see it. You need to start with this block, move toward the water and take control of a port location, then out from there. Schools, hospitals, and public buildings are likely to have their own solar power systems, which may require repair, but those buildings could provide safe housing for people. You also need to figure out how many of the floors of this building you can successfully power.” 
 
    Jeremy took notes in an old leather portfolio. 
 
    “How many people died last winter?” 
 
    His head snapped up. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Well?” 
 
    “I don’t know…a lot.” 
 
    “Well, there’s your first priority. Buildings people can move into. Centralize things. Not only is it easier to control people if they’re centralized, but they’re more likely to root out any bad seeds on their own, whereas now, they’re all scattered.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll start looking at that. I guess we can also spread the word about hiring a police force.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” Bethany said. “I already have a gun range set up at Rogers Centre.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s say…a week from today, everyone that wants to apply can show up.” I smiled since I knew she’d hate the idea of me being involved. 
 
    “I think that’s a perfect idea, Mr. Smith,” Jonathan said, before Bethany could open her mouth.  
 
    I stood and stretched. “Now, if you don’t mind, this really isn’t my thing. I’ll leave you executive types to wrap up the details.” I winked at Bethany, then headed out and back to my apartment. I spent the rest of the day going over maps of Toronto and picked out a few places to scout the next day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, just before sunrise, I dressed for the cooler weather, packed my backpack, and went down to the lobby where, once again, I was stopped. 
 
    “This is getting out of hand. Do you not believe I can take care of myself?” I asked. 
 
    “Just following orders, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “Whose orders?” 
 
    “Ms. Evans’.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I really don’t want to hurt you, but I’m going out there alone today. I have some work to do. So, you can tell her you tried, but I went anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Smith, just wait a moment please.” He pulled a radio from his belt. 
 
    I reached out and wrapped the hand that held the radio in my hand and squeezed until he fell to his knees from the pain. I was sure I felt one of his fingers break or dislocate; I wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “I squeeze a little harder, and you’ll never use that hand again, do you understand?” 
 
    It was all he could do to nod. His mouth was clenched closed. 
 
    “I’m going to let you go, and I’m going to leave. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “Good boy.”  
 
    I let him go and walked out of the building. The guards outside looked at me, and then through the closing door. They ran inside to help their comrade, but they didn’t bother me. I had a few potential places to go, so I stood on the sidewalk and looked around as I considered.  
 
    I had my 9mm and a few extra magazines, but most of my armament was invisible to the casual observer. As I usually only did when I was on a mission, or in the past few days, I also had knives and other small weapons in accessible locations on my person. 
 
    I made my decision and headed west on King Street. The sun had just started to come up, and folks who had slept on the streets packed up their meager belongings. I waved as I went by. More than a few returned the gesture or at least nodded. Some had seen me in action the day before; that might have helped. 
 
    I turned south once I got to John Street, remembering when I used to spend a good bit of time at the coffee shop on the corner. It was the kind of place that really picked up morale. I was sure a lot of these people hadn’t had a cup of coffee in years. The glass was broken out, and the place had obviously been ransacked for anything of use, but that could be fixed. 
 
    Farther along, I passed the park just past Front Street. It used to be another good spot for people watching. Now, it was a campground. The trees had been cut down for firewood long ago. I made a mental note to have them check CFB Trenton and the police precincts to see if there were any emergency tents or other things that could be useful as the temperatures dropped. 
 
    They really needed to get more buildings open, operational, and secure. I’d discovered many of those who had gotten to an indoor location last year were killed for their coats or a bottle of water. That had to stop. Perhaps the worst part was finding out the dead had not been able to rest peacefully; they’d been dinner. 
 
    I shuddered as I thought about that and looked up at my target. The CN Tower. There were elevators, but I doubted there’d be power since the building wouldn’t be very useful for anything, so I’d have to go up the stairs. So many stairs. Thankfully, I was still in shape. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, I stepped out onto the EdgeWalk and looked around the city from over 1,000 feet in the air. I pulled a set of compact binoculars from one of my cargo pockets and looked around. I decided right away this was definitely a spot for a sniper to be stationed full-time, especially if we had someone with a sniper imprint or special forces training. It would be good protection inside the perimeter, especially if anyone came up from Lake Ontario. A decent shot could likely hit a target on the closer points of the Toronto Islands to the south, which would be good, because I was hoping to eventually make use of the city airport. 
 
    I looked over toward Port Lands, where the Portlands Energy Center was located. It was a natural gas power generation facility which might be useful in the long term. I frowned as I saw that the entrance over the Keating Channel was barricaded and guarded. They apparently didn’t want visitors. Two guards at the barricade with crossbows. Interesting weapon choice, but a smart one. I looked around a bit more and spotted a sniper on top of one of the towers. They really didn’t want visitors. Full scale assaults weren’t really my thing, so I filed that information away for later use. 
 
    Next, I spotted a few buildings with solar panels on the roofs. That was good. The Ritz Carlton Toronto, Toronto City Hall, and all of the TD Centre buildings had been equipped with solar panels. One York Street had them, too. That was quite a few buildings inside a zone I thought could be controlled and could house and protect people. 
 
    Some buildings also had rooftop greenery. I was no expert, but I had to wonder if the greenery areas could be converted to grow food in the warmer months. 
 
    I turned south and looked over the many docks spread across the shoreline of Lake Ontario. Many were empty now, but there were still several boats in their slips or drydocked. I could see a few fishing boats on their way out to the lake as well. I wondered how much was left, because they’d probably fished the hell out of it the past couple decades.  
 
    I sighed and tucked the binoculars away as I climbed back down. 
 
    For the rest of the day, I walked the streets of the local area and scouted the buildings I thought could be used since they already had solar panels. I also took the time to talk to folks who would actually stop and talk to me. Apparently, word of yesterday’s confrontation had spread quickly, and enough of a physical description had been given that I was recognized. Some ran from me; others came up to thank me. I gained a much better understanding of the desperate situations these people were in. Some told me their family members went to join the AL just because they promised food and shelter. 
 
    Several old businesses also caught my interest. There were more than a few solar panel installation companies in the area, some with large warehouses.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I walked around one of the buildings and found a warehouse door ajar. I wasn’t surprised; people would find any shelter they could, and I didn’t blame them. Just the same, I slid a few throwing knives into my hands before I carefully stepped in. The room was mostly dark, but a few filthy windows allowed a bit of light in, just enough for me to see.  
 
    I heard voices from the far corner, but it wasn’t what I heard, but what I saw, that drew my interest at first. Racks and racks of solar panels. Everything from residential size to the big industrial units. Nice. Most of them seemed to still be strapped together and undamaged from what I could see. 
 
    “Hey! Who’s there!” 
 
    Damn, I’d left myself silhouetted by the open door. More proof that I was out of practice. I didn’t answer but moved into the shadows. 
 
    I heard multiple footsteps in the near darkness, then silence. I figured at least five people had moved based on the patterns. I could hear some of them breathing heavily just from that little bit of movement; they were no threat. 
 
    “As long as you play nice, you’re in no danger. My name is Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “Shit, the guy who disarmed the nuke?” 
 
    “That’s me. Now, why don’t you all move over here into the light where I can see you, so we don’t have any accidents.” 
 
    I heard one of them whisper, “That’s the guy Jacob wants.” 
 
    “Okay,” another whispered, “you two go that way, we’ll go around here.” 
 
    I listened carefully and heard the hammer cock on a gun. Probably a revolver. They moved what they thought was quietly, and against most people, it would have been effective. Unfortunately for them, I wasn’t most people. 
 
    “Five against one isn’t really fair odds. You should get more people.” 
 
    One of them took the bait. “Hah! Jacob’s gonna pay nicely to see you dead.” 
 
    I used the cover of his voice to move one row of shelves over and ended up behind one of the men. I put one of the knives away, crept up and wrapped an arm around his neck, covered his mouth, and sliced his throat. I gently set the body down and listened. 
 
    Through the gaps, I could see two more men on the next row over, one of them with a revolver in his hand. They were careful and moved slowly, but they couldn’t see. I could.  
 
    Suddenly, I found myself illuminated as someone behind me and across the building turned on a flashlight. “There he is!” 
 
    I’d missed a gun, and I felt a sting in my back. I ignored it and threw two knives in rapid succession back toward the light as I ran to the end of the row and along the wall, then I ducked behind another row and stopped. I was gratified to hear two bodies hit the ground. One of them screamed, and the other tried, but all that came out was a gurgling sound.  
 
    “Two left. You have an open path to the door. I encourage you to run,” I said calmly. 
 
    Sure enough, I heard the fast footfalls of running, and the door slammed open as they shoved it out of the way to escape.  
 
    I knew I’d been hit and felt my abdomen…no blood. Great, that meant the bullet was still somewhere inside me. I brushed off the pain and slowly made my way over to where the flashlight had fallen. I could see one man was dead for sure; even with a blind throw I’d caught him in the neck. The other had been struck in the chest and stared down at the knife that still protruded from it. 
 
    He looked up and shuffled backward until his back hit the shelves behind him. 
 
    I walked over, pulled the knife from the dead man’s neck and cleaned it on his shirt before I put it away. The revolver found its way into one of my pockets, and I picked up the flashlight and aimed it at the survivor. 
 
    He struggled to breathe as he stared at me. He was going into shock. 
 
    “Well, you’re going to die, nothing I can do about that. Unfortunately for you, it’s going to be slow and painful. Now, I could help you with that, but I need information. Where is Jacob?” 
 
    He started to shake and looked down at the knife in his chest again. 
 
    “You’re going into shock. Tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    “Aquarium,” was all he could get out. 
 
    I nodded. “Good.” I pulled the knife out of his chest and used it to slice his throat open and end his suffering; at least, that’s how I looked at it. 
 
    I figured he meant the old Ripley’s Aquarium, which, interestingly, was right next to the CN Tower where I’d just been. I also figured Jacob probably had quite a few people there who were, for whatever reason, loyal to him. I had no doubt Jacob’s loyal followers had their families there as well. I probably should have killed him when I had the chance. Yep, definitely going soft. 
 
    I remembered Scotty carrying what looked like a sniper rifle case when I first met him and decided to head back to the plaza. A sniper perched on the CN Tower would do nicely for keeping an eye on the aquarium to see how many people Jacob had inside. Knowledge is power in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made my way back to the plaza, past a new set of guards at the front door, and up to the top floor. I realized when I walked out of the elevator, that I didn’t know where to locate Jonathan or Jeremy. And I really had no interest in talking to Bethany. A twinge in my back reminded me I still had a bullet that needed to be removed. 
 
    I walked through the concealed door toward my room. I figured I would at least pop a few pain killers, and maybe I could fish it out myself if worse came to worse. Bill and Ted rounded the corner and nearly ran into me before they jumped back. 
 
    “Woah! We were just going to head out to look for you. You know you broke Steve’s hand?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It could have been worse.” 
 
    “You okay?” He pointed at my hand, which was still a bit bloody. 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing I couldn’t handle. A few of Jacob’s friends wanted to talk. I didn’t feel like it.” 
 
    Ted grunted. “He’s been a problem for a while.” 
 
    “I won’t ask why nothing has been done about him, or why you didn’t mention him before, because I think I already know the answer. Anyway, have you got anyone who can get a bullet out of my back?” 
 
    “What?!” Bill moved quickly behind me and pulled up my shirt. “Shit, no exit wound I guess?” 
 
    “Nope. Little bastard is still in there.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding a bit more than you might think, Mr. Smith. Come with us.” 
 
    They led me back to the elevator and down to the second floor. I hadn’t been on this floor before, and it was not what I expected. Most of the non-structural walls were gone; the floor was almost wide open.  
 
    In the far corner, there was a double-layered cage which contained their arsenal, and it was impressive. It had to take up more than two thousand square feet and contained everything from handguns to single-use rocket launchers. Some cases even looked like they contained anti-air missiles. 
 
    I also saw an area along one of the walls with a variety of free weights and benches. That was good to know; I needed to take advantage of it. I’d worked out in my bunker, but not nearly as much as I probably should have. 
 
    Against the wall on the left was an area that was partitioned off. They led me to it. As we walked in, I saw the guard, Steve, leaning back in a reclining chair, his hand wrapped up and iced with a cold pack. There were several hospital-style beds in the room and monitoring equipment that made it look like an emergency room triage center. 
 
    “Doing okay, Steve?” Bill asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I doubt I’ll ever play the guitar again, but Doc says I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “You sucked at it anyway,” Ted said and chuckled. 
 
    Steve flipped him off with his good hand, then looked at me. “You weren’t exaggerating when you said you could have crushed my hand.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Well, thanks. No hard feelings.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Where’d Doc go? Mr. Smith here has a bit of an emergency,” Bill said. 
 
    “She should be right back.” 
 
    As if on cue, an older woman came in and crossed her arms over her chest. “What is this, a meeting room now?” she asked in an Indian accent.  
 
    “Doctor Adwani, Mr. Smith could use your help.” Bill turned to greet her. 
 
    “It’s just a bullet.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Ah, the infamous Mr. Smith. I hear I have you to thank for having to patch Steve up.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Could have been worse.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” She lifted the back of my shirt and sucked in a breath. “Over there, on his stomach, now. Carefully, and get that backpack off.” 
 
    Bill and Ted guided me to the table and lifted the backpack off my back. “Guys, I can walk…” 
 
    I hopped up on the bed and immediately regretted it. The pain I’d suppressed washed over me. “Okay, that hurts.” 
 
    “It’s no wonder,” she said as she walked back over with a loaded syringe. 
 
    “Just a minute now. What’s that?” 
 
    “Something to dull the pain. This is going to hurt; I’m going to have to explore to figure out what’s been damaged.” 
 
    My defenses lit up. This would be a perfect opportunity for Bethany to get rid of me if that’s what she wanted to do. On the other hand, the doctor’s reaction told me my wound was probably worse than I thought. 
 
    I looked at Bill and Ted. “That Bethany bitch doesn’t get anywhere near me. Clear? I have a feeling she doesn’t see the wisdom of my presence.” 
 
    They glanced at each other and nodded in unison. “We don’t answer to her, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I got the feeling they didn’t much like her either; this could be good. I nodded and carefully lowered myself down and rolled onto my stomach. I sighed. “I loved this shirt.” 
 
    I felt the needle in my arm, and then nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up some time later, and the room was mostly dark. I was on my back and still groggy. That injection had to have been more than morphine. I felt the IV in my hand and nodded to myself. That must have just been an initial dose. She had put me on something after that to keep me out, which meant she was trained in how to handle people like me.  
 
    I raised my head and saw Bill and Ted standing inside the door. Then Dr. Adwani came into my field of view. Damn, I must still be pretty groggy if I didn’t hear her coming. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, you’re an incredibly lucky man.” 
 
    I let my head fall back. “How’s that?” 
 
    “It’s only the density of your muscles that kept the bullet from reaching one of your kidneys. It stopped about a millimeter short. It did manage to graze your spine though.” 
 
    I mentally cursed myself for being so sloppy. I’d been in the bunker way too long to think I could just jump back into operations. Idiot. 
 
    “But, you should be back on your feet within a week.” 
 
    “A week?” I raised my head and stared at her. 
 
    “Yes, a week. Based on what I’ve seen with other Agents, that’s about the right length of time for your spine to recover enough for you to get back to what you do, Mr. Smith. I’m well aware of your capabilities, having been one of the people who administered the nanites some decades ago.” 
 
    “I’m impressed. Thanks.” 
 
    She sniffed. “I don’t care if you’re impressed. I just want you to survive.” 
 
    I furrowed my brows. “Why?” 
 
    She let out an exasperated sigh. “Not everyone thinks only in terms of death, Mr. Smith. I actually meant it when I took an oath to help people, and based on what I’ve heard, you might actually care too.” 
 
    I chuckled weakly. “Damn, don’t let that get out. It’ll ruin my reputation.” 
 
    “Get some rest, Mr. Smith,” she said before she walked away. 
 
    Bill walked over. “I assume the guy who did this is no longer a problem?” 
 
    I grinned. “Come on, Bill. Yes, he’s dead, but there are more of them out there. I found out Jacob and most of his crew are holed up in the old aquarium. I figure if you can get a sniper up on the EdgeWalk on the Tower, you can get some intel on their movements.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll talk to Jonathan. Scotty is our only sniper.” 
 
    “Well, anyone with binocs could get the intel. You need numbers, times, and so on. Do you really need to get Jonny boy involved?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. Scotty’s pretty loyal. Anyway, I’ll pass the suggestion along. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, I found Jacob’s people in a warehouse full of solar panels that look to be in perfect shape.” 
 
    “Huh. Where?” 
 
    “Not far from the CN Tower.” I smirked. “Your executives have done a shitty job.” 
 
    He looked around the room before he spoke. “We’re finding that out quickly now that you’re here.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. That was interesting and potentially useful. “It shouldn’t have taken me for you to see that.” 
 
    He shrugged noncommittally. “I’ll let you get some rest. Ted will stay while I go find Jonathan.” 
 
    I nodded and closed my eyes. Suddenly, I was tired again. “Thanks, guys.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up what I thought was probably a few hours later to the smell of food. Ted was rolling over a bedside table with a plate of fried fish and hand-cut French fries on it. I inhaled deeply; it smelled delicious, and I knew I needed to eat, but I shook my head. 
 
    “There are some MREs in my backpack, give me one of those.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Take that outside and give it to the first person you see walking the streets. Tell them it’s compliments of Mr. Smith.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “Hearts and minds, Ted. Hearts and minds.” 
 
    “You’re one dangerous bastard.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere. Now do it.” 
 
    He shrugged and handed me an MRE from my pack. I really didn’t like them—no one did—but I had to start thinking about the long game. I tore it open and sighed as I quickly wolfed down the contents. It was supposed to be chicken and rice, but it didn’t quite make it, and the best way to get it down was to do it quickly. I washed it down with a few cups of water from a pitcher on the table. 
 
    Ted came back about twenty minutes later and set the empty plate on the tray. “I found a woman walking with her kid. I figured that’d be about right.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good.” 
 
    He shook his head. “They acted like they hadn’t eaten in months.” 
 
    “They may not have, Ted; that’s the problem. We can’t eat like this in here, while people out there are suffering and dying.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “You actually do care about them, don’t you?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Go away, I’m tired.” 
 
    I heard him walk back to his post at the door, and I considered what he’d said. Maybe I did care, a little, but there’s a reason for everything. If they wanted to think I was being selfless, that worked for me. The fact that he used the term ‘them’ told me volumes about how things were run. They really did see it as an us-versus-them situation, and I had been no better once. Now, time would tell. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the next few days, the routine remained about the same. Doctor Adwani would check on me, sometimes changing my bandage. Thankfully, after the first day, she let me get up to use the bathroom on my own.  
 
    Every meal, Bill or Ted would bring me something simple, like a sandwich, and the fully cooked meal that was actually meant for me would go to the streets. After only one day, a group started gathering around the corner. Word had gotten out, and people waited and hoped to be the one picked for the real, cooked food. Apparently, there was even a concerted effort to keep the fact that it was being done from the executives. Several of the door guards had come by to check on me and gave me a little wink and a nod about the food. 
 
    Once, Ted told me, a fight broke out among people who said they needed the food. He chose to give it to the person who took the worst beating, because he was apparently the one who needed it the most since he barely had the strength to defend himself. He’d also snuck out some medical supplies for everyone who’d gotten hurt in the dust up. From that day on, there had been no more fights. 
 
    More than a few things bothered me about the whole situation, but I couldn’t really do much more from my bed. I was surprised when, on the afternoon of the fourth day, Jonathan and Jeremy walked in. 
 
    I had inclined the bed so I was sitting upright. “What can I do for you two?” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up on Jacob. We’ve got the aquarium under 24-hour surveillance, and you were right. We’ve cataloged at least fifty different people going in and out of there, but Jacob, himself, has only shown his face once,” Jonathan said. 
 
    I nodded. “More than I thought.” 
 
    “Us as well. We knew he was a street thug but didn’t think he had that much influence. We also know there are children in there, but Bethany wants to proceed with an assault, using one of our assault teams.” 
 
    I grimaced. “I’ve seen what your assault teams are capable of. They’re good for coordinated destruction and death, screw the collateral damage.” 
 
    “Let’s not pretend any of us used to care about collateral damage, Mr. Smith, unless you intended for Carl Aviers’ waiter to die too,” Jonathan said. 
 
    I wondered if Carl was the only target they were sure of. They’d used that information to try to get to me the first day we met when they asked me to disarm the nuke, too.  
 
    “Touché, but times are different, and I was never in the wholesale slaughter department.” That wasn’t exactly true, given my work on nuclear warheads, but I hoped they wouldn’t bring that up. Besides, I never thought they’d actually be used. 
 
    “At least I think about it differently now. I went out there to find out what the hell was going on instead of sitting on top of the ivory tower and throwing scraps to the peasants.” My voice grew in volume as I spoke, and I sat up further in bed. Dr. Adwani cleared her throat from her desk in the corner and stared at me with a ‘don’t make me get up’ look. I’d seen it on enough doctors’ faces over the years to recognize it easily. 
 
    “You’re right, Mr. Smith,” Jeremy said. 
 
    I stared at him and blinked. I wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “We’ve been reacting to what we’ve considered emergency situations, but we haven’t really been managing anything or acting proactively.” 
 
    I leaned back on the bed and stopped myself from wincing. My back still hurt a bit more than I’d hoped. “Huh.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” Jonathan said.  
 
    I shook my head. “I only do small unit tactics in video games. I’m more of a…” I paused to consider the right words…“person-to-person kind of guy.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know, but Bethany isn’t really the kind of person to think about surgical precision in an assault.” 
 
    I looked at Jeremy. “So, order her to. You were two levels above her in the structure before the war.” 
 
    “I’m going to do that, Mr. Smith, but I want you involved.” 
 
    I tilted my head to the side as I considered what he was asking. Part of him might have wanted to complete the operation without unnecessary casualties, but I felt like a bigger part of him wanted to be able to blame me if things went sideways. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask. By the way, we checked around and found the building where you got shot. They’d set an ambush, thinking you’d come back, but we went in with a bit more force than they anticipated.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Unfortunately, some of the solar panels were damaged or destroyed in the firefight.” 
 
    I sighed audibly and shook my head. “You idiots would use a jackhammer to put in a thumbtack.” 
 
    “We’ve checked the old records and found several other warehouses nearby with a lot more panels though. It was a good find.” 
 
    “Something you should have thought of years ago.” 
 
    “Look, we can go back and forth all day about the past, Mr. Smith,” Jonathan said, “but we need to look forward.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m looking forward to getting some rest. We’ll talk when I’m back on my feet. See if you can hold Bitchany, I mean Bethany, back until then.” 
 
    Jonathan snorted as he tried not to laugh and nodded. “We’ll do our best.” 
 
    They left, and I took a deep breath to center my mind and closed my eyes to meditate and consider. Before I could get far, I heard Dr. Adwani get up from her desk and walk over. I opened my eyes and looked at her before she could say anything. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s your game, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “I can’t figure you out. I got a tiny briefing on your background, but I haven’t been permitted to see your full file. Best I can figure, you were with Teledyne, not Obsidian.” 
 
    “Right so far.” 
 
    “Assassin?” 
 
    “Among other things.” I shrugged. It was interesting how that word in any other place would evoke fear and hatred; around here it was just a job title. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s a rather impolite question, Dr. Adwani, and one I’m not going to answer. I doubt anyone still alive knows the answer to that other than me.” 
 
    “So, are you really going to help the people out there?” 
 
    I took in a breath and let it out slowly as I considered how to answer her question. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “People keep asking me that.” 
 
    “So, what’s the answer?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve spent the last two decades alone in my bunker, and I was just fine with that. I’d prepared for it. Being out among people again is something I’m still getting used to, but I know I can’t go back to where I was. They know where my bunker is now, so it’s not safe. I might as well make myself useful.” 
 
    She nodded; her voice was softer this time. “A few more days, and you should be good to go back to your normal daily activities. Now, let me change that bandage before you rest.” 
 
    Sometimes you still find compassion in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    As promised, I was back on my feet and in my own apartment in a few more days. Unless I was crazy, which was possible, Dr. Adwani had been a bit gentler in her bandage changes after our little conversation. She could be an ally when the time came. 
 
    I’d only been back in my apartment for about an hour, which was enough time to shower and get dressed—which I still had to do a bit slowly—when there was a knock on the door. My back was going to be tender for a few more days, and I was still pissed I’d allowed myself to get shot. That couldn’t happen again. 
 
    I answered it, surprised to find Bethany standing there. “Ready?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Today is the day we evaluate the people who want to work for us, or have you forgotten? I can handle it without you if you’re not up for it.” It wasn’t concern in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine. Let’s get going.” 
 
    We went to the basement level and into the underground PATH system. It had always bugged me that PATH didn’t actually stand for anything, other than that there’s a pathway underground.  
 
    Bethany had brought along a squad of fully armed and armored soldiers. They certainly didn’t act like the PATH was safe as we made our way to Rogers Centre. They cleared every corner like they expected an ambush. 
 
    “I thought you folks said this was safe?” 
 
    “I like to be a little overcautious,” Bethany said. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    It looked like most of the structure was still in good shape. This was one of the last sections of PATH built, and though it smelled slightly of urine and human desperation, it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. The one thing we didn’t encounter was people. Sure, the underground wasn’t glamorous, but I expected some to be set up down here. 
 
    “Why’s it so empty? It’s shelter.” 
 
    “We keep the tunnels around the plaza clear.” 
 
    I shook my head. “They’re never going to trust you, if you don’t start trusting them.” 
 
    “You’re an odd person to talk about trust, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “Trust was everything in my line of work, Ms. Evans. I had to trust my sources, trust my handlers, and trust my informants. Without them, I couldn’t have done my job.” 
 
    “I rather took you as something of a lone wolf.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Mostly. Only a small number of people knew all the parts of the machine. Hell, even my handlers didn’t know who my informants were. But there was still trust.” 
 
    “Do you still have informants in the area, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “Not sure. I’ve been sticking to myself for a while. I was happy just to survive.” 
 
    A few minutes later, we emerged into Rogers Centre. We walked out at field level, and I was surprised at the turnout. There were about a hundred people in the stands around the field. There was just enough lighting to see around the stadium, and as I looked through the crowd, I saw plenty of people who were way too young to have been a part of the police force or the military. 
 
    We walked up to the pitcher’s mound, where a microphone and a loudspeaker had been hooked up. Our escorts formed a circle around us as Bethany walked up to the microphone and tapped on it to make sure it was live. I looked around again as I realized this would be a great time to get shot. Virtually everyone in the stands had a higher angle and a clean shot, if they chose to take it. I hoped they’d all been searched. If my guess was right, at least a handful of the people in the stadium were part of the Anarchists Legion. That suited me. I wanted them to know people would be armed and looking for them. 
 
    Bethany started a standard ‘rah rah’ corporate speech, which made me yawn. I shook my head and walked over to stand beside her.  
 
    “Why don’t we just get to the point.” 
 
    She blinked at me, surprised, but stepped out of the way. I could feel her fuming as I took over. 
 
    “Okay, folks. I’ll keep this simple. If you have actually served in the military or on a police force, please make your way to the outfield. I see a lot of you who are too young to have done either of those.” 
 
    Quite a few started to make their way down the steps and into the outfield, funneled and watched by Obsidian security, but a few started coming toward me, with younger people in tow. They were stopped by the guards, but they just stood there and stared at me. 
 
    I made my way over and pushed the guards out of the way. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “These are our kids. You want us? You get them too.” 
 
    I looked up as the seats continued to empty, and it seemed like every person I thought was too young was related to someone we might want. They weren’t really kids though. They all looked to be at least 18, so they’d grown up in rough times. 
 
    “Our hope was that, with the first wave of people we brought in, we wouldn’t need to do a lot of training,” I explained. 
 
    “We can take care of that ourselves,” the one who seemed to be the spokesman for the group said. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and considered. While I was thinking, I heard Bethany stomp up behind me. 
 
    “Experienced people only. That’s what we agreed to,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s see what they’ve got.” 
 
    “What?! No! We’re not using kids! We can’t vet them.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was definitely going to use them just to annoy her. “Tell you what Mr…” I looked at the spokesman. 
 
    “Sergeant Paul Todd, Emergency Task Force.” 
 
    I nodded and grinned. “Tell you what Sergeant Todd. I’ll give them a shot. If they don’t pass the basics, they’re out. They can train later.” 
 
    His eyes widened slightly. I had wondered if he would recognize me after 20 years. He had gotten older, I probably looked about the same. He obviously hadn’t heard I was in town. 
 
    “T-That sounds fair,” he stammered. 
 
    Bethany glanced at him, then at me. “Is something wrong, Sergeant Todd?” 
 
    “No, nothing at all.” His sudden discomfort was plain to see, but she didn’t pursue it. 
 
    I smiled. “Good, that’s settled. Shall we?” I turned and walked toward the outfield. 
 
    In the outfield, tables had been set up with a range of weapons. Everything from basic handguns to machine guns. All of them were laid out, action closed, magazine inserted. They appeared to be loaded and ready. 
 
    I picked up the bullhorn that had been put there and turned to the crowd. “The first thing we’ll test is basic marksmanship. Our hope is you’ll never have to use guns, but let’s be honest, you probably will.” 
 
    I picked up a 9mm, the same kind I carried, and fired three rounds at the target that had been set up in front of a berm that had been built. The targets were only about 15 yards away, which wasn’t far for me, but for the average person, required a skilled shot. Guns weren’t my usual choice, but I was still a fair shot and put all the rounds in a nice grouping in the center of the chest of the man-sized silhouette. 
 
    I grinned as someone darted from the nearby crowd and picked up an MP5A3 submachine gun, turned it on the crowd, and pulled the trigger. The only sound was a ‘click’, followed by shouts from the crowd as they hit the deck to avoid the expected spray of bullets.  
 
    One of the younger people from the crowd ran and tackled the man. She had him face down with one arm pulled behind his back before anyone else could react. I raised an eyebrow and nodded in approval as I took the few steps to get to where they were.  
 
    “Told you someone would try,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, so you were right, this time.” Bethany scowled. 
 
    I turned my attention to the girl, well, young woman, who had tackled the failed shooter to the ground. “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Cindy Todd,” she said without looking up. She slapped the man she was kneeling on top of in the back of the head as he continued to struggle. “And I’m no kid.” 
 
    I glanced back at Paul, and he nodded. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    “Care to reassess your thoughts on the kids, Ms. Evans?” 
 
    “I stand corrected, but can she finish the job?” 
 
    I frowned slightly. She was right. This job would call for violence and death. According to the old laws, killing a man who was under control would be murder, but we were pretty much making up new laws as we went. 
 
    “Finish him, baby girl. He was going to kill all of us,” Paul said from behind me. 
 
    Cindy didn’t hesitate. She let go of the man’s wrist after she jerked it up once more to get him off guard. She reached under his chin, grabbed the back of his head, and twisted his head violently, which resulted in a snap I’d heard more times than I could count. She stood up, dusted off her hands, and walked over to stand with her father. 
 
    I looked at Paul and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can speak for myself, Mr. Smith,” Cindy said. “You think I haven’t had to fight to keep people from trying to take advantage of me?” 
 
    I nodded. I hadn’t really noticed, but she was certainly attractive now that I took a moment to look her over. I had to admit to myself her ability to kill on command made her even more attractive. 
 
    Two of the guards who had brought Bethany and I in dragged the corpse out of the stadium, and I picked up the bullhorn again. 
 
    “We can assume he was either insane or stupid, or was a member of the Anarchists Legion. I’d wager at least five more of you are with them too, and don’t worry, your time will come. Oh, and if any of you report to that idiot, Jacob, your days are numbered as well.” 
 
    I observed as a few people exchanged nervous glances, and I memorized their faces. 
 
    “A guard next to each set of weapons will have the ammunition. You will each be issued three rounds. Every round needs to be a lethal shot on the target. One miss and you go home, so select a weapon you’re comfortable with. We will be taking down your name, service, if any, and where we can find you.” 
 
    I motioned for Paul to follow me and walked over to the side. Cindy started to follow him, but he stopped her. Good boy. 
 
    “So, how are things, Paul?” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” I put a mock pout on my face. 
 
    “Screw you.” 
 
    “Hey, you chose to take the money and give me the information. It’s not my fault you felt bad about it later. Tell me you didn’t use that money to upgrade your lifestyle. I’m sure your little girl benefited from it.” 
 
    He grabbed the front of my shirt. “Don’t you even think about touching her, you bastard.” 
 
    I waved off the two guards who had raised their weapons. “Paul, do you think that little of me? I mean, sure, she’s a knockout, but she’s way too young for me. Besides, I’m in a new business now. Saving people.” 
 
    He let go of my shirt and tried to push me away, but only succeeded in pushing himself backward like he’d pushed against a wall. He furrowed his brows and stared at me. 
 
    “Come on now. Let’s not pretend you didn’t know what I’d do with that information.” 
 
    “My daughter can’t know.” He quickly went from frustrated to a combination of angry and scared. I could see it in his eyes. He was truly afraid of what his daughter would think if she found out. 
 
    I considered him for a moment, then nodded once. “Done. Look, I really am trying to do some good here. I’ve already disarmed the nuke at CFB Trenton. They’ve asked me to help them rebuild Toronto and make it safe. We’re going to need people like you to do that. Of course, I can’t have you selling information to anyone else.” I grinned. 
 
    “I only did that once.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Relax.” I looked over as people took turns firing their chosen weapons. “How’s your wife? What was her name? Cynthia, right?” 
 
    “She was killed by the AL a few years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t want your pity, Smith. I just want to make this place safe for my daughter to grow up in.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then you’re on the right team, Paul.” I patted him on the back. “I’m sure we’ll talk later.” 
 
    I walked over behind the firing line and watched. After the marksmanship test, each person ran a few laps around the bases to give us an idea of their general fitness level. As I expected, many didn’t quite make the times we wanted. I figured most of them hadn’t had a decent meal in quite a while, so that may have been part of it. Food had to be high on the list of priorities. 
 
    After that was done, we picked out the folks who performed the best. I wasn’t surprised both Paul and Cindy were among them. We asked each person a few questions, the gist of which was why do you want to do this, and can you kill someone if you need to? Overwhelmingly, the responses had something to do with losing a family member to the Anarchists or other thugs in the city in one way or another. By the time we finished, we were ready to accept 50 people into the New Toronto Defense Force, and many more were just short of the high standards we set. 
 
    Revenge is as good a motive as any in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, many of the newly recruited had their own weapons. That was good, since arming that many people might have been a challenge. I knew the plaza had a pretty good inventory of weapons, but I believed in having reserves of everything. 
 
    Arrangements had been made for everyone selected to be present for a meeting two days later. There was a large ballroom on the ground floor of Scotia Plaza which had been set up for this purpose. I’d had quite an argument with Bethany, who wanted to disarm them when they came into the building, but I absolutely refused. Eventually, she had seen things my way. 
 
    The gathering had gone well. Shift leaders were determined, based on past experience, and family members were assigned together. After the initial meeting, the shift leaders would pretty much run the show. I really didn’t want to be involved in the day-to-day minutiae. Bethany, on the other hand, wanted to keep herself deeply involved, which suited me just fine. It kept her out of my way. 
 
    Next on the agenda were food and power. Food was important, but without power in the winter, people would die in large numbers from exposure. We could clear every local forest and not have enough firewood to keep the people of the city warm. We came up lucky there too.  
 
    Brandon, one of the men who had joined the Defense Force, had a solution. He had formerly been in the business of installing solar panels, and when the shit hit the fan, he locked up his stockpile of panels somewhere other than in his warehouse. He’d made sure to set himself up, of course, but he’d been holding onto the rest. Not only did he have residential panels, but he had the big ones. Those, added to the others we had already found, would be a great start. Plus, he knew how to install them and had taught his two sons as well. They had been moved into the plaza and given a suite on the 60th floor where I had previously been. 
 
    Getting the solar panels in place had been easier than I’d thought. I looked out of the windows in my apartment the next morning as a CH-53K King Stallion heavy load helicopter lowered a large stack of solar panels onto the roof of what had been the One King West Hotel at the corner of King and Yonge streets. We had just enough fuel to allow the helicopter a few more hours of flight time, so it would drop this load, then land on one of the local helipads until it was needed again. Unless we could locate more jet fuel. 
 
    It was going to take a few days to get all the panels installed and wired in, but once that was done, Brandon said they would generate power for the entire building, as long as the power use was carefully restricted. Batteries to store power were in short supply, and the search was on for more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I could feel the mood shifting already as I looked down to the streets below a few weeks later. It had only been two weeks since we had formed Defense Force, but there was already hope in the streets. There were armed patrols on the streets 24/7. Several of the spouses of those in the force had gathered up cloth and sewn armbands for them to wear so they could be identified. 
 
    Still, there was a feeling of foreboding I just couldn’t shake. Something was going to go down, and soon. We were solving some of the energy problems, but it would still be rough times. Food was a continuing concern as well.  
 
    I’d convinced them to pull in the soldiers and Agents that were farther out than they could actually control. Now our borders were marked by Church Street to the east, Queen Street to the north, Spadina Avenue to the west (which was further than I thought we should go, but necessary to control Rogers Centre), and Lake Ontario to the south. The total area consisted of approximately one square mile. That kind of area used to be nothing; today, it was significant. 
 
    I had yet to make my way out to the Toronto Islands, but that would happen soon. There had been some conversation about isolating non-desirables on the island, but at the closest point, it was only a 100-yard swim from the island to the shore. Besides, I wanted to make use of all the green land out there and the water treatment center. 
 
    I was drawn from my thoughts by a knock on the door. I looked through the peephole and opened it when I saw that it was Bill and Ted. “What’s up guys?” 
 
    “Can we come in, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow but opened the door wider so they could enter. Usually, if there was a message for me, one of them would deliver it and leave. I closed the door behind them and motioned toward the living room. 
 
    We all sat, and they looked nervously at each other. 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or do I need to guess?” 
 
    Bill appeared to gather his resolve. “Bethany is going to lead the DF and take down the aquarium today.” 
 
    I processed his words carefully and didn’t like where my mind was going. “Explain what you mean by take down the aquarium.” 
 
    “We were specifically told not to tell you about this,” Ted added. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and nodded. They were mine now. “So?” 
 
    “They’re going to use gas, and all the exits will be covered.” 
 
    I frowned. “What kind of gas?” 
 
    Ted licked his lips. “Sarin and tabun.” 
 
    I nodded. “Smart choice for a closed environment. How much do they have?” 
 
    Bill shrugged. “We’re not sure. It’s not kept here in the building, and before you ask, we don’t know where it is.” 
 
    “I assume you know what that stuff is capable of…” It wasn’t really a question, and I could see on their faces that they did. 
 
    “No warning? No opportunity to surrender?” I asked. 
 
    “Come on, you know they won’t surrender,” Bill said. 
 
    “No, they won’t.” I frowned. There were children in there. Unfortunately, there were valid arguments for taking them all out—less mouths to feed and less chance the kids would grow up to become traitors and hate us for killing their parents. Shit. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “They’re going to set out around sunset.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned back in the chair. I’d killed a lot of people, and thanks to my memory, I remembered every single one of them. I could see their faces. That didn’t bother me, though it probably should have. A conscience wasn’t something that went along with my job very well, but I’d never killed kids, not even as collateral damage. I’d made my job harder to avoid it on more than a few occasions. I’d lost my own son, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. 
 
    “Are the people going on this mission aware of what will be happening?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. She just put the word out that there would be a special mission tonight. Nothing specific. Information compartmentalization she said.” 
 
    I nodded and opened my eyes. That made sense. I felt certain many of them would object if they knew what was going to happen. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees.  
 
    “You obviously came to me because you have concerns.” 
 
    They both nodded. “Look, we agree, Jacob needs to go, as do his people, and I don’t have a problem with executing them. But the kids…” Bill shrugged. 
 
    “In ancient times, so it is said, if a ruler took power or needed to maintain power, he would kill his rival, and his rival’s children, and any family. That way, there was no one left to try to exact revenge later in life,” I said. 
 
    “So, you’re okay with this?” Bill looked surprised. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. What I am saying is that there’s a historical argument for it, but those times are long past. So, which one of you is willing to take the kids in if we rescue them? They won’t have parents anymore.” 
 
    Their mouths dropped open. It really was uncanny how they mirrored each other so often without even trying. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. No, I don’t think this is a good course of action. It sets a bad precedent and sets us up as targets—not that we aren’t already. The problem is, how do we stop it and what do we do with the kids if we can get them out of there?” 
 
    “No offense, Mr. Smith,” Bill said, “I know in your line of work, planning every eventuality was necessary, but in this case, we might just have to figure some things out later.” 
 
    I grinned. “Good boy.” 
 
    He smirked and flipped me off. 
 
    “Okay.” I stood. “Let me know if anything changes. Let me see what I can do, but before you leave…” 
 
    I walked into my office and came back out and handed Bill an old-school pager. 
 
    “Ummm... What’s this?” 
 
    “If it vibrates, come see me here. That’s all you need to know for now.” 
 
    They both stood and left, and I walked back to look out the windows and down at the streets. Bethany had to go, and this was the perfect opportunity, but it would have to look like an accident. Fortunately, that’s something I was accomplished at doing. Unfortunately, she would likely be on high alert, and I didn’t want any collateral damage. I went into the room I’d set up as my office and workshop and got to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, I had myself set up as well as I thought I could be for any eventuality and decided to take a stroll. The guards at the door had learned that it was a bad idea to try to stop me, so I just got a polite wave on my way out. 
 
     I headed south on Bay Street until I could turn west on Front Street. I wanted to walk by the aquarium and scout out potential positions. That’s when I ran into one of the patrols. It was Paul and Cindy Todd. 
 
    “Braving the streets alone?” He grinned at me. It seemed he was suppressing his past fear and anger. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m going to explore a bit, see if I can take care of a few things.” 
 
    “Alone?” Cindy asked. 
 
    I grinned. “That’s how I usually work, Miss Todd. I’m at my best when I don’t have to worry about protecting someone else.” 
 
    “Dad said no one should be out here alone.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith is an exception.” He glanced at me. “To a lot of rules.” 
 
    “What the hell is it between you two? You think I didn’t see how mad you looked at the stadium?” 
 
    “That’s a story for another time, baby girl,” Paul said. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It’s always another time.” 
 
    “I think I can explain this fairly simply, Paul.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he shook his head. “No! Not you.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Well, now you have to tell me!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Todd. I’m a lot of things, but I do respect your father’s right to handle things regarding you in his own way. Though I do think he should do it sooner rather than later. On another subject, did you hear anything about some kind of operation tonight?” 
 
    Paul shook his head and shrugged. “No, should I have?” 
 
    I waved a hand dismissively. “Nah, just wondering. Stay safe you two.” 
 
    I nodded and walked on down the street. I heard Cindy storm away from Paul, and he ran after her. He’d have to tell her eventually. Personally, I figured she was mature enough to understand, but it wasn’t my story to tell. 
 
    Unless I missed my guess, Bethany had invited the people she thought least likely to give a damn about killing everyone to solve a problem. I probably should have stayed involved in this whole Defense Force thing, but I hadn’t. At least Bill and Ted seemed to have the pulse of what was going on, to a point, and soon it wouldn’t be an issue anymore. 
 
    I spent a few hours scouting, but without full knowledge of what their plan was, it was impossible to pick out a good spot to intercept them. I decided I might have to go hands-on with this one, and deal with the repercussions later.  
 
    When I got back to the plaza, I saw a few covered trucks on the street. I also saw Jim and Scotty in the cab of one of them. Figures. They were pure company men from the word go. That was a shame, they might have to go too. I had to assume the trucks were there to quickly transport the people involved in the mission. Then I saw another vehicle which most people had probably never seen, but I had.  
 
    I stared at the M1135 NBC Recon Vehicle and put a confused look on my face. It was best if no one knew that I knew what it was. I shrugged and walked to my room as quickly as possible. I had a chemical weapon suit, but it would be rather obvious that I knew what was going on if I wore it, or even took it with me, given the bulk. Fortunately, I could likely recover from anything short of direct exposure, but it would hurt like hell. 
 
    Once in my room, I triggered the system that would summon Bill and Ted, thanks to Skynet 5, and walked over to look out the windows again. 
 
    Within a few minutes, there was a knock on the door. “It’s open,” I called. 
 
    I watched the reflection in the glass to make sure it was them. “Have a seat.” I heard them walk over and sit on the couch. 
 
    “I suppose you saw the recon vehicle?” 
 
    “Yeah. Honestly not familiar with that one. Never seen it before,” Ted said. 
 
    I grunted and clasped my hands behind my back as I turned around to face them and adopted my professor stance. “It’s a nuclear, biologic, and chemical detection and recon vehicle. It has a positive overpressure system, which makes it safe for the people inside. Its purpose was actually detection of such weapons, as it’s loaded with sensors, but it can also be a safe delivery platform. Of course, it wasn’t conceived that way. WMDs were illegal when it was designed.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying anyone inside it will be safe from the gas, and anyone outside it is probably going to die,” Bill said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Bill. I assume they’re keeping the gas as a binary product, and that it mixes when the munition is launched.” 
 
    Ted scratched his head. “This is outside my training; what about after? How long is it dangerous?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Too many unknowns. Hours to months.” 
 
    “What if it gets into the lake?” Ted’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Then I’ll go back to my bunker and leave you folks to it.” 
 
    I turned back and looked through the window. More people had gathered around the trucks. Time was running out. 
 
    “Well?” Ted rose and walked over to stand beside me at the window. 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Do Jonathan and Jeremy know about this?” I asked. 
 
    “Not sure.” 
 
    “Find them, quickly, and bring them here.” 
 
    When they didn’t move after a few seconds, I turned around and shouted, “Now!” 
 
    They ran out of the room and left the door to swing closed on its own. I could see that they separated and took different hallways. As the door closed, I looked at a metal briefcase sitting innocently on the coffee table, then turned back to look out the window again.  
 
    It’s good to have insurance in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bill, Ted, Jonathan, and Jeremy came in without knocking. I’d heard them coming down the hallway, so I didn’t react, I just stared out the window. 
 
    “Okay, what the hell is going on?” Jeremy asked. “They found us, said we have an emergency, and drug us down here.” 
 
    “Do you know what Bitchany is about to do?” I asked calmly. 
 
    “Yeah, get rid of Jacob and his crew.” 
 
    “With sarin and tabun gas,” I said. 
 
    “What?!” Jonathan exclaimed. He sounded shocked, and I didn’t sense deception, though he was intel, so he could just be good at hiding his emotions. 
 
    “Come see for yourself.” 
 
    They walked quickly over to the window and looked down. Jeremy seemed clueless, but I could tell Jonathan knew what he was looking at.  
 
    “You know what that is?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t know we had one,” Jonathan said. 
 
    I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Military wasn’t my thing. Information was extremely compartmentalized, and apparently still is.” 
 
    “Someone want to let me in on it?” Jeremy asked, frustrated. 
 
    I let Jonathan explain the vehicle and what it meant. 
 
    “Bethany has to go, gentlemen,” I said. 
 
    Jeremy sighed. “I can’t—” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a choice, Jeremy. I’m going to kill her today. You’d do well not to get in my way. You’re not a field operative, so don’t pretend you can do anything about it. As Jonathan has likely told you, I will eliminate anyone who gets in my way. I will not let her do this. There are children in there.” 
 
    “Look Smith, I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not in charge here. You can’t just unilaterally decide to kill someone who’s part of the leadership,” Jeremy said firmly. 
 
    “Are you going to be a problem as well, Jonathan?” 
 
    “I’m on your side, Smith, this time.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s go then.” I turned around and walked toward the door, picking up the metal briefcase on the way. 
 
    Jeremy ran to get ahead of us and stood in front of the door. “You’re not doing this!” 
 
    I looked Jeremy in the eyes. “Bill. Ted. Detain Mr. Kent.” 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes widened in shock when they followed my order, grabbed him by the arms, and dragged him out of the way. 
 
    “Take him to the boardroom and hold him there until we get back. Jonathan, come with me, we’re going to stop and see Doctor Adwani on the way out.” 
 
    Jonathan followed me out as Jeremy hurled a flurry of curses at our backs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Will he come around?” I asked once we were on the elevator headed down. 
 
    “Does he have a choice?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided.” 
 
    We rode in silence the rest of the way to the second floor. When we walked out, several men and women in fatigues and body armor were in the arsenal loading rocket launchers onto a dolly. “There’s the delivery mechanism,” I said quietly. 
 
    We walked into the medical area, which was thankfully empty except for Doctor Adwani. She looked up from her desk and tilted her head. “You hurt again, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “No, this time I’m trying to stop people from getting hurt. How many doses of atropine do you have on hand?” 
 
    She stood and walked slowly over. “That’s…an odd question. Why?” 
 
    “How many?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she paused to think, “twenty, thirty at most.” 
 
    “Start setting up for chemical decontamination and recovery,” I said. 
 
    “What?! Why?!” 
 
    “Just do it,” I said and walked out to stop the group heading for the cargo elevator with the dolly. 
 
    I stood in front of them, and they jerked to a stop. No familiar faces; that was a shame. None of them were DF; they all had to be Obsidian. That was bad…for them. 
 
    “How many have you already loaded?” 
 
    “Out of the way, whoever you are,” a woman wearing sergeant’s stripes said. 
 
    Jonathan ran out of the medical area a few seconds behind me. “Those stay here!” 
 
    She looked over at him and shrugged. “No idea who you are.” 
 
    “She’s been keeping a private army for herself,” I said. 
 
    “I’m Jonathan Hammond, and you will stand down.” 
 
    That didn’t quite produce the result I expected. The sergeant stood fast where she was, and the other four members of the crew drew their sidearms and aimed them at Jonathan and me. 
 
    “Stop that!” Doctor Adwani shouted from her doorway. Fortunately, that provided me with exactly the distraction I needed. 
 
    I threw the briefcase at the sergeant, who reacted, but not quickly enough. They weren’t Agents. I jumped to the side just in time to avoid the rounds fired by the others. While I was in the air, I pulled two small throwing knives from my belt. I landed on my shoulder and rolled to one knee. Once I was stable, I threw the knives at the two who tried to adjust their aim to follow me. I moved again as they each fired two more rounds, just before the knives found their marks. They fell to their knees with their hands to their throats. My next move was to tackle the sergeant and pin her face down before she could recover and draw her gun. 
 
    The others had fired at Jonathan and found themselves in a similar situation of not being able to keep up with our augmented speed. He pulled a .40 caliber handgun and shot them both in the head.  
 
    “Let go of me you son of a bitch!” The sergeant’s yell was slightly muffled due to her face being pressed against the concrete floor. 
 
    “I’m only going to ask you nicely one more time…how many launchers have you already loaded?” 
 
    She struggled pointlessly, and I punched her hard in the kidney. “How many?!” 
 
    She groaned and coughed as the pain washed over her. “Four.”  
 
    I let her go and got up to retrieve my briefcase, secure in the knowledge that she wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. 
 
    “No time to lose, let’s go.” Jonathan and I ran toward the elevator, and I called out over my shoulder, “She’s got a ruptured kidney, Doctor. I really don’t care if she lives or dies.” 
 
    We waited impatiently as the doors slowly closed, and the elevator moved. 
 
    “Don’t you carry a gun?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not my first choice.” 
 
    “What’s in the briefcase?” 
 
    “Insurance,” I said, simply, and ran out as soon as the elevator doors opened. 
 
    The doors into the plaza were being held by two uniformed soldiers I didn’t recognize, likely in preparation for the dolly to be rolled through. I walked outside at a quick pace, with Jonathan right on my heels. 
 
    I quickly surveyed the group outside. I counted 20 of the Defense Force, five more soldiers, Jim and Scotty, and of course, Bethany. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Paul and Cindy Todd doing a bad job of trying to be sneaky while they peeked around the corner. The look of surprise on Bethany’s face was quite satisfying when Jonathan stood beside me. 
 
    “It’s over,” I called out. “Stand your people down, send everyone home.” 
 
    The Defense Force members looked incredibly confused, and there was no reason they shouldn’t. 
 
    “Screw you, Smith! I run the operations around here. We’re going to get rid of Jacob and his fleas for good!” 
 
    Several members of the Defense Force nodded and shouted agreement. 
 
    “Did she tell you she’s using chemical weapons that will probably kill you too?” 
 
    “He’s full of shit! What has he done since he came here? Give a few people some food? So, what! He hasn’t done shit about Jacob or any of the other real problems!”  
 
    Unfortunately, Jonathan and I were in a bad tactical situation. The two soldiers we’d left behind us had now drawn their weapons; I’d heard them scrape out of the holsters. Jim was standing still, but Scotty had moved behind him and was likely taking up a position from which to kill me. The other soldiers in the road were still just watching. 
 
    The positive was, no one had fired yet. That meant they were listening.  
 
    “That vehicle,” I pointed, “has only one purpose. Detecting and protecting the people inside it from nuclear, biological, or chemical attacks!” 
 
    Some of the DF members looked a little less certain, and some turned to face Bethany. 
 
    “He’s lying! He’s working with Jacob!” she shouted. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. Without any notice, I heard two shots. Jonathan and I jumped away from each other and rolled to our knees as we looked for the threat. Bethany fell to her knees, and then face down. Before she fell, I saw a bullet hole in her forehead. As she hit the ground, Scotty’s body rolled off the hood of the truck he’d been perched on. Unseen by me, he had set up his rifle, and it was aimed at where I had been. 
 
    Every member of the Defense Force scattered for cover as the uniformed soldiers in the street drew their weapons and formed a perimeter around the recon vehicle. The two soldiers behind us fired at where Jonathan and I had been. Jonathan beat me to that threat and took them both down with his pistol. What I didn’t know was who had shot Scotty and Bethany. Then I glanced to my right and saw two rifle muzzles slowly pulling back behind the corner of the building at the intersection of King and Bay. 
 
    Jim saw the movement too and ran toward the corner as he drew his gun. One of the Defense Force members—I didn’t know his name—shot him three times in his side. It was only because it was his side, and not his front or back, that one of the rounds went in under his body armor and sent him to the ground. 
 
    “Soldiers! Override alpha tango four six mike golf foxtrot Hammond!” Jonathan yelled. 
 
    I watched as all of the soldiers ejected the magazines from their weapons, cleared the chambers, and dropped them. Then they snapped to attention. 
 
    “Well,” I said as I stood up, “that’s handy.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment on the street. Some onlookers had started to appear around the corners of buildings, curious to see what had happened. Paul and Cindy came around the corner with their AR-15 rifles shouldered, pointed toward the crowd, and moved toward me. It was obvious he had trained his daughter in combat movement. Their steps were smooth, and their weapons never broke the plane. 
 
    I saw motion out of the corner of my eye as Jim pulled his backup gun. I opted for a fast solution this time, so I drew my 9mm and put two rounds through his head before he could bring his gun to bear on Paul.  
 
    Cindy jumped in surprise, while Paul just said, “Thanks.” 
 
    Cindy and Paul took up positions on either side of me, which I found rather amusing, though I appreciated the gesture. 
 
    After a few minutes, I walked toward the back of the recon vehicle. Paul and Cindy kept pace and flanked me the whole way. I put my hand on the latch. “Four-man crew if it’s loaded.” 
 
    They nodded and aimed at the hatch. 
 
    I turned the handle and stepped aside as the door dropped. “Clear,” Paul said. 
 
    I nodded and ducked inside. I came out a moment later carrying an armored case which I set on the ground where everyone could see it. Printed on the side were the letters ‘GB.’ 
 
    “What’s that?” someone called out. 
 
    “G-series, B, also known as sarin gas. One of the deadliest chemical compounds on Earth.” 
 
    People started to backpedal, and I shook my head. “In this form, it’s harmless. It’s binary…” I let my voice drift off; no need for a lecture about chemical weapons. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. It’s safe. Now.” 
 
    “You risked your life to stop this?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Let’s talk about it later, hm? This is still a fairly volatile situation,” I said, quietly. 
 
    “Not really,” Jonathan said as he walked up.  
 
    I pointed at the soldiers. “Nice little trick. Now what?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with that once the area is clear.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Defense Force, normal patrols tonight!” Paul called out. 
 
    They shuffled around a bit, but eventually they headed off, to home or on their patrols. 
 
    “Congratulations, Paul, you just got promoted. The DF is yours now,” I said. 
 
    For a second, Jonathan looked like he was going to object, but he shrugged. “Works for me.” 
 
    “We’re going to need to bring him into the loop on a few confidential items,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded and sighed. “I don’t like it, but you’re right. He needs to know.” 
 
    “And me!” Cindy said. 
 
    I rubbed my hand over my face and sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    Paul closed his eyes and nodded. He knew what was going to come up, and I could tell he dreaded it. 
 
    “Now, if you don’t mind, I don’t like standing around in the open.” I walked back into the recon vehicle, brought out another case, and picked up the first one I’d set down. “Grab the other two?” I looked at Jonathan. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Cindy said and walked in.  
 
    Jonathan and I grinned at each other. Paul looked at our expressions. “What?” 
 
    “Holy shit! How the hell did you lift that thing?!” Cindy’s voice echoed from inside the vehicle. She came out flexing her arm. “I think I screwed up my shoulder.” 
 
    Jonathan chuckled and walked in to get the other two and came out with one in each hand. “Come on inside, we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    I set one of the cases down, tucked my briefcase under my arm, then picked the case back up. The four of us walked inside, and I glanced over my shoulder. “What about the soldiers?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll wait.” 
 
    “And the weapons?” 
 
    “Shit, forgot those.” 
 
    “We’ll gather them up,” Paul said. “Come on, baby girl.” 
 
    “Dad, seriously, quit calling me that,” she whined as they turned around to go back outside. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as we waited for them to return. They came back with multiple rifles over their shoulders.  
 
    “Mags are in my pack,” Paul said. 
 
    “I don’t really want to face the doc right now; let’s just take these upstairs and deal with that later.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    The four of us rode the elevator to the top floor in silence. Ted was waiting for us as soon as we stepped off and reached for his gun when he saw Paul and Cindy. 
 
    I shook my head. “Stand down, they’re with us. Situation averted. Where’s Jeremy?” 
 
    “Locked in the boardroom. Bill’s got him covered.” 
 
    I nodded and turned toward the previously hidden door that led to the exterior hallway, which stood open and waiting. “Please escort Paul and Cindy to the boardroom; we have a lot to cover.” 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Ted asked, indicating the cases. 
 
    “Yep. We’ll stow them in my apartment for now,” I said, and Jonathan and I went to take care of that. 
 
    “Okay then, follow me please.” Ted motioned to Paul and Cindy. “You can leave the guns here; they’ll be fine.” 
 
    Sometimes, you have to tell people things you really don’t want to in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we’d stowed the cases, I set my briefcase on my bed before we headed for the boardroom. 
 
    “What was in that damn briefcase?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you really don’t want the answers to, Jonathan.” 
 
    He grunted as we stepped into the boardroom. Bill and Ted stood at Jeremy’s shoulders. He was shackled to a chair with cuffs that looked normal upon cursory inspection, but weren’t. Neither was the chair. His mouth was taped shut with duct tape. He didn’t need to speak though, his eyes said enough. He was pissed. 
 
    Paul and Cindy stood side by side at the window, in the very spot I’d stood the first time I’d been in this room. 
 
    “Nice view, isn’t it?” I asked as I took the seat at the head of the table. 
 
    They both nodded and turned around. 
 
    “Well, have a seat. Shall we get started?” 
 
    Jonathan sat to my right and gave me a bit of a look at the seat I had taken, but he didn’t argue. I’m sure there would be a discussion later. 
 
    “So, why is that guy like that?” Cindy asked and pointed at Jeremy. 
 
    “This is Jeremy Kent, the former head executive for Obsidian in the Northeast Sector, based here, in Toronto. He either thought I was lying about the chemical weapons, or he was in league with Bethany.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Either way, he’s an executive. Which is to say, he isn’t trained in military tactics and strategy. He’s a businessman, and he didn’t agree with my decision to terminate the bitch downstairs today. Honestly, he’s lucky he’s still alive. If Bill and Ted hadn’t decided I was right, he wouldn’t be. Of course, the day isn’t over.” 
 
    Jonathan reached over and ripped the tape off Jeremy’s mouth. “I need to know which.” 
 
    Jeremy winced and licked his lips. “Are you saying she actually had…whatever it is you say she had? Some kind of chemical weapons?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yes, she did, as well as a squad of soldiers I didn’t know existed. I had to,” Jonathan paused to glance at Paul and Cindy before he continued, “override their orders.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded. “Could you let me out of these please?” 
 
    I nodded to Bill. He and Ted undid the cuffs and let him loose. 
 
    Jeremy flexed his wrists and rubbed them as he shook his head. “You two are fired. Get out of here.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” I said. 
 
    “Listen, Smith, you were right this time. Fine. But you don’t run this show.” 
 
    “I have no desire to, but you’re doing a shitty job of running it. If it hadn’t been for them, you’d be dead. And if it hadn’t been for them giving me the heads up, you’d have a lot of dead people on your hands, including kids.” 
 
    Jeremy looked up at Bill, then Ted. “Why didn’t you come to me?” 
 
    Ted shrugged. “You’re way too by the book. By the time you got around to actually doing something, it would have been too late.” He looked at Jonathan. “And you,” he shrugged, “we didn’t think you’d listen, either. We honestly weren’t sure if you’d care.” 
 
    Jonathan and Jeremy sat back in their chairs like they’d been punched. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and looked between them. “You two need to do a lot of house cleaning and some serious thinking about what your next step is going to be. What else does Bethany have stored away? How many more soldiers did she have? They all reacted to your handy little code, which was lucky, otherwise they would all be dead and so would more than a few of the people who volunteered to keep the streets safe.” 
 
    “What was that about anyway? They all just…stopped.” Paul said. 
 
    Jonathan grimaced. “Before you get any bright ideas, it only works on a certain type of soldier.” 
 
    “Pandora’s box is open, Jonathan,” I said frankly. 
 
    “Sure, but there are some things people really don’t need to know, Mr. Smith. Some things people aren’t ready for.” 
 
    “Look,” Paul stood, followed quickly by Cindy. “You said you wanted me to run the Defense Force…fine, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what the hell is going on. Find someone else.” 
 
    He started for the door, with Cindy right behind him. 
 
    “Wait,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Paul stopped and looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    Jeremy sighed. “Sit down, I’ll tell you the basics, but it needs to stay here. I think you’ll understand why when we’re done.” 
 
    He considered Jeremy for a moment, then looked at me. I nodded. 
 
    “Okay.” He and Cindy sat back down, closer to the door. I didn’t blame them. “So?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next hour or so, Jeremy and Jonathan gave a brief overview of the concept of imprinting, which could essentially put any personality or skillset into any person. The soldiers downstairs had a standard guard imprint which, in this zone, had carried with it a deactivation code known only to certain people. Jeremy and Jonathan had known about it, but neither was sure if Bethany had known or not. 
 
    The plus was they had been imprinted after the war, which meant they did not have access to the medical nanites. That’s when Paul’s and Cindy’s jaws dropped. 
 
    “Wait just a second,” Paul interrupted Jonathan, who was explaining that part. “So, all of you guys got some kind of procedure that made you stronger?” 
 
    “In many ways,” I said. “Now, I’m not sure about Obsidian, but Teledyne programmed the nanites on an as-needed basis. There were never any spares laying around.” 
 
    “Same,” Jonathan said. “Way too much power to leave for just anyone to find.” 
 
    “Are you seriously saying something about too much power?” Paul barked a laugh. 
 
    It was an unspoken and unnecessary agreement, that we didn’t disclose all the benefits of the nanites, but we had to explain why Jonathan and I could carry the crates. That should be enough for now. 
 
    I frowned. “Is it possible she has another imprinter tucked away somewhere?” 
 
    “Absolutely n—” Jeremy stopped himself as he realized what he was about to say. I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jeremy corrected himself. “I didn’t know about the soldiers, I didn’t know about the recon vehicle, whatever it was, and I didn’t know about the weapons.” 
 
    “Then it’s lucky we didn’t kill the soldiers. Did that little code wipe their memory?” I asked. 
 
    Jonathan shook his head. “It just causes them to stop whatever they’re doing. If they’re armed, they disarm, and stand at attention.” 
 
    “Risky, if that code had leaked out.” I grinned. 
 
    “Trust me, I know. It wasn’t my idea.” 
 
    “Why even have something like that?” Cindy asked. 
 
    Jonathan sighed. “Near the end, some of the top-level execs were getting paranoid.” He glanced at Jeremy. “They started having the code imprinted as part of the guard package, so no one could use their own soldiers against them.” He stared at me. 
 
    I hadn’t known the codes existed, which spoke little for the inside informants I had at the time, so their operational security was at least decent. As for turning their own soldiers on them, it was certainly something people in my line of work would do, from time to time. 
 
    “Turn their own soldiers against them? I mean, would they do that?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “It’s amazing what people will do for money, Miss Todd,” I said. 
 
    Paul flinched but said nothing. Cindy didn’t appear to notice. 
 
    “So, where are we now?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Well, with the bitch dead, I’ve determined that it would be best to have someone that isn’t beholden to anyone here in charge of the Defense Force. After all, it’s not us they’re defending, it’s their city,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Makes sense to me. Paul did work for us in security as a member of the ETF. No offense to Paul; he was just an employee, but—” 
 
     “I consider that a compliment,” Paul interjected.  
 
    “—we know he’s trained and knows how to handle himself, and he was in a leadership position.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded. “Okay. That’s that then. And you? I assume you’re his daughter?” 
 
    Cindy nodded. 
 
    “They’re also the reason Bethany is dead, and likely the reason I’m not in the medical room with the doctor right now or worse.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Jeremy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I nodded. “They were around the corner—I haven’t found out why yet—but they saw Scotty setting up, using Jim as cover, and one of them took him out. The other put a round through Bethany’s forehead.” 
 
    “Impressive, on both counts. Well, good then. Jonathan, we should probably get the soldiers out of the street.” 
 
    He nodded and stood. “Mr. Smith, care to join me? I’d like to know where the hell they came from.” 
 
    I stood. “So would I.” 
 
    Paul, and then Cindy, stood as well. “I think we’ll get some rest if that’s okay? It’s been a rather long day.” 
 
    Cindy looked at him, with confusion on her face. 
 
    I tilted my head but nodded. “Okay, Paul. Be careful out there. Bill, escort them out if you would?” 
 
    We all left as a group, but I asked Jonathan to wait for me while I went back to my room. Bill took Paul and Cindy down while I checked that the chemicals were still where I left them and made sure anyone who tried to remove them wouldn’t get far. Then Jonathan and I headed down to get some much-needed information. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When we got to the ground floor, some of the building’s guards were cleaning up the mess left by the two soldiers Jonathan had killed earlier. We made our way past them to the street where, sure enough, the soldiers were still standing. Some of the Defense Force had formed a loose perimeter to keep other people away from the vehicles and the soldiers. 
 
    “As you were!” Jonathan called out. 
 
    The soldiers blinked a few times, looked down at their hands, then around at each other, completely confused. 
 
    “Seriously? That’s it?” 
 
    He shrugged and walked toward them. They started to move, slowly, to gather around him. I followed him a few yards back. This was weird, even for me. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, Ms. Evans was conducting an operation in contradiction to the best interests of New Toronto. She has been eliminated. My name is Jonathan Hammond. You report to me now, clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” came the chorused response. 
 
    “Good. Now, we need to get these vehicles back to the base. Load up Ms. Evans and Agents Jim and Scotty.” 
 
    The soldiers dispersed to follow the orders, and Jonathan led me to an SUV that was parked nearby. We got in and followed the trucks and the recon vehicle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Much to my surprise, we didn’t have far to go. We pulled around to the parking ramp which led under the Rogers Centre. From the outside it looked as if it were impassable because of the collapsed rubble. From my perspective, though I couldn’t see much when we drove past, it looked like the rubble façade was a well-designed illusion. Sure, the concrete pieces were real, but they were melded together. I got a look at the outside of it since it had swung inward in one piece, and I was impressed. 
 
    Even more impressive was what we pulled into. It was an underground military base that appeared to encompass the entirety of the underground parking structure. There were a few of everything—more MRAPs, armored personnel carriers, command and control vehicles, and even a Leopard 2 main battle tank. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” I asked Jonathan and watched his reaction carefully. 
 
    He shook his head as he looked around and drove slowly down the row of vehicles. “No.” 
 
    The look on his face was somewhere between a kid who got everything he wanted for his birthday and frustration. He pulled up in front of the tank, and we both got out while the soldiers parked the other vehicles. 
 
    A man who appeared to be in his 50’s ran up to the SUV. Both Jonathan and I tensed up, ready for the worst. He stopped short. I think he either saw or felt he was about to make an irreversible mistake. 
 
    “Sirs? Where’s Ms. Evans?” He looked genuinely confused, though not really concerned. 
 
    I pointed. “In the back of that truck, but she won’t be giving you any further orders.” 
 
    “I’m Jonathan Hammond, this is Mr. Smith. Are you aware of what she just tried to do?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. She briefed us on the escalated situation that required the specialized weaponry.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You deal with this, Jonathan, I’m going to look around,” I said. 
 
    “Try not to get into any trouble, Mr. Smith.” 
 
     I chuckled as I walked away. 
 
    “He’ll be fine sir, no one will harm him,” the soldier said. 
 
    “It’s not him I’m worried about,” Jonathan replied wryly. “Come on; we have a lot to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I wandered around and was even more impressed. In addition to the vehicles, they had three towed howitzers that I could see, and what were likely cases of shells beside each one. Not very smart, but I supposed, down here, it was safe enough. The rest of the underground was filled with Quonset huts of varying sizes. Way too many to go through. I hoped Jonathan could get an inventory. I really wanted to know what they had here. 
 
    I furrowed my brows when I caught a whiff of gasoline and followed my nose. Behind some of the huts were ten military fuel tankers. I got a few sideways looks when I walked around them to check the fuel levels in each one, but no one bothered me. Good thing. I wasn’t particularly in the mood for a conversation. 
 
    I made my way back to the SUV after another half hour of investigation, and it looked like Jonathan had just wrapped up his conversation. 
 
    “Well?” I said. 
 
    “Well, we have more assets.” 
 
    “They have howitzers, fuel trucks, and who knows what else down here.” 
 
    “I’ll know what else soon; he’s getting me a copy of the inventory.” 
 
    I frowned; my trust level was quickly going down. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Smith. You’ll see it too.” 
 
    “I’ll see you back at the plaza, I need to take a walk.” I turned to walk back toward the ramp. 
 
    “Wait, I’ll give you a lift!” 
 
    I waved over my shoulder and walked on. I needed time to think, and I was afraid if I got back into that truck with him, only one of us would make it back alive. As I approached the door, one of the soldiers opened an access door, and I walked out onto the street and heard it slam behind me. 
 
    I walked back up to the surface roads and made my way to Lake Shore Boulevard, then over to one of the small boat harbors on Lake Ontario. I sat down, looked out over the empty slips, and considered my next move as the sun set and darkness claimed the city. 
 
    I laid on my back and looked up into the sky. The lack of light pollution these days meant I could really see the sky. It was a moonless night, so the darkness was absolute. No sound of cars or trains, no machinery, no people, just the water lapping against the walls of the harbor. 
 
    The night got a bit chilly, even for me, so I made my way back to the plaza. I felt like I’d gotten a bit soft, so I took the long way around and used the shadows. What would have normally been a half-hour walk took me over an hour, which was fine with me. When I got back to the plaza, I crept around the edges of the walls and made it to the door without the guards on the street being aware. I went inside and up to my apartment, still unsure of what my next move would be. 
 
    I checked on the weapon cases, which were untouched, before I laid down to finally get some sleep. Trust is hard to come by in this Fallen World, and mine was pretty much worn out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I decided I needed to get out more. I pulled a large rucksack from the closet and packed a few changes of clothes, some goods I could use to trade or give away, and a few extra weapons. After I’d prepped the various blades I’d carry on my person and my trusty 9mm, I put the sack on my back and headed downstairs. Bill jumped onto the elevator just before it closed. 
 
    “Going somewhere, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    I nodded. “Very astute, Bill. They teach the power of observation and deduction at Obsidian?” 
 
    He smirked. “Yes. I’ve decided I need to get out for a while, see things on my own. Get a feel for how things are in the larger area. You know, meet the neighbors.” 
 
    “Uh huh, and I assume you think you’re going alone?” 
 
    “Oh, I know I’m going alone, and I feel sorry for anyone who tries to tail me. I’m not that out of practice. I should be back in a few days, maybe a few weeks.” I shrugged. 
 
    He sighed. “I’ll have to tell Mr. Kent and Mr. Hammond.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I was going to leave a message for them downstairs anyway. Saves me the effort.” 
 
    “So, can I tell them where you’ll be, in case they need you?” 
 
    “I don’t even know that yet, and if I did, the answer would be no. I’m not quite sure who I trust right now, Bill, and that’s dangerous for everyone here except me.” 
 
    He did his best to maintain an appearance of confidence, but he licked his lips, and his nervous swallow made his Adam’s apple jump. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and he remained on when I got out. “Be careful, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I walked out the doors and onto the street. Back to the shore was my first thought. Maybe it was time to meet the folks who controlled Port Lands. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After an uneventful and slightly chilly stroll down the shore, I turned onto Cherry Street, the closest access to Port Lands from the area we controlled. I met the thugs at the bridge over the Keating Channel. 
 
    The barricade I’d observed from the top of CN Tower was indeed pretty solid. The two men guarding the bridge stood on the other side of it. Both had hunting crossbows, which were both aimed at me. They were wearing winter hunting gear—camouflage jackets and pants and a camouflage winter hat with ear flaps. Neither of them looked like they were starved for food. Same weapons as when I’d seen them before. Same people or were they all armed that way? Something to file away. 
 
    “Morning gentlemen!” I smiled. No need to be rude right off the bat. 
 
    “Stop where you are. Your kind isn’t welcome here,” the one on my left said.  
 
    “Hm. What exactly is my kind?” I crossed my arms over my chest, which was meant to make them think I wasn’t a threat, but I actually closed my hands over the hilts of two throwing knives. 
 
    “You Obsidian assholes. You’re the ones who caused all this.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “I do not, nor have I ever, worked for Obsidian.” 
 
    “Well, you look like you’re workin’ with ‘em now.”  
 
    I shrugged. “We have to do what we must to survive, right? They got to me first and requested my services. Speaking of which, I’d like to speak to your boss about the possibility of getting the Portlands Energy Center operating again.”  
 
    “No one talks to the boss. We turned those anarchy idiots away, we’ll turn you away, however we have to.” He slid his finger from the guard onto the trigger of the crossbow. 
 
    Then I heard a voice come from a walkie on his belt, “Everything okay down there?” 
 
    Well, they certainly weren’t trained professionally. I knew the sniper was likely up there, but he just told me and anyone else who could hear the radio that he was. That was about all I’d find out by daylight. 
 
    “Okay, fair enough. I’ll be on my way. Have a pleasant day.” 
 
    I smiled and backed away a few steps before I turned and walked away. I didn’t really like the idea of turning my back on them, but I had a feeling they didn’t want to start something they couldn’t finish. Frontal assaults really weren’t my thing. My career involved stealth, and generally not being nearby when my target was eliminated. I could handle myself up close, and I was a decent shot with my gun, but I had a feeling, since they had radios, I’d be facing too many if I started something.  
 
    After a moment of consideration, I headed north. I remembered a residential neighborhood and wanted to stroll through and see how it looked. It was in an area Obsidian’s executives had claimed they controlled before I made them be realistic and condense, but I really didn’t care.  
 
    I passed a few schools and wondered if they’d ever be used for that purpose again. I ended up at the corner of Gerrard and Sackville and looked at the rows of houses. They were built close together and provided a lot of hiding places. Something in the back of my mind raised an alarm, and I looked more closely. Nothing seemed out of place, well, not more out of place than I would have expected, but still, something was off. 
 
    I reseated my sunglasses and brushed my arm against the 9mm inside my waistband and walked on casually. Outwardly, I gave no indication that I was concerned, but my eyes darted everywhere behind the dark lenses and looked for the source of what was bothering me. Quite often, it’s what you don’t see that kills you. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It occurred to me no one was outside. It was chilly, but not cold, and it was actually warmer in the sun than it would have been indoors, so it wasn’t the temperature. Most of the homes looked to be in fairly good shape. Windows were broken out here and there, and there were bullet holes of varying sizes, but the houses were still intact and looked livable. My gut told me to take a right on Spruce Street, so I did. Soon, I came upon another public school building on my left, and then I heard it. Screams. 
 
    I moved quickly, but quietly, through an open door on the south side of the building and paused to listen. There, again. The floor was littered with books and papers, and the lights that hadn’t been broken out were on. I moved down the hallway and avoided anything that might give away the fact that I was there. 
 
    Finally, near the end of the hallway, I found the source. The screams had stopped, but I could still hear scuffling. I made my way to the door the sound seemed to be coming from. It was open, so I slowly moved my head just far enough to see two men holding another man down. A third stood over him with a baseball bat in his hand; it was already bloody. I saw no other weapons, so I slipped off my rucksack and set it down gently before I stepped into the doorway. 
 
    “Well, what’s going on here?” I asked. 
 
    The three men on their feet whipped around and stared at me. 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you. Go away, and maybe you’ll live the rest of the day,” bat man said. 
 
    “Hey! That’s that Smith guy from the stadium,” another one said. 
 
    I took in their faces and associated the two that held the man down with two people we had dismissed for not having enough skill or physical conditioning. 
 
    “Ah, two of the rejects. So nice to be remembered. And who have you got there?” 
 
    “Someone who owes us. Now move along.” 
 
    I leaned to the side to get a good look at the man on the ground. I didn’t recognize him. I grimaced dramatically. “There are better ways of handling things, don’t you think?” I crossed my arms over my chest and smiled.  
 
    Bat man took a step toward me and brandished the bat. “What I think is that this is none of your business. This is our neighborhood, and he owes us for protection.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, that’s different.” 
 
    He nodded. “Damn right it is.” 
 
    He took another step toward me, and I shook my head. The smile disappeared from my face as I extended my arms and threw the knives at the two men who were holding the victim down. They let go of him and grabbed their throats as the blades sank in. It really didn’t matter where I hit them; with those blades, they were dead. 
 
    Bat man stared at me. I guess he wasn’t used to being confronted. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    He dropped the bat and raised his hands. “Look man…you can have him.” 
 
    I looked at the man on the ground again, this time in more detail. His left arm was mangled to the point that bones had broken through the skin. That wasn’t something we could really fix these days. Chances are he would lose it. His face was bruised and swollen.  
 
    I shook my head and turned my attention back to bat man. “How many more do you have in your little gang?” 
 
    “Uhm…about ten.”  
 
    I could see genuine fear in his eyes. That was good. While large assaults weren’t my thing, dealing with small groups was something I could handle. Typical bully. I didn’t have a weapon in my hand, but he probably figured I could kill him at any time. His only concern, at this point, was for himself, and that worked in my favor. He’d tell me anything I wanted to know. 
 
    “And where are they right now?” 
 
    “O-O-Out doing collections.” He started to back up but stumbled when he stepped on one of his fallen buddies who was busy bleeding out. He barely managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    “And where are you all supposed to meet once they’re done?” 
 
    “In the gym, over there. Any time now.” He pointed to his left. 
 
    I nodded and walked toward him. “Sit.” 
 
    He backpedaled and tripped over the body he’d barely avoided before and landed hard. 
 
    “Good boy. Stay.” 
 
    I knelt to quickly check the victim and shook my head. He’d screamed when I was in the hallway, but one of the last blows must have caused a fatal cut. His humerus had snapped and severed the brachial artery. “I’m sorry, you’re not going to make it. Any family?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but the words never came. His head fell, and he was gone. 
 
    I sighed and looked over at bat man. “Did he have family?” 
 
    “Yeah. W-w-wife and kid.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’ll take me to them once we’re done here.” 
 
    He nodded vigorously. “Whatever you want, man.” 
 
    My head snapped toward the doorway when I heard a door squeak and slam, followed by a voice. 
 
    “Hey boss! Where are you?” 
 
    “It looks like your fellow bullies are returning. Let’s join them, shall we?” 
 
    I stood and motioned for him to get up as well. 
 
    “Come on now, I don’t like to be kept waiting,” I said and stared at him. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and only slipped once in the growing pool of blood he had landed in.  
 
    “After you…wait, what’s your name?” 
 
    “J-Jackson.” 
 
    “Very well, Jackson. Lead the way, and don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    He walked out of the classroom and led me to the gymnasium. I looked around and nodded. It was still in fairly good shape, though it could use a good cleaning. There was a stack of what I assumed were their previous hauls in one of the corners, along with a few hotplates and some foodstuffs. 
 
    There were only three people. They sat on the bottom row of bleachers across the gym, emptying a bag. On the floor were some food, a few bottles of water, and some miscellaneous items that would be good for survival. 
 
    They looked up and froze when they saw Jackson walk in, with me behind him. “Boss, what the hell?” 
 
    “Just stay calm, and maybe you’ll live the rest of the day. Go have a seat with your friends, Jackson.” 
 
    “Just one guy? Hah! Screw you!” The lone female of the group pulled out a knife and stalked toward me. “Oh, come on. He’s just one guy, he can’t take all four of us. Come on!” She was full of bravado but lacked the courage of her convictions. She stopped and looked behind her as she waited for support that didn’t come. She looked back at me, and I smiled. 
 
    “Jump if you’re feeling froggy.” 
 
    “Fiona, just sit down,” Jackson said. 
 
    I could tell by the way she held the knife that she had some training, but there was no way it would be enough. If all four of them charged, they’d all die, but I would likely take at least one or two decent hits. I doubted there was enough solidarity in this group to do that. 
 
    She crouched into a fighting stance, and I nodded. “Very good. Are you sure you want to die today?” 
 
    A flash of concern passed over her face when I didn’t change my stance at all.  
 
    “Screw you!” She darted in and thrust with the knife. At least she knew how to use it; unfortunately for her, I knew how to defend against it. 
 
    I caught her wrist with my left hand and held it solidly where it was. Her eyes widened as she struggled, but she couldn’t move her hand at all. 
 
    “Drop it.” 
 
    She chopped toward my neck with her left hand, which I easily caught in my right one. Then I squeezed my left hand. 
 
    She screamed and fell to her knees. The knife fell to the ground as the bones in her wrist ground together. I held her there and looked at the rest of them. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Let me go, you freak!” she screamed. The pain caused her to cry and tears streaked down her dirty face. 
 
    I kicked the knife away and let her go. “Now, go sit down.” 
 
    She cradled her wrist against her chest and slowly got up to rejoin her comrades on the bleachers. Jackson also went to sit with them. 
 
    “We’ll just wait here for the rest of your little gang to arrive.” 
 
    Over the next half hour, the remaining seven members of their gang showed up. A group of three, then a group of four. Each group carried a bag with miscellaneous goods they had collected for ‘protection.’ I was hardly a pillar of morality, but taking from those who were barely getting by in these times bothered me. 
 
    Jackson, and Fiona’s whimpering, convinced the new arrivals that it would be best to just sit down. It was one of the things that would never change. Bullies were tough as long as you didn’t fight back, but once they realized they might actually get hurt, they rolled over like puppies. 
 
    They were more rejects from the stadium, which didn’t surprise me. As far as they knew, we’d evaluated their marksmanship and physical ability, but we’d also watched their behavior. People who were too aggressive were weeded out, though we didn’t explain why. They were all rejected as potentially dangerous and overly aggressive. 
 
    I clasped my hands behind my back and looked them over. “My name, if you don’t know it, is Mr. Smith. This building is now mine. You now work for me. Should you refuse employment, then I no longer need you. Does anyone object to the change in management?” 
 
    “What’s in it for us?” 
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    “Elliott.” 
 
    “Well, Elliott, that’s a good question. You get to live and serve a useful purpose to the people of New Toronto.” 
 
    “New Toronto?” He laughed. 
 
    I’d have to watch this one closely. Most of the others were cowed fairly easily, but he was either too stupid, or…no, too stupid to understand his situation. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Jackson said. 
 
    “Now, that’s another good question. First, you’re going to return everything you’ve extorted from the people in the area. Then you’re going to clean up this building and get it ready to be used.” 
 
    “And you’re gonna make us?” Elliot smirked. “Screw this, I’m outta here.” 
 
    He got up and walked toward the door.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. I was tired of giving people chances and warnings. I decided something more permanent might make the point. In a smooth motion I brought my hand around and lifted my shirt with my thumb while my hand closed on the grip of my gun. I drew it and put a single round through the back of his head. I preferred my knives, but I thought it might be good for them to know I could shoot as well.  
 
    To a person, each of them flinched as the sound of the shot reverberated through the gym. A few of them reached up to rub their ears, but I had gotten my point across. 
 
    “Anyone else want to leave? Honestly, I don’t care. I’ll kill each one of you and sleep like a baby. I’m sure there are many who would be willing to work for me.” 
 
    They looked at Elliot and the growing pool of blood that formed around his head, then back at me. 
 
     “Good. Now get to work. I’ll be around to check on your progress, and if I hear that anyone has had any more problems with you, I will be incredibly disappointed. You really don’t want to disappoint me. Not everyone dies quickly.” I smiled dangerously. “Make no mistake, I know all of your faces now. There is nowhere you can hide.” 
 
    They all stared at me, except Fiona, who stared at her mangled wrist. 
 
    “I said get to work!” My voice echoed in the gym. 
 
    As one, they stood up, repacked their bags, and ran out of the gym. Fiona was the exception. She looked up at me pitifully.  
 
    I doubted she’d ever regain the use of her left hand. I was sure I’d ground some of the bones to fragments so small, they would probably cause her pain for the rest of her life, and I didn’t care. I holstered my gun and walked out the same door they had used, which deposited me on Carlton Street. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was a house facing the school just across the street from where I emerged, and I saw one of the thugs handing a woman a few things from his sack before he moved on. 
 
    I put my sunglasses on and walked across the street. “Pardon me, ma’am.” I smiled. 
 
    She looked up, fearful, and clutched the items that had just been returned to her chest. 
 
    “I’m not here to take anything. In fact, I’m the reason you got those back. My name is Mr. Smith, and I’ve taken over the school.” 
 
    She said nothing. An older man appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Smith, you say,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard of you. My son joined the Defense Force.” 
 
    I frowned. “Then why hasn’t he dealt with these idiots?” 
 
    “I told him not to!” the woman said. “It’s easier to give them what they want. I don’t want them to kill my husband.” 
 
    “I see. Well, they shouldn’t bother you anymore. If they do, spread the word. I’ll hear about it, and deal with it. What’s your husband’s name, by the way?” 
 
    “David Marshall.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the old man asked. 
 
    I smiled. “Just a man trying to right some wrongs. Spread the word that this gang is dealt with, and they have orders to clean up the school. It has power, thanks to the solar panels, so it should be useful to the community. Have a good day.” 
 
    I waved and continued my journey north. I hoped they wouldn’t be trouble anymore, but who knew? People can be unpredictable in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wandered north, always aware, but lost in thought. I had started to rethink this whole thing. Even with a Defense Force in place, thugs extorted and stole from people. It even impacted the family of a member of the force, and he hadn’t felt comfortable enough to say anything. Or, he had, and nothing had been done. Neither was optimal. Sure, they were outside the area we had decided to establish positive control over, but if the Obsidian folks in charge wouldn’t take care of their own…one more reason not to trust them.  
 
    If the executives and other Obsidian personnel were mostly imprinted, which I figured many of them were, they were goal oriented. Based on what I knew, they couldn’t really change their programmed goals. So, it was likely their primary goal was their own survival. Of course, that was everyone’s goal, but I began to wonder what they were willing to pay for it. 
 
    The school was another perfect example of a wasted resource. There were enough solar panels to completely power the entire facility, but they weren’t using it. I made the decision to do what Obsidian hadn’t and turned back toward the school. I needed to get out of Scotia Plaza. Sure, it was nice, but it was starting to feel like I was living in a viper’s den and hoping not to get bitten. If I wanted to exert control, I needed to get to know these people, not live in the ivory tower and look down on them.  
 
    I walked back into the gymnasium where Fiona was using her good hand to stack up goods from the corner where everything had been tossed over time. Maybe she could be saved after all. She looked up, and I saw fear in her eyes. I nodded and continued walking through the gym into the hallway, then down the hall to look for the administration office. 
 
    I found it after a few minutes on the same hallway, clearing each room as I went, and followed the signage through to the principal’s office. The desk was still there, but most everything else was gone. I figured the only reason the desk had survived was because it was metal and not burnable for heat. I’d need a chair, a lock on the door, which I could easily take care of myself, and a few other things, but I could make this my base of operations.  
 
    I’d need a few locations like this around the city. Staying in one place didn’t feel right, unless it was my bunker, where I knew I was about as safe as I could be. More and more, I had the feeling I would rarely return there. I sighed as I set my ruck on the desk and walked around it. The drawers had all been ransacked for anything flammable, which I understood. What I didn’t understand was why locations like this weren’t first on Jeremy’s list of buildings to utilize. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes when I heard movement and what sounded like whispering in the hallway. They couldn’t be that stupid… 
 
    I left my ruck on the desk and crouched behind it. Since I knew I’d likely end up throwing blind, I opted for shuriken integrated into slots on my belt. I heard Fiona speaking quietly, but sound traveled on smooth surfaces, and my hearing was better than most.  
 
    “He came up this way, I’m telling you,” she said. 
 
    “Well, we’ll get rid of him, and you can get your payback.” 
 
    The second voice was Jackson’s. I assumed he’d come with a gun this time. My guess would be a shotgun. He didn’t seem the type for accuracy. I felt the metal on the desk and nodded. It wasn’t bullet-proof, but it would be enough to stop a shotgun if it wasn’t a slug, which I doubted he would use. He’d go for buckshot if he could get it. 
 
    “There’s his pack. I don’t see him though. Maybe he’s out wandering around again,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I leaned down to look under the desk. There was about a three-inch gap, and I could see two pairs of feet enter the room. Too bad for them. I slowly rose back up and calculated their locations from my crouched position. I couldn’t aim perfectly from here, so I chose a few special shuriken from my belt. The edges were coated with a lab-modified version of curare, a fast-acting paralytic, and since I wasn’t using knives, I wouldn’t have to time the rotation of the blade. All I needed was one of the points to enter the bloodstream. 
 
    I slowly raised my arms and cocked my elbows back, then reached up and threw. Jackson’s reaction time was good enough to pull the trigger, and thankfully, my guess had been right. Small dents appeared in the front of the desk where small pellets impacted, but did not penetrate.  
 
    They both fell as I stood and walked around the desk to look down at them. The shurikens had hit them in the chest. They were still alive, though their breathing was already labored. I smiled down at them and shook my head. 
 
    “Curare…amazing stuff really. Don’t you think? We only had to modify it a bit in the lab to make it act even faster than it does naturally. The shelf life is remarkable. It never loses potency.” 
 
    I leaned down and plucked the weapons out of their chests and wiped the blood off on their shirts before tucking them back in my belt.  
 
    “I can even use these again. I mean, what are the odds of the same tip hitting again, and none of the others penetrating? Oh, no, you can’t talk, and soon, you won’t be able to breathe either. I’ve been told it’s an incredibly painful way to die. You want to breathe, but you literally can’t. Your lungs can’t move, your heart will stop beating. It’s just a big muscle after all. 
 
    “It’s a shame really.” I sighed dramatically. “I had plans for you. Now I suppose I’ll have to kill the rest of your crew too. I mean, if seeing what I’m capable of wasn’t enough motivation, I doubt fear of what might happen will be enough for the rest of your thugs. But that’s okay, there are plenty of people who actually want a good place to live.” 
 
    I put my ruck back on and walked to the door. 
 
    “I figure you’ve got two or three minutes left to live, so make peace with yourself. I’ll dispose of your bodies later.” 
 
    I walked back into the gym and was glad none of the other thugs were back yet. I’d handle them the easy way. I got to work preparing a welcome for the team then waited for their arrival. 
 
    Over the next fifteen minutes, the remaining seven filtered in with their empty sacks and took seats on the bleachers. Once they were all seated, I pulled a flask out of my duffel. 
 
    “How about a drink to celebrate our new partnership?” I smiled. 
 
    “Where’s Jackson and Fiona?” 
 
    “Oh, Jackson got back early, so I sent him to get Fiona some medical treatment from some friends. Don’t worry, they’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    I unscrewed the flask and handed it to the first person on the end. He sniffed it and looked up in shock. 
 
    “Yes, that’s real whiskey from my personal collection.” 
 
    He licked his lips, then took a swig. He offered it to the next person and coughed, which caused the rest of them to chuckle and make good natured jibes. 
 
    “It’s not his fault, it’s some of my good stuff.” I winked. 
 
    The flask made its way down the line while I pulled a second from my belt and took a drink, which in my case, was water. Though I gave the appearance of having taken a good drink. 
 
    “Good, now that that’s out of the way—” I took the flask and tucked it back into the ruck, “—who knew Jackson was coming back here to try to kill me?” 
 
    Most of them stared at me, but two of the men averted their eyes before they finally met mine. 
 
    “Okay, so you two knew. And you were stupid enough not to realize something was wrong when I was standing here, and he wasn’t?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. 
 
    “So, now what?” 
 
    “Oh, now you die. Well, in about ten minutes anyway.” 
 
    “What!” He tried to stand but fell flat on his face. 
 
    The rest began to sag and fell backward against the bleachers.  
 
    “Wait! I’ll tell you who’s in charge!” the last one who took a drink said. 
 
    I was about to turn and leave, but I paused and walked slowly over to him. “Jackson is already dead…” 
 
    “Hah! He was just part of the plan; I can give you the real boss.” 
 
    “She’ll kill you and anyone you know, you idiot!” another said. 
 
    “I’m already dying, I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    I pulled a syringe case from one of my pockets, opened it, and took out a syringe. “Well, talk.” 
 
    “You save me first.” He was starting to lose control of his muscles; it wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    “No. I’m a pretty smart guy. Now that I know there’s someone else, and she’s a female, I’ll figure it out on my own.” 
 
    “Shit, it’s Star!” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “The mysterious leader of the Anarchists Legion? Is a she? What’s her real name?” 
 
    “Don’t…know…” his speech slowed as his brain began to fog from the poison he’d ingested. 
 
    “Thank you for the information.” I leaned over and injected his arm, and he started to grin. 
 
    “Goodbye,” I said and walked back to what was now my office. The morphine I’d just injected would kill him a little faster and save him some suffering. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After I took some mental notes about what I would need to secure the office and the reception area, I walked back out and over to the Marshall home and knocked on the door. 
 
    Mrs. Marshall cracked the door, then opened it when she saw it was me. 
 
    “Back so soon, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “Yes. I just wanted to let you know that the hoodlums failed to meet my standards and have been removed from service. When do you expect your husband home?” 
 
    She leaned out the door to look up at the sun. “Should be any time now, actually. Would you like to come in and wait?” 
 
    I smiled. “That would be wonderful, thank you.” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh. Carolyn. My dad is Donald.” 
 
    “Thank you, Carolyn.” She opened the door wider and let me in then she closed and latched it behind me. 
 
    She led me into the living room, and I felt like I’d entered a time before the war. The TV was on, with a movie playing. I smiled at the young boy, around twelve, who sat on the floor and watched Moana, a Disney movie from ages ago. The screen was degraded from time, but it was good enough. 
 
    “Your son?” I asked quietly. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s David Junior. Junior, say hello to Mr. Smith.” 
 
    He glanced up from the movie and muttered, “Hi.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips, and I waved dismissively. “It’s okay. I was the same way when I was a kid.” I chuckled. “Interesting movie choice.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It gives hope.” 
 
    I nodded. “There is hope, Carolyn.” 
 
    She looked up at me. I could tell from her eyes that she wanted to believe me but had heard it before. 
 
    “I’m sorry, where are my manners, would you like to sit? A cup of coffee maybe?” 
 
    I blinked. “You have coffee?” 
 
    “My dad was always something of a prepper. I’ll let him explain when he gets home. He’s out walking the neighborhood.” 
 
    She motioned to the couch and stepped out of the living room. 
 
    I set my ruck on the ground and sat and watched the movie. It was near the end, and I thought about how fitting that movie was. Life from the ashes of destruction. Plus, I liked the music. My son had liked it too. 
 
    Carolyn came back a few minutes later and handed me a stainless-steel mug with steaming coffee before she sat down in a separate chair. I smelled it, and sure enough, it was strong and real. I took a sip and let out a sigh.  
 
    “Thank you, Carolyn, for your hospitality.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the movie but could feel her eyes on me. After a few minutes, I set the mug down on the coffee table and turned to her.  
 
    “What’s on your mind, Carolyn?” 
 
    “What happened to…” 
 
    I glanced at the boy and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “He knows what today’s world is like. There’s nothing he hasn’t seen or heard, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but of course, you’re right. They’re all dead.” 
 
    “You killed them all, alone?” 
 
    I nodded. “Not as hard as you think, really. They were stupid and gullible.” 
 
    “Exactly what are you, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “An interesting question, asking what I am, rather than who I am. I think, perhaps, I will tell you but after your husband and father get home. I don’t like repeating myself.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course,” she answered quickly. 
 
    I grinned. “It’s okay, Carolyn. You’re in no danger from me, at the moment.” 
 
    “You always qualify stuff like that?” Donald asked as he walked into the room. He had training. His approach was incredibly quiet. 
 
    “These days, Donald, I find that I have to. One’s motives are not always clear.” 
 
    He grunted as he fell heavily into a recliner and put his feet up. I could see the outline of a pistol tucked into the front of his jeans. Couldn’t blame him for that. 
 
    “You’re one to talk about that, Mr. Smith,” Donald said. 
 
    “Touché. I’ll explain a few things once…” I heard a key turn in the front door. “Well, talk about timing.” 
 
    Carolyn started to get up but seemed to change her mind and remained seated. Once the door opened and closed, and we heard the latches again, she called out. “Honey, we have a visitor!” 
 
    David edged around the corner with a shotgun in his hands and let out a sigh of relief when he saw me sitting there. “Mr. Smith, this is quite a surprise.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it is. Please take care of whatever you need, but we do need to talk.” 
 
    Carolyn got up. “I’ll get your dinner, hon. Go ahead and sit.” 
 
    They hugged and kissed, then she went to the kitchen. The movie ended, and the boy got up and ran to the kitchen as well. “Mom! I want a snack!” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “I’d swear I went back in time, and the war never happened.” 
 
    David smiled and sat down where his wife had been. “So, what can we do for you?” 
 
    Carolyn came back in, handed David a bowl of soup, and sat down on the other end of the couch. She was quickly followed by David Junior, who sat on the floor and faced me as well.  
 
    I nodded. “Well, to the point I suppose. First, David, why had you not done anything about the thugs who were extorting the area? I know your wife asked you not to, but you could have brought it to the attention of the Defense Force.” 
 
    He quickly drank down what was in the bowl and set it aside. “I did. Several times. I was told by, what’s her name, Bethany, that they’d deal with it.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “When was that?” 
 
    “The day we all joined a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” I frowned. 
 
    “Why, what about them?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re all dead now.” 
 
    Donald put the foot of his recliner down and leaned forward. “What? You killed them all?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Twelve of them? All of them? Just you?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m rather effective when I’m properly motivated, Donald. I’m here because I’m going to need help.” 
 
    “Help with what?” David asked warily. 
 
    “Doing what you were originally hired to do—defend the area—but I’m going to keep you here, in this area, if you have no objection to working directly for me. This is outside the area we’re actually trying to maintain, but there are reasons for securing it, powered buildings being the primary.” 
 
    “Why me? Why us?” 
 
    “A few reasons. First, because you’re the first people I’ve met in Cabbagetown. Second, you have a child, so I believe you’d be motivated to do the right thing. Third, you’re obviously more prepared than you like to let on, so I don’t have to worry about you stealing.” After the last, I glanced at Donald, took a drink of the coffee, and nodded. “Good coffee by the way.” 
 
    Donald stared at me. “So, what are you?” 
 
    I considered him for a moment. “I’m a man with many skills, Donald.” 
 
    “You work for Obsidian, or whatever they’re calling themselves now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, never.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “I was formerly employed by Teledyne Industries. Now…I’ll put it to you this way. I owe nothing to anyone, and I follow no one’s orders. So, I suppose you could say I work for myself.” 
 
    “What was your role with them?” Carolyn asked. 
 
    “I made problems go away, Mrs. Marshall.” 
 
    “Does that mean you killed people?” Junior asked. 
 
    I pursed my lips and studied the young man. I had underestimated him. “Yes.” 
 
    “Cooooool.” His eyes grew wide. 
 
    “No, Junior, killing is never a good thing,” David Senior said. 
 
    I looked back at him. “That’s a subject that can be debated until we both die of old age; however, the fact remains, that’s what I did…well, do.” 
 
    “And you want help killing people? No way, get out.” He stood up. 
 
    “Actually, I can handle that myself when it’s necessary. What I want help with is organization and keeping the peace. For some reason, which I can’t explain, I want to help people now.” 
 
    I stood up and emptied about half of the bartering supplies I’d packed, which were easily replaced back at the plaza. “Think about it. I’ll give you time to talk. I need to return to the plaza and retrieve some gear. I’ll be back in the school tomorrow sometime. Come see me if you’d like to talk more. If not, no hard feelings. You can distribute this stuff however you feel best. I have a feeling you know most of the people in the area and know who is in need.” 
 
    I walked out without giving them time to respond and began the short walk back to Scotia Plaza. Even people like me sometimes need help in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, I made room in my pack for a few of my laptops and some security equipment. I’d have to deal with locks later, but at least I could set it up so I’d know if anyone went where I didn’t want them. I didn’t sleep much that night. I couldn’t. 
 
    I sat in a chair and looked out the windows over the city. A few buildings were lit up as progress had been made on wiring them for solar or attaching them to the grid from the wind farms. Fewer people lived on the streets, and that was progress, but there was still too much that didn’t make sense. I was certain Jonathan and Jeremy had motives that hadn’t been presented to me. Something tickled the back of my mind; there was someone else guiding things and giving them their marching orders. 
 
    Who was it? That’s what bothered me. I didn’t know. I thought maybe it had been Bethany, but now I thought she was just a rogue agent. That’s pretty much what had led me to decide to go out on my own. I’d still give them the impression I was working with them, and I would if their goals made sense, but I also felt the need to build up a group loyal to me, which I didn’t feel would be difficult. It was new ground for me, but this was a new world, and now that I’d been dragged out of my bunker and into it, I would make the best of it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I headed out again, only to be stopped in the hallway by Jonathan. “Smith, we’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Did you try my room? That’s where I’ve been since yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    He grinned. “Well, we just started looking. Anyway, Jeremy wants to pull a meeting together.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Not sure.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Count me out. I’m a bit busy.” 
 
    Jonathan looked concerned and eyed the large bag over my shoulder. “Something we should know about?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ll be back in a day or two, then I’m sure we’ll have plenty to talk about.” I walked into the elevator, and we stared at each other as the doors closed. 
 
    I frowned as the elevator went down. They were, with good reason, suspicious. I wondered if all of them knew they were being controlled by some unknown puppeteer, or if it was just Jeremy being controlled. There was the possibility I was wrong, but I doubted it. For the moment, I would do the best I could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I left the plaza and headed east toward the school. Within a block, I felt someone following me. Out here, in broad daylight, no one could be that stupid. With a practiced motion I drew my 9mm and snapped around to face them. 
 
    Paul and Cindy Todd stopped in their tracks and put their hands out to show they were empty.  
 
    “Whoah!” Cindy said, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Told you he’d notice within a block,” Paul said calmly. 
 
    I shook my head and holstered my gun. “What the hell do you two want? I’m busy.” 
 
    “Just curious,” Cindy said. 
 
    I looked at Paul. “I thought you were smarter than that. You know how dangerous curiosity can be.” 
 
    “Kids.” 
 
    She grinned.  
 
    I shook my head, turned, and walked on. As I thought they might, they ran to catch up and walked on either side of me. 
 
    “Seriously, Smith, what’s going on?” Paul asked. 
 
    I glanced at Paul. They might be useful. I already had a bit of leverage over Paul. I knew his background, and he had some skills that could be useful. The girl was more of a liability. Attractive young women tended to attract too much attention of the kind I really didn’t want. 
 
    “You might be able to help me, Paul, but not the kid.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m no kid!” 
 
    “That’s enough, Cindy. Let me handle this.” 
 
    “Handle what, Paul?” I asked. 
 
    We walked in silence for a few blocks. 
 
    “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Cabbagetown. There’s a school building there, with power, that hasn’t been properly utilized.” 
 
    He grunted. “Must be the place David was talking about.” 
 
    “Who?” I needed to know what he already knew. 
 
    “David Marshall. He’s on the DF on my shift. He raised some concerns about a protection racket being run out of the school.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I was instructed to leave it alone.” 
 
    “I see. Who gave that order?” 
 
    “Colonel Evans, before…well, you know.” 
 
    “Colonel?” I chuckled without humor. 
 
    “Yeah, she was structuring everything like the military. Issuing ranks and such.” 
 
    I nodded. “Structure has a place.” 
 
    “Sure, but it felt like…I dunno.” 
 
    “It felt like she was doing it to make us feel more important,” Cindy said. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh, come on Dad! She was talking that stuff up, puffing people up so they’d feel like they were better than the people who aren’t in the DF. Telling us how we’re the most important people in the city.” 
 
    “Very observant, Miss Todd,” I said. 
 
    I could see her smile from the corner of my eye. Great, I’d seen looks like that before on students. She would have been about a year old when the shit hit the fan. She seemed remarkably levelheaded for a kid who’d grown up in this newly destroyed world. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but Paul had done a hell of a job. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t use them if necessary, though. I’d shoved Paul into leadership of the Defense Force, but that just meant he might be more useful. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about?” I asked. 
 
    “Kinda,” she said. 
 
    “Well, you’ve talked. I’ve listened. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll see what can be done to put things right.” 
 
    “So, what are you doing in Cabbagetown?” 
 
    I sighed. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m persistent to the point of being a pain in the ass. At least that’s what Dad says.” 
 
    I looked at her, and she smiled brightly, which caused me to chuckle in genuine amusement. Something I hadn’t done in a while. 
 
    “If you must know, follow me and you’ll find out, but once you’re in, you’re in. There’s no walking away from this.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “It means he’ll kill us if we cross him,” Paul said. 
 
    There was silence for a few more blocks while she mulled that over. 
 
    “Would you really?” She sounded less sure of herself now. 
 
    “Yes, I would. Without hesitation. Still want to come?” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Dangerous?” he asked. 
 
    “Silly question,” I said. 
 
    “You plan to help people?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I had a quiet little place where I planned to live out my life. Now that they’ve brought me out and know where it is, I figure I might as well do something. I can’t go back to it.” 
 
    “You said they,” Cindy said. 
 
    “You don’t miss a thing, do you, kid?” 
 
    “Are we in danger if we don’t go with you?” Paul resumed his questions. 
 
    I pursed my lips and considered. I thought about making some smartass remark about always being in danger in this world, but decided to let it go. 
 
    “Not from me, for now.” 
 
    He grunted. “Well, shit. Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t really know me, Paul.” 
 
    “No, but I know what you’re capable of, and I think it’s safer to be with you, than potentially against you.” 
 
    “That is very likely the wisest thing you’ve ever said.” 
 
    I could almost feel the frustration coming from Cindy, but she didn’t ask again. 
 
    After another 15 minutes, we arrived at the school. I led the way inside and went into the office area. The bodies I’d left in my new office were gone. I set the pack down and pulled out a few of the tripwires I’d brought with me. 
 
    “Wait outside in the hallway, please.” 
 
    They walked back into the hallway without comment or question. I closed the room’s steel door, which I was surprised to find would still latch. I set up a simple tripwire to the door with monofilament Kevlar hooked to a simple primer trip alarm. It wouldn’t hurt anyone, but they’d probably lose their hearing, and I’d know if the door had been opened. 
 
    I walked back out into the hallway and led them to the gym at the end of the hall. Again, the bodies were gone, and all the stuff that had been stacked in the corner was gone as well. Even the blood from the thug I’d shot in the head was cleaned up…mostly. David Marshall and his father-in-law sat on the bleachers where the corpses had been but stood when we walked in. 
 
    David looked surprised to see Paul and Cindy with me. “Paul? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same, Dave.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I assume I have you two to thank for cleaning up?” 
 
    Donald nodded. “Carolyn helped too.” 
 
    I looked around the gym again. 
 
    “She’s back at home with Junior,” David said. 
 
    I nodded. I hadn’t really expected them to be here. Maybe later in the day, but not to be here waiting for me. Paul walked over, and they greeted and met each other, then sat down and looked expectantly at me. 
 
    I glanced at the corner that had been full of stolen goods. “All that stuff has been returned to the original owners?” 
 
    “As best as we could figure,” David said. “The people in the neighborhood are pretty curious about what’s going on. I told them it would be best to wait and see.” 
 
    “Smart. I’m still deciding who I can trust besides myself.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” Donald stared at me. 
 
    I clasped my hands behind my back. “You should know that I’m used to working alone. If we move forward on my plans, I’ll be relying on others to make things work, and that’s not my specialty.” 
 
    “Just what is your specialty, Mr. Smith?” Donald asked. 
 
    “Nuclear physics…and making people disappear, among other little things. Helping people live has never been my job.” 
 
    He grinned for a second, but it fell off his face as I continued. 
 
    “There are many things I’m good at, Donald. Some better than others, of course, but whatever I set my mind to, I tend to accomplish. The only thing I’ve failed at recently was living out my days in my bunker, alone. You’re all here, so you’re now involved in something that could get you killed.” 
 
    They exchanged glances, and it was Paul who spoke first. “The way I figure it, you’re the one person in this town I don’t want on the other side.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Donald looked over at Paul. “You know him from before?” 
 
    Paul sighed and looked down at the ground. “Yes. We met about 22 years ago.” 
 
    “I think we deserve to know what that’s about, Paul,” David said. 
 
    He looked at Cindy, and then at me. 
 
    “You can tell them, or I can, Paul, but David is right. They should know. It’s too late for them to leave now.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” Donald asked. 
 
    “It means that if you walk away from what I’m putting together, I’ll kill you, because you’ll know too much. If I find out you’re working against me, I’ll kill you. If you work with me, I’ll take care of you and do my best to keep you and your family safe. Is that clear enough?” 
 
    Donald stared at me. 
 
    “He’ll do it.” Paul said to the ground. “And he won’t bat an eye.” 
 
    “Dad?” Cindy asked and laid a hand on his back. 
 
    “Twenty-one years ago, things were tough. It was just before the war. Obsidian had taken control of the police department years before, and even the Emergency Task Force wasn’t paid all that well. Cynthia was pregnant, and I needed money.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly enough to be heard in the silent gym. 
 
    “I guess he knew, because he came to me. Found me at a bar after I’d gotten off shift. Offered me, well, a lot of money for information. I was assigned protection detail for someone, and he wanted to know their schedule for the next day. I figured we had enough security, that even if I told him, it wouldn’t matter. I mean, hell, he had bodyguards detailed to him, plus an ETF escort!” 
 
    He turned to face Cindy. “I had to. We were going to lose the house, and you were on the way. I had to do whatever I could.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him as he cried. I thought about the last time my son had hugged me. 
 
    “Well…” Donald said. “So, how did you kill him?” 
 
    “All that, and that’s your question?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I like to know who I’m working for.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fair question. Poison is one of my many areas of expertise. All I really wanted to know was where he usually ate breakfast, lunch, or dinner. The details weren’t really important.” 
 
    “Why?” David asked. 
 
    I met his eyes, unflinching. “Because that’s who I was told to kill. I honestly don’t care why he was on the list. Several people who are currently in charge at the plaza were on the list as well, but the war is over.” I shrugged. 
 
    Cindy and Paul had separated and turned back toward me. 
 
    “Now, if we’re done with the stroll down memory lane, let’s consider the future, shall we?” 
 
    They exchanged glances and were silent for a moment, then Paul nodded. 
 
    “Okay. There was a bit of a mess in the classroom just outside the gym. The man with the busted-up arm has a wife and kid somewhere. I had intended to make Jackson lead me to him, but I had to kill him before he got the chance. Any idea who he was?” 
 
    David nodded. “Yeah. Carolyn is going to go over with some food and other supplies you left behind. Might already be there.” 
 
    “Good. Now, ground rules. The former principal’s office is my office. It will always be trapped, and you won’t get around them. Understood?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “David, Paul, and Cindy, you will continue your normal shifts with the Defense Force. Keep your ears open and your mouths closed. I get information at a high level, but I need to gauge how things are actually being executed. Focus on keeping the central area where we’ve established a perimeter secure.” 
 
    “You said we’d be helping out around here,” David said. 
 
    “Yes, I did, and you will, but I need to move slowly. If anything comes up around here that requires attention, let me know, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “What about me?” Donald asked. 
 
    “You’ll be helping me understand who and what we have in the area that could be useful. The community will need to come together, and they’re more likely to trust you than someone they’ve never met.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to hide in the shadows?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not exactly, but it’s more likely they’ll listen if you are along.” 
 
    “What, so I’m just there to make people trust you?” Donald asked. 
 
    I let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m afraid this isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m okay with helping the community. I’ve lived here all my life, but I’m not going to support or stand behind something unless I know what the plan is and what I’m supporting. I don’t know you from anyone else. So, you dealt with Jackson and his thugs. Great. We all appreciate that, but you took out 12 people without even getting a scratch. That makes me suspicious.” 
 
    I considered Donald for a moment. As the silence drew out, he didn’t back down; he stared at me and waited. He could be an asset or a problem. There are always problems in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week went by, and there was significant progress. Donald spread the word that anyone in the area who needed a safe place to stay could move into the school. Beds were moved into the classrooms, and a system of dividers was set up in each one to provide some form of privacy. There were still a few rooms available, but most of the space had already filled up. 
 
    The locker rooms, it turned out, had running water, so some people were able to take the first shower they’d had in a long while. There was no hot water, but people didn’t seem to care. Things like showers were pure luxury these days. I wondered what they would think if they saw the inside of the plaza and found out what was available there. 
 
    Donald had procured a chair for my office. It was old and worn out, but I’d had worse over the years. I had set up two of my laptops, and I considered my next move. I had put myself in a position I really didn’t want—leadership. My goal was to turn this over to someone else once it ran smoothly and some structure was established. Donald was the obvious choice. 
 
    Paul continued to do a good job of leading the DF and had made people in the central downtown area feel safer. The power hookups were going well, so more and more buildings were in use. Members of the DF and their families were invited to move into one of the newly powered buildings, if they chose to do so. Many had, as their other option was to squat in a building and keep a guard posted to stay safe. 
 
    Paul also felt people out to see how they felt about answering to the people in the plaza, especially after the incident with Bethany. There was some trepidation, which I had counted on. That would be useful later. 
 
    It was interesting how, today, traveling a few blocks could feel like you were going from one country to another. Between the zone now controlled by the plaza, identified as New Toronto, and where I had set up, there were only about ten city blocks, give or take, depending on how you measured it, but it was a different world. 
 
    Word had gotten out that I was in the area, and it seemed like people were quick to understand messing with Mr. Smith was a quick way to die. Given that, the thugs who still wanted to do things their way had moved west and were now between Cabbagetown and the plaza. I didn’t really have to set up any guards in the area. Mention of my name was becoming a powerful deterrent. That meant Jonathan, Jeremy, or some of their people would likely be by soon to find out what was going on. Unfortunately, it also meant I would become a target for people who wanted to make a name for themselves. 
 
    I was starting to prepare my gear to head back to the plaza for a few days, when I heard rapid footfalls in the hallway. I slid a knife into my hand and tucked myself behind the open door to my office. 
 
    “Smith! It’s David! You have to see this,” he called from the outer office. 
 
    I stowed the knife and walked out. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just come with me,” he said and walked quickly back into the hallway where he waited to see if I would follow. 
 
    I shrugged and walked out after him, at which point he broke into a run. I jogged to keep up, and he led me to a house in the neighborhood about a block away. I could smell it before we even got onto the property. Death. 
 
    “Wait here, David,” I said, when I saw that he was starting to turn green. 
 
    He nodded and bent over, hands on his knees. 
 
    I walked into the house and looked around. A few anarchy symbols spray painted or carved into the walls made it clear who the place belonged to, and the smell made it clear what it was used for. 
 
    I walked deeper into the house and found a room that was piled with corpses. They were in various states of decomposition, and the smell was horrific. Even with all the things I’d been through and seen, this was definitely the most offensive smell I’d ever encountered. 
 
    I walked back outside to join David and Donald who were standing across the street. “Really no way to identify them,” I said. 
 
    They both shook their heads. 
 
    “I guess those are the folks who wouldn’t pay and their children.” 
 
    “What?!” David’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    “I doubt you were able to stay in there long enough to notice, but there were children’s bodies in there. Now, I’m very glad I made them suffer. I only wish I’d made it worse. That’s okay. Once we find the real leader, they will suffer.” 
 
    “The real leader?” Donald asked. 
 
    I nodded. “The Anarchists Legion. Jackson and his crew worked for them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Donald said, “I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    That night, I secured my office and left to go back to the plaza for a few days. I’d let Donald know I’d be gone, so he would handle anything that came up. Trust was slowly being built, but one thing I was sure of was that anything he did would be good for the people who lived there. 
 
    I’d taken to going out at night when I needed to. For others, it was more dangerous. For me, it was safer. Plus, nighttime was when I was most likely to see any problems that might be coming. That night, however, was uneventful. Not many people were on the streets, and those who were, traveled in groups. Some carried torches for light, others used the half-moon’s light to see what they could. 
 
    I felt and saw the difference once I crossed Church Street. I saw a pair of armed people mounted on horseback, carrying flashlights that would probably only last a few more nights, patrolling. I was surprised, once I moved another block toward the plaza, to see streetlights on here and there. They had been busy. 
 
    As I had before, I eluded the guards on the street in front of the plaza and shook my head. They really had to work on their situational awareness. Once I entered the plaza, though, I was stopped by someone I hadn’t seen before. He was wearing an actual uniform, so I figured he was one of the soldiers who’d been in hiding under the stadium. 
 
    “Just where do you think you’re going?” a man wearing corporal stripes asked me. 
 
    “I’m going up to my apartment. Excuse me,” I started to push past him, and he leveled an automatic rifle at me.  
 
    I tilted my head to get a better look at the profile of the weapon and nodded. C7A2 automatic rifle. Standard choice of the Canadian military, when there had been such a thing. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Son, my name is Mr. Smith, and if you don’t get out of my way, you’re going to eat that rifle.” 
 
    I saw another soldier, who was trying his best to remain hidden, in the shadows of the far corner of the lobby. “And tell your friend he’s doing a shitty job of concealment.” 
 
    “One moment please, sir.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded. “Very well. You have one minute.” 
 
    The one who had been in the shadows walked into the security office and came back out a few minutes later. “It’s him; he’s clear.” 
 
    “You’re fortunate I’m in a patient mood tonight,” I said as the soldier lowered his weapon. 
 
    “Mr. Kent would like to see you immediately, sir. In the boardroom,” the soldier at the far end said. 
 
    I got into the elevator and swiped my card to take me up to the top floor. Goodie! Jeremy wanted to chat. 
 
    The doors opened to reveal Bill and Ted, who looked slightly disheveled. “Tell me he didn’t get you two up on my account.” 
 
    They both nodded. “They weren’t too happy when you disappeared,” Bill said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Well, let’s go then, and I didn’t disappear. I walked out in broad daylight.” 
 
    They stopped at the door, and I walked in and closed it behind me. Jonathan and Jeremy were already there. They both looked like they’d just woken up from a good night’s sleep. No real surprise. 
 
    Jeremy gestured to a seat. “Please, have a seat, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I sat down and leaned back in the chair. “Yes?” 
 
    “So, where have you been?” he asked. 
 
    “If you don’t know where I’ve been, your intel sucks, and you should probably fire Jonathan.” 
 
    Jeremy frowned. His sense of humor hadn’t improved since our last encounter. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Jonathan said, “we know where you’ve been. What we’d like to know is what you’ve been doing out there.” 
 
    “Things. You know—getting rid of people who were extorting the locals for protection, making sure a school with enough solar power and batteries to run 24/7 was actually utilized. Things you didn’t do.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, we need to be aware of what’s going on around us,” Jeremy said in a frustrated voice. 
 
    “Actually, you have absolutely no need to know what I’m doing. Let’s make this perfectly clear. I don’t work for you. Either of you. I came here to speak to you as a courtesy. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I stood up. 
 
    “No, I won’t!” Jeremy slammed his palm on the table. “You will tell us what you’re up to. Now. If I think you’re operating against us…even you can be eliminated, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    Jonathan glanced at me, then looked at Jeremy. 
 
    “Is that how you feel as well, Mr. Hammond?” My expression remained completely neutral, but I had already decided how to kill them. 
 
    “Look, we owe you for disarming the nuke—we know that—but we can’t work against each other,” Jonathan reasoned. 
 
    I considered him for a moment, then nodded. “I’m coordinating a group of locals so that they are safe and can defend themselves. I’m also making sure the school is being used appropriately, for shelter. That’s it, for now.” 
 
    “Why? You’re the one who convinced us to consolidate!” Jeremy said. 
 
    I shrugged. “Seemed like the thing to do at the time.” 
 
    “We need to secure the weapons you still have in your apartment, Mr. Smith,” Jonathan said. “I figured you’d have them secured, but I’d feel better if they weren’t in the building.” 
 
    “And where do you propose to put them?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a secure building at the base under the stadium, properly rated for weapons.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, absently thinking I could use a shave. “I’ll want to see this building, of course.” 
 
    He nodded. “First thing in the morning?” 
 
    “Fine. Anything else?” 
 
    “Not for now,” Jeremy said shortly. 
 
    I turned to leave but paused and turned my head to speak over my shoulder. “Mr. Kent, if you ever threaten me again, you’d better have a gun to my head and enough people to hold me down.” 
 
    I waited a moment for that to sink in. When he didn’t respond, I walked out and headed for my apartment. I was somewhat surprised that Bill and Ted followed me. “What, they have you watching me like guard dogs now?” 
 
    “Nope,” Bill said. 
 
    “What then?” I asked and turned to face them when we got to my door. 
 
    They glanced at each other. “Can we talk in private?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Now I was intrigued. I already had a feeling these two weren’t happy with the leadership, but it seemed to go deeper than I thought. They’d already overridden Jeremy once, after all. I was somewhat surprised they were still here. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We sat in the living room of my apartment, and I spread my hands. “Well?” 
 
    Bill leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. “Mr. Smith, we’re not happy with how things are going around here.” 
 
    “I gathered that.” 
 
    “You seem to be the only one doing anything that’s actually helping people. Honestly, we’re a bit confused by that, but no matter your motives, you’re saving people.” 
 
    I nodded. I should have been offended by my motives being questioned, but I wasn’t. I was smart enough to understand that I was the outsider here and a former enemy. 
 
    “What can we do to help?” Ted asked. 
 
    I rubbed my chin. It would be helpful to have a few agents on my side.  
 
    “Gentlemen, thus far you have shown that you care for the people of the city, but I have to consider that you may be doing this at the behest of Jeremy or Jonathan, to keep an eye on me.” 
 
    Bill nodded. “I can understand that, and there’s really nothing we can do or say to prove that we aren’t, other than give you our word.” 
 
    I studied Bill’s body language for a moment and carefully watched his face, then turned my attention to Ted. “You agree with this? You want to work for me, and it’s of your own free will?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I didn’t see any evidence of deception from either of them, but I couldn’t let my guard down. They could easily be trained or programmed to lie without giving themselves away. 
 
    “Okay, I accept your offer. Be ready to go in the morning. We’ll deposit the chemical weapons at the arsenal under Rogers Centre, then I’ll take you to where I’ve been working.” 
 
    They stood and extended their hands. From experience, I was always nervous about handshakes. I’d killed a few people that way. Against my better judgement, I stood and shook each of their hands in turn. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I looked at the door for a few minutes after they left before I walked over to secure it. I had either just made two useful allies or dug my own grave. Only time would tell in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Bill and Ted came to my apartment. I’d secured the containers and let them carry them downstairs. Jonathan was waiting with an SUV. He seemed genuinely surprised to see Bill and Ted with me. 
 
    “Didn’t expect to see you two this morning.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith asked us to tag along,” Bill said as he loaded the cases into the back of the truck. 
 
    “I see. Very well, let’s get going.” 
 
    I could see their bodyguard training kick in, as I was ushered into the back seat, while Bill sat in the front passenger seat, and Ted sat beside me in the back. 
 
    Jonathan noticed as well. The recognition and surprise on his face betrayed that. It was minute and would have been missed by most, but I saw it and suppressed a grin. More and more, I thought he was never actually in operations, but just sent others to die to get intelligence. 
 
    The short drive to Rogers Centre was uneventful, and he pulled the SUV up to a reinforced structure that resembled a stand-alone bank vault. It even had an old-fashioned tumbler combination lock. A basic examination told me it was probably built to resist anything short of a high-powered military explosive. Even a shell from a tank would probably only dent it. 
 
    Jonathan unlocked the vault, and even with his augmented strength, it took effort to pull the door open. My assumptions were confirmed. The door was at least a foot thick and likely solid steel. It was purposely built to store things you really didn’t want anyone to get to. 
 
    I walked inside and looked around while Bill and Ted brought the cases in and stacked them next to similar cases that were already present. I shook my head as I took a mental inventory. A few of the cases looked like briefcase nukes. Many people thought they were a myth, but I knew from personal experience, they were real. With a yield of about one kiloton, they were small, but nasty. One of those would destroy everything within a half-mile of the detonation and damage structures up to two miles away. 
 
    I walked out of the vault and stared at Jonathan. “What the hell are you doing with those?” 
 
    “Keeping them safe, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “They should be disarmed and disposed of.” 
 
    “That’s not your call.” He pushed the door closed and locked the vault after the last case was deposited. 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, then.” 
 
    The ride back to the plaza was tense and quiet. The sound of the decaying asphalt under the tires and the filtered sound of the engine was all there was. 
 
    Once Jonathan had parked the truck, we all got out, and I immediately walked east, toward the school. 
 
    “Come on guys,” Jonathan said to Bill and Ted. 
 
    “We’ll see you later,” Bill said as they turned and jogged a few steps to catch up with me. 
 
    I heard Jonathan go back inside after cursing under his breath. He either forgot I’d be able to hear him or didn’t care.  
 
    “So, where are we going?” Ted asked. 
 
    “To a school I’ve set up in Cabbagetown.” 
 
    “What’s on the agenda?” Bill asked. 
 
    “We’re going to come up with a plan to deal with Jacob once and for all.” 
 
    We walked the rest of the way in silence, which suited me. I had to adjust my plans since I had two agents at my disposal now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once we arrived at the school, rather than go to my office, I steered toward the teacher’s lounge. We had claimed the room for operational planning and organization. Donald was keeping track of who lived where, who needed help, and who was armed and could help in the event of an attack, among other things.  
 
    I was glad to see that Donald, David, Cindy, and Paul were all there, looking over a map of the area. 
 
    “Good afternoon, lady and gentlemen. Meet Bill and Ted. They’d like to help.” 
 
    Donald stood up straight and nodded. “Mm hmm. Why now?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, we’ve removed the blinders,” Bill said. 
 
    Donald nodded. “I’ll buy that. I don’t suppose either of you has medical training? That’s becoming a problem.” 
 
    They both shook their heads. “Nothing beyond basic battlefield triage.” 
 
    “I’ll see what we can do about that, Donald, but right now, we have work to do,” I said. “This isn’t a local issue, but it’s one that could spread. There’s a thug who’s taken over the old aquarium named Jacob. He and his crew have been a problem downtown, and it’s time to remove him.” 
 
    Paul and Cindy nodded, but Donald didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “Look, Smith, I’m sorry they’re having problems downtown, but we have our own problems.” 
 
    “Everyone has problems, Donald. This one nearly used sarin gas. I’d like to deal with him before Jonathan or Jeremy decides that’s the only solution and tries it again.” 
 
    “Fair point. What do you need?” 
 
    “A small team,” I said. “I don’t like big and loud. There are non-combatants present, and I don’t like collateral damage.” 
 
    David sighed. “I twisted my knee yesterday moving some stuff around; no way I’m stealthy right now.” 
 
    I nodded. I was glad he recognized his limitation and didn’t have some sort of hero complex. 
 
    “I’m in,” Paul said. 
 
    “And me,” Cindy quickly followed. The look Paul gave her said they’d be talking later, but at least they didn’t argue here. 
 
    “Where you go, we go,” Ted said. 
 
    “Okay, five-man team. That should work. Paul, do you have night vision equipment?” 
 
    He nodded. “Several setups from my task force days.” 
 
    “Good, you’ll probably need them.” 
 
    “What about you three?” 
 
    I grinned. “We don’t need it.” 
 
    “Sonofa…More of that stuff they did to you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Something like that. Now, get some rest, we’ll set out after dark.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I watched the sun set from the roof of the school, something I’d rarely done in the past few decades. I closed my eyes and thought about the last time I’d done that with my son. Sometimes, I wished my memory wasn’t as good as it was. 
 
    The small team for tonight’s operation gathered on the basketball court. Paul and Cindy arrived together. They both wore light body armor and carried suppressed rifles. Bill and Ted joined them soon after, wearing heavier armor. Full tactical setups. I needed to see if I could get access to more of those. I would never wear it myself, but it would benefit others. Then again, it was probably so old that it was well past its expiration date. The protection was still there, but it was significantly degraded. 
 
    I silently crept down the ladder from the roof and came up behind Bill. I tapped him on the shoulder, which caused him to jump slightly and turn with his rifle ready. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. “Dammit, Smith, that’s a good way to get shot.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I was just wondering how trained you were in field ops. I’m a little disappointed.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and lowered his rifle. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “We sneak in, kill Jacob and anyone else that gets in our way, detain the rest, and determine who’s worth saving.” 
 
    “What do you mean, determine who’s worth saving?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Paul, I know this may not sit well with you, but I’m not going to set anyone loose who might be a further danger,” I said. “If I feel they will be a threat, I will have no problem executing them on the spot. Anyone in there who is carrying a weapon is trusted by Jacob, so they’re a target.” 
 
    He still seemed a bit unsure but nodded once. 
 
    “Cindy, are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked. “This is a stealth mission.” 
 
    “I learned from my Dad. I can do it.” 
 
    I considered for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, but stay with Paul. Don’t go off on your own.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Okay, let’s move out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We made our way across downtown until we could see the aquarium. We’d used back alleys wherever possible in case Jacob had sentries posted. I watched the building for a good ten minutes but saw no movement around it or on the roof. I suppressed my frustration that I hadn’t dealt with this sooner. Sure, the harassment from his crew had decreased, but there were still rampant thefts which I assumed could be attributed to them. 
 
    I’d debated a multi-point entry but decided to go right in the front door. We moved to the doors and stacked on either side. I had Bill and Ted on point since I really didn’t want to be up front. They were the best trained and able to take hits if it came to that. 
 
    We got inside, and I rolled my eyes when I saw the lone sentry, asleep, leaning against the wall. I crept over and sliced his throat. He never even woke up enough to struggle. 
 
    The area was open, and there were multiple hallways. I sent Paul and Cindy down one, and Bill and Ted down another. I set off alone down a third. 
 
    I moved slowly and deliberately. Often, I had to walk around people who were sleeping on the floor. After I’d moved deep into the building, I was surprised I hadn’t found any further sentries or patrols. Apparently, Jacob was fairly sure of himself and thought no one would be brave enough to come in uninvited. Then I heard suppressed automatic gunfire. Shit. 
 
    The sound bounced around the building, which made it difficult to identify exactly where it came from. Contrary to what people saw in the old movies; suppressors didn’t make a weapon completely silent. That was impossible. It suppressed the flash and sound, but if you knew what to listen for, you knew what it was. Plus, the weapons fired supersonic rounds, which made their own unique sound. 
 
    I rounded a corner and saw light coming from up ahead. That had to be Jacob’s little corner of the world. Unfortunately for the man I came up behind, that light let me see him more easily. I got behind him and snapped his neck before he knew I was there. I lowered him to the ground and risked a look around the corner. 
 
    Jacob and a few of his cronies were behind an artificial rock display. Now and then, they would poke their rifles over the top edge and fire blindly. Directly across from the display, I could see Paul and Cindy in the shadows. They were smart; they only fired when they might have a shot, but it was a standoff. 
 
    I slid several knives from their sheaths and threw them in rapid succession. All five of my targets went down within ten seconds, and the gunfire stopped. Bill and Ted raced into the room and checked the bodies. 
 
    “Careful not to touch the blades,” I said as I walked into the room. 
 
    “Help!” Cindy called out. 
 
    I walked over and sighed when I saw Paul slumped against the wall. “Cover me,” I told Bill and Ted as I knelt to check on him. 
 
    I ripped off his vest and saw that the rounds had easily penetrated the long-expired plates. I looked at Cindy and shook my head. 
 
    “Do something!” she screamed at me. 
 
    Paul coughed. Blood dribbled from his bottom lip and down his chin. He’d been hit multiple times in the chest. He focused his eyes on me and grabbed the front of my shirt. “Take care…of her.” 
 
    “Dad! No! You’re going to be okay!” She started crying, and I heard movement around us. 
 
    He looked at her and smiled as best he could in between grimaces from the pain. “It’s okay, baby girl. Stick with Mr. Smith.” 
 
    His hand released my shirt, and his head fell. Cindy let the tears flow and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    I stood up and turned to Bill and Ted. “Clear the building. Anyone with a weapon dies. Wake everyone up and check them.” 
 
    They nodded and set off without a word. 
 
    I stood there and waited until Cindy cried herself dry and finally stood up. “You don’t have to worry,” she said weakly, “I can take care of myself. You don’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “Do I seem like the kind of man that worries? I’m sorry we lost your father, but he wasn’t the first, and he won’t be the last. The big war may be over, but there’s always going to be something happening.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re one cold bastard,” she said. 
 
    “No, Miss Todd. I’m a man who has seen more death than you can fathom and knows what it takes to get the job done.” 
 
    “I’m not going to just leave him here.” 
 
    “Of course. Bill or Ted will be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun had risen by the time they had completely cleared the building. They had met some minor resistance, but the threats had been easily dealt with.  
 
    When we walked outside, with Bill carrying Paul’s body, several members of the Defense Force had gathered and were assisting the people who had evacuated the aquarium. Several stopped when they saw us and walked over to offer their condolences to Cindy. 
 
    I leaned in to whisper in Ted’s ear, “Handle this.” 
 
    He nodded minutely, and I slipped away, back into the aquarium, to search for intel. I had a feeling Jacob might be another plant from the Anarchists, but I wanted to be sure. 
 
    I made my way methodically through the building and checked the pockets of each person who had been killed during the action. The total tally was 20 dead, and I found nothing until I got to Jacob’s body.  
 
    I pulled out a folded piece of paper, which had been partially soaked in blood, and frowned when I saw the header. It was a one-pager on me, including where I stayed. It had information that could have only come from one source—someone at the plaza. You can't trust anyone in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I decided to give Cabbagetown a little space for a few days and stayed at the plaza. Bill and Ted told me they’d helped bury Paul next to his wife under an old tree in one of the local parks. They also informed me that the list of medical issues had grown. Not because they were new, but because people started to realize the issues weren’t going away now that they had reliable shelter and food. Things would get worse before they got better with winter approaching.  
 
    The paper I’d found still bothered me, but I decided that could wait. I headed down to the second floor to pay Doctor Adwani a visit. I found her in the medical bay, as usual, and she was alone. 
 
    “Ever feel like you’re wasting your time here?” I asked from the doorway. 
 
    She looked up, startled. “No, not really.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Do you realize how many people out there need medical attention?” 
 
    “I’ve been told there are trained staff out there to handle things, and that everything is well in hand.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Let me guess…. Jeremy?” 
 
    “Yes. I asked if there was any need, and he said there was a local hospital operating, and there were staff left over and more being trained.” 
 
    I sighed and sat down in a chair that faced her desk. “He lies. A lot. There is no operational hospital anywhere nearby that I’m aware of.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, then snapped her jaw shut. Then she shook her head. “No, you must be mistaken.” 
 
    “Doctor Adwani. Consider this for a moment. Let’s assume that one of us is lying. Who benefits more from the lie? I can come in here for care if I’m injured. You’ve already shown that you’re very good at what you do. What would I gain from convincing you to go outside of the ivory tower to help people?” 
 
    She stared at me, and I could almost feel the gears turning as she reasoned it out. “I have nothing to gain,” I said. “Yes, there are some nurses, and one or two old doctors out there, but they don’t have the equipment you have here.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, we can’t have just anyone coming in and out of here.” 
 
    I stood up. “Now you sound like Jeremy. Thanks anyway. I’ll tell them you can’t be bothered to help.” I turned and walked toward the door and grinned when I heard her chair slide back. 
 
    “Wait! What do you need?” 
 
    I turned around after the grin disappeared from my face. “We have a lot of sick people out there. Some have a simple broken finger or an infected cut. But others are more seriously hurt. No one expects extraordinary measures these days—people are realistic—but some can be helped.” 
 
    “You know they won’t let people come in here. I can’t change that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    “But if we had a facility…someplace for the purpose…” her voice drifted off. 
 
    “Saint Michael’s?” 
 
    She looked like a light bulb had just gone off. “Yes! Do you have control of it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet, but if clearing it will get you out there to help people, I’ll get control of it. The people need your skills and your training. More people need to be able to handle the smaller things or take care of themselves.” 
 
    “Make the hospital safe, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Okay.” I turned and headed down to the ground floor and off to Cabbagetown.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I took a detour around Saint Michael’s Hospital and didn’t see anything that led me to believe it would be difficult to gain control of; but if things followed form, we would meet some resistance. 
 
    I got to the school and found Cindy sitting on the steps. She looked up as I approached but didn’t move. 
 
    “How are you doing, Miss Todd?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    I nodded and walked past her to go inside. 
 
    “You doing something else?” she asked from behind me. 
 
    I stopped but didn’t turn around. “Yes. I’m going to take control of Saint Michael’s Hospital. I’m going in to identify a team.” I heard her stand up and brush herself off. 
 
    “I’ll come. Might as well.” 
 
    I turned around to face her. “Miss Todd, are you ready to die?” 
 
    She looked at me, confused. 
 
    “I need to make certain you don’t have a death wish or some desire to go out in a hail of bullets, because that could get someone else killed.” 
 
    She finally understood, and her expression changed to one of resolve. “Look, Mr. Smith. Yes, I’m pissed that my Dad got killed, and I want to get some back for him, but I have no plans to do anything stupid.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay then, come with me.” I turned and continued into the school and on to the teacher’s lounge. 
 
    Bill and Ted were there with Donald, talking to a few of the Defense Force members. They still worked the shifts Paul had set, but they also worked around here. There wasn’t much need for defense here, so they just helped out where needed. 
 
    Everyone looked over when we walked in, and Donald sighed. “Let me guess, more work to do.” 
 
    “Yes, in response to your request, in fact. I have a doctor who is very good. She’ll help if we can clear out Saint Michael’s Hospital for her.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide. “Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded. “She has already saved my life once, so I’m quite certain she can handle anything faced out here.” 
 
    “Doctor Adwani?” Bill asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Wow, okay, what’s the plan?” Donald asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Fairly straightforward. Clear all 16 floors and make sure there are no threats. Then we’ll need to get anyone with medical training in there. I’m sure we’ll need lots of hands to clean it up as well, under the medical staff’s guidance.” 
 
    “I think we can arrange that,” David said from behind me. “Carolyn is an RN.” 
 
    “Good. Well, since I’m not aware of any major threats, I figure we’ll make this a daytime operation. Anyone who’s set up in there can stay, as long as they understand that we’ll want the halls and the ER area clear. The rest, I’ll leave to the good doctor to decide.” 
 
    “If you’ll wait about a half hour, we can round up a few more to help,” Nathan, who I recognized from the Defense Force recruiting, said. 
 
    “Sounds good. Everyone get prepped, we’ll meet on the corner outside in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we gathered and went over the plan as we walked. With DF assistance, we had a ten-person team. I hoped we could get through this without further casualties, but I would always be concerned about that. I learned long ago, though, to distance myself from such things. Casualties were a fact of war, and this was still a war. 
 
    Everyone would go in pairs, and Cindy insisted she come with me. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but Paul had asked me with his dying breath to watch out for her, so I decided to honor that request, this time. 
 
    With 16 floors to cover, I assigned each pair to clear a set. We would start from the top and work our way down. The plan was to meet in the stairwell after each set of five floors to compare notes. Cindy and I would start on the top floor, where I expected the least chance of resistance.  
 
    As I expected, the top floor was empty of people and actually appeared to be in decent shape. Since there had been no power after the war, the large equipment sat where it was. We’d have to see about power, for sure. I let her take point, and she had solid clearing techniques for her age. 
 
    “Not bad, kid,” I said as we cleared the last room and walked back to the stairs. 
 
    She turned around and faced me. “Dammit, I’m no kid! I watched my father die! What more do I have to do?!”  
 
    There it was. The anger I hadn’t seen before. I stood silently and let her go on. 
 
    “Don’t patronize me! Don’t cater to me! I’m just as good as most of the guys out there!” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Why him?! Why?! Why couldn’t it have been you!” Tears started to fall from her eyes, but she kept going. “You don’t have anyone to live for, he had me! She dropped her gun and pounded on my chest, shouting, “You’re just a…a killer!” Then she collapsed against me and sobbed. 
 
    For a moment, the walls I had built up over the years of my job, and then my isolation, gripped me, I didn’t know what to do. She was mature and certainly an adult, but she’d never been able to be a child. I closed my eyes and thought of my son as I wrapped my arms around her.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long we stood there, but eventually, she backed away and picked up her rifle. She wiped her eyes and was suddenly filled with resolve. “Come on, they’ll be waiting.” 
 
    I gestured for her to resume the lead, and we made our way to the stairwell and down to the 11th floor. As expected, the rest of the team was waiting for us. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    A round of shaking heads was the response. 
 
    “Okay, pretty much as I figured. As we go down, the possibility of resistance grows, so be careful.” 
 
    The rest of the teams went down to their assigned floors, and the process began again. This time, I could see evidence that, at some point, people had been here. It remained to be seen if they were still here. Once again, I let Cindy take point. I wanted her to practice, and I figured she needed to feel some level of control. 
 
    As we got to the first corner, she poked her head around and then quickly drew back. She used hand signals to indicate she saw four people around the corner. I nodded and motioned her back behind me. She shook her head and pointed at herself. I put on my frustrated professor face, but she seemed unphased. I figured she’d seen worse from her father, so I sighed and nodded. 
 
    She crept around the corner, mounted her rifle, then called out, “Don’t move! We’re not here to hurt anyone, we’re just clearing the building!” 
 
    “We were here first. Get lost!” came a deep male voice. 
 
    I walked casually around the corner and stood behind and to her right to give myself a clear angle. “Like the young lady said, we’re not here to hurt anyone. As long as you’re not trouble, you’re fine. We’re preparing the building for use as it was originally intended.” 
 
    “Yea, right!” a female voice called out. The woman came out of the room beside where the others stood. I recognized her instantly from the Defense Force recruiting. She’d washed out due to her attitude. Seems that had become a troubling pattern. She raised her hand which was holding what looked like a gun. The hallway was fairly dark, so it was hard to tell. 
 
    Cindy didn’t wait to be sure. She fired two rounds into the woman’s chest and pulled back around the corner. I charged a door to my right and burst the latch just before a few of those in the hallway returned fire. 
 
    “Well,” I called out when they stopped shooting at nothing, “that was completely uncalled for. There are plenty of buildings around here, go to one of those.” 
 
    I saw Cindy slide the selector switch to full-auto and shook my head.  
 
    “Screw you! This is our building now.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Idiots. 
 
    I looked over at Cindy, shrugged, and nodded. 
 
    She positioned herself carefully, then pivoted around the corner, showing as little of herself as possible as she fired bursts down the hallway. I looked around the corner and saw three down, in addition to the first. That left at least one on the loose. 
 
    I pointed to my eyes then down the hallway and used my fingers to indicate running. She shook her head. Damn, she hadn’t seen where the last one went. This was going to be fun. 
 
    As much as I didn’t like to use it, in this situation, I drew my 9mm and crept out. We made our way down the hallway. She mirrored my every step, and one by one, we cleared the rooms. When we got to the next corner, she took a quick look, which didn’t go as planned. 
 
    As soon as she moved, shots rang out. He had waited and aimed at the corner, expecting just what she did. I cursed as she pulled herself back and overbalanced. She fell and gripped her right arm; I could already see blood.  
 
    I came around the corner from the far wall, instead of right at the corner, and he fired again, but I was faster. I went to one knee and fired three shots which all hit home. He fell backward and hit the ground hard. I had no doubt he was dead. 
 
    I rushed over to check on Cindy, and she grunted. “That was stupid. I should have expected that.” 
 
    “You won’t make the same mistake twice,” I said. “Let me take a look.” 
 
    “It’s just a graze.” She held up her arm. Sure enough, the bullet had only grazed her elbow. 
 
    “You’re lucky; that could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, save the lecture for later.” She pulled a first aid kit from one of the pockets on her jacket. 
 
    I took it from her. “Let me. I know from experience that patching up an arm wound with one hand is difficult.” 
 
    She shrugged off her jacket and winced as she pulled the sleeve of her shirt up. I frowned after she did. It was just a graze, but I could see bone. 
 
    “Worse than I thought.” I put a compression bandage on the wound, and she sucked in a breath. “Doc is going to have to take a look at that. You okay to go on?” 
 
    She nodded. “Maybe you take point. I might be a little slow now. This kinda hurts.” 
 
    I nodded and helped her up. “I’m sure it does, but you’re lucky. Another inch to the left, and your elbow would be shattered. That’s no fun.” 
 
    She tilted her head and looked at me a bit oddly. “How many times have you been shot?” 
 
    I grinned. “More than I should have. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    The rest of the floor was, thankfully, empty, and we regrouped with the rest of the team on the landing at the sixth floor. Bill had a bandage wrapped around his upper arm. 
 
    “All good?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nothing major. I’ll get doc to look at it when we get done here.” 
 
    I nodded. “Cindy took a round to the elbow. Grazing shot, but it’s down to the bone.” 
 
    Nathan winced and walked over. “You okay, hon?” 
 
    “I’m fine, and I’m not your hon. Can we get this over with?” 
 
    He blinked and stepped back as if he’d been struck.  
 
    I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, let’s move.” 
 
    We encountered a few more people on the sixth floor, but no one posed a threat. They all seemed fearful when we came around, and they told us about the group led by a female who had come through threatening everyone. Most were in the process of packing up, and we assured them they could stay, though we would be working to make the hospital operational again, so we might ask them to change rooms, or floors.  
 
    When we regrouped on the first floor, I heard much the same from the other teams. Now that more buildings were being opened up downtown with power, buildings without power like this one weren’t in much use, but the people they had encountered had been cooperative. 
 
    The first floor was an easy and quick sweep with the entire team going through it at once. In all, it had taken several hours to clear the entire building before we regrouped outside.  
 
    “Okay, we need to make sure the building stays secured. Bill and Cindy come with me to see doc; the rest of you, secure the entrances. Clear?” 
 
    Everyone nodded and took off to secure the hospital entrances while Bill, Cindy, and I walked back to the plaza to get them medical attention. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I walked with them into the medical bay where the ever-present Doctor Adwani was once again sitting behind her desk. “Have a couple of patients for you, Doctor. Bill you know, this is Cindy Todd.” 
 
    She nodded. “Nice to meet you, lie down, please, Cindy. Bill, I assume you can wait?” 
 
    He nodded. “Just a bullet hole.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and helped Cindy onto one of the exam beds. After she removed the bandage I’d applied, she turned and stared at me. “I assume you were in charge of whatever caused this?” 
 
    “You wanted a hospital, we got you one.” I shrugged. “Nothing comes without a cost, Doctor.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad, really…” Cindy said. 
 
    “Wait until the adrenaline wears off,” Doctor Adwani admonished. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it, I have a few things to take care of.” I turned and left before she could object. I really didn’t have anything urgent, I just felt like I needed to be out of there. I couldn’t let emotions cloud my judgement in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in my room until night, and then waited a few more hours. It was time to gather some intelligence on the people I was working with. I left my room and walked down the hall to the door to what was described as office space, and the imprinter which they had said they would stop working on. Of course, I didn’t believe them. 
 
    The door was locked with the same type of keycard access as the rest. I paused for a moment, considering the kind of traps I would set if an invalid keycard were used to try to get in. Hopefully, they weren’t as good at that as I was. I glanced up and down the hallway, then tapped my card to the lock. Much to my surprise, the light turned green, and I heard the lock click and disengage. 
 
    I walked in and softly closed the door behind me. There were rows of desks with computer terminals, and old-fashioned filing cabinets—way too many to go through in one night—lined the walls. At the far end of the room was an oversized door next to a large window. I walked that way first. As I approached, I could tell the window was a one-way mirror, like one used in an interrogation room, but this wasn’t an interrogation room; it was an imprinter. 
 
    It was the first one I’d ever seen in person, and I shuddered when I thought of what it could do. It could implant skills and a personality, and at the choice of the programmer, make whoever sat in it forget who they used to be. I tried the door, but it was locked. Thankfully, it was a basic key entry lock, and not electronic. Getting through electronic locks was in my skillset, but it wasn’t something I was incredibly good at. 
 
    I pulled a set of lockpicks from my shirt pocket and had the lock picked in a few minutes. I was out of practice. Unlike Obsidian’s agents, I had had to learn all the skills I had, and if I didn’t use them, they got rusty. 
 
    I walked in, and the door closed behind me on a pneumatic hinge. Not being familiar with how the imprinters worked, I didn’t know a single thing I could do to render it useless, so I decided to trash everything I could. I opened panels and broke every circuit board I could find, pulled wires, and generally did anything I could think of to sabotage the device. 
 
    Once that was done, I walked around and checked the filing cabinets. None of them were labeled, and they were all locked. I’d go through them one day, but today would not be that day. 
 
    I exited the room and made for the elevator. I figured they’d probably know my keycard was used to get into the office, but I had a plan for that too.  
 
    Once on the ground floor, I stepped out of the elevator and yawned and stretched as I walked toward the door. 
 
    “Everything okay, Mr. Smith?” the guard on duty asked. I didn’t recognize him, perfect. 
 
    “Just having trouble sleeping. Figured I’d take a walk down to the shore.” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t have to tell you to be careful.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Oh, no.” 
 
    I sidestepped and bumped into him as I walked past. “Damn, sorry. Guess I’m more tired than I thought.” 
 
    “No harm done,” he smiled. 
 
    I nodded and walked out and down to the shore where I sat and looked out over the water. I actually was a bit tired, but sleep was something I could go without if I needed to. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I heard footsteps behind me. I frowned and slid a knife into my right hand, then I recognized the steps, and smelled the antiseptic. “Good evening, Miss Todd. You would be smart not to sneak up behind me like that.” 
 
    She gasped. “How did you do that? How did you know it was me?” 
 
    “Your footsteps were light, but still there. You’re wearing the same boots from earlier, and I can smell the antiseptic the doctor uses.” 
 
    “Wow.” She sat down beside me. “That’s impressive and a little scary.” 
 
    I chuckled quietly. “I’m a scary person, Miss Todd. Never forget that. I’m surprised you’re up and around.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t give the doc much choice. I am supposed to take it easy for a while though.” 
 
    “You should listen to her. You won’t be much help to anyone if you lose the use of your arm.” 
 
    “You sound like my dad.” She sighed. “I really don’t blame you.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the first, and he won’t be the last. Pretty much everyone you encounter has lost someone because of this war.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What caused the war? Why did it happen?” 
 
    “Greed. Power. Pick one. The why isn’t important. You have to look forward. Looking back never helped anyone.” 
 
    “What about you? You said everyone has lost someone,” she said gently. 
 
    I looked out over the water and clenched my jaw. “Yes. I have.” 
 
    She laid a hand on my arm. “Even you’re allowed to be human, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I wanted to get angry; I was angry. I wanted to tell her to go away. I wanted to tell her she could never understand, and that it was none of her business.  
 
    “I can’t afford to be just human, Miss Todd. I haven’t been that in a long time. I’m something else now.” 
 
    “So, what are you?” 
 
    “I’m a monster, Miss Todd. A trained killing machine. I’m the boogeyman hiding in the closet. I’m the clown in the sewer, waiting to pull you in. I’m what people have nightmares about, Miss Todd. They’re going to wish they’d never gotten me out of the hole I’d secluded myself in.” 
 
    “You try so hard to scare people away, but you’re risking your life to help people. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I hope you never do.” I stood up and offered a hand to help her up. “It’s getting colder, you should get inside.” 
 
    She took my hand and pulled herself up with her good arm; I noted that the other one was in a sling and heavily wrapped. “I’m not sure where to go,” she said. “I’ve only been home long enough to get a few things since…” 
 
    “Where have you been staying?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Here and there. Sometimes outside under the stars. Sometimes at the school.” 
 
    “Very well. I don’t really feel like going back inside the plaza tonight anyway; we’ll walk to the school.” 
 
    The walk was, thankfully, quiet, and I saw to it that she got to a bed before I made my way to my office. I got a few hours of sleep reclined in the chair behind my desk. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little after dawn, I woke up to the sound of footsteps in the outer office and waited. A few seconds later, someone pounded on the door. “We know you’re in there, Mr. Smith. Open up!” 
 
    I didn’t recognize the voice. “It’s open, come on in.” 
 
    Two soldiers in uniforms walked in with their hands on their sidearms. “Mr. Kent would like to see you at the plaza.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “I’m incredibly busy, perhaps tomorrow.” 
 
    The pounding had drawn attention, and I saw two of the Defense Force members I believed to be loyal to me walk into the outer office carrying rifles. “Is there a problem, Mr. Smith?” one of them called. 
 
    One of the soldiers turned and drew his gun but kept it low. Now he had two Defense Force rifles aimed at him. 
 
    “Now, now, I’m sure we can avoid unpleasantness,” I said. “What is it Mr. Kent wants?” 
 
    “We’re not privy to those details, Mr. Smith, but he seemed pretty pissed.” 
 
    “I see. And your orders are to bring me in, one way or the other. Did I guess right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I sighed dramatically. “Well, if it’s that important, I suppose I can fit him in.” I stood up and walked around the desk. “It’s okay, boys, lower your weapons.” 
 
    Nathan gestured at the soldier with his weapon drawn. “You put that away first.” 
 
    He looked back at his partner, who nodded, so he put his gun away, after which Nathan and his partner lowered theirs. 
 
    “There, see? All better. Let’s not keep Mr. Kent waiting.” I pushed through the soldiers and walked past Nathan and out the door. The soldiers caught up a few seconds later. 
 
    I rolled my eyes when they flanked me like they were escorting me, but I allowed them their illusion of superiority. 
 
    We walked in silence back toward the plaza. I noted with some sense of satisfaction that, about a block behind us, Nathan and his partner, whose name I hadn’t caught yet, followed us. 
 
    Once inside the building, I watched out of the corner of my eye, and saw them take up stations across the street. They didn’t even bother trying to be inconspicuous. I allowed myself a little grin as we got onto the elevator and headed for the top floor. 
 
    “Something funny, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Oh, just thinking about something that amused me.” 
 
    They escorted me all the way to the boardroom. I walked in and found Jeremy pacing and Jonathan leaning back in one of the chairs at the table. 
 
    “So, what is so important that you had to interrupt my busy day?” I asked. 
 
    “Who the hell do you think you are!?” Jeremy asked loudly. 
 
    I furrowed my brows and chose not to sit. “Haven’t we been over this already?” 
 
    “You broke in and destroyed the imprinter last night. Don’t try to deny it.” 
 
    “I think I’d remember that. It certainly sounds like something I’d do, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “We’ve got you this time, Smith. That door logs every entry and whose card is used, and yours was used last night to enter the private office area. I knew you’d do it eventually, so I had your card coded to open it.” Jeremy grinned triumphantly. 
 
    “There’s only one problem with that, Jeremy. I lost my card, or it was stolen. I went for a walk last night…couldn’t sleep. After my walk, I couldn’t find it, so I ended up going to the school and slept in my office there.” I shrugged.  
 
    Jonathan looked between us like he was following a tennis match but remained silent. 
 
    “I find it hard to believe anyone could steal from you without your noticing.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s true. It must have slipped out of my pocket somewhere then.” 
 
    “Anyone that can verify your story?” 
 
    “Well, there’s the fact that your goons found me at the school rather than here this morning, to start.” I smirked. “I’m sure whatever guard was on the door last night will remember. Plus, Miss Todd found me last night, and I walked her to the school so she could get in out of the cold and get some rest. She was injured helping me take control of a hospital yesterday and didn’t want to stay in the medical bay. Something else I’ve done that you should have, by the way.” I smiled and clasped my hands behind my back. 
 
    Jonathan stared at me and sat up straighter in his chair. 
 
    “I’m rather hurt that you’d accuse me of such a thing,” I said. “I mean, it’s certainly within the realm of something I’d do, but to come right out and say it…Tsk tsk.” 
 
    Jeremy looked at Jonathan. “Check his story.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t think it’s a good id—” 
 
    “Do it!” Jeremy yelled. 
 
    Jonathan looked at me, and I winked. “Go ahead, check it.” I shrugged. “I’ll wait.” 
 
    He slowly stood up and left the room. He used the door farthest from me, which took him the long way around to the elevator. 
 
    A few moments after Jonathan left, Jeremy grinned. “You think you’re slick, don’t you? You think you’re untouchable.” 
 
    I shrugged. I wasn’t going to give him anything. Interrogation definitely wasn’t a part of his imprint. 
 
    About 15 minutes later, Jonathan came in, holding up my access card. “Found it.” He tossed it on the table. 
 
    “Where?” Jeremy asked. He was obviously annoyed. 
 
    “The guard that was on the door last night. It was in his jacket pocket. Claims he has no idea how it got there. I checked his profile, and he’s clean.” 
 
    “Odd,” I said. 
 
    “Odd…right. I think you did this, then slipped it to him when you left.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “You know, that is within my skillset, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “I know you did,” he glared at me. 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    He slammed his fist on the table hard enough to crack the wood. “Dammit, Jonathan, you know he did this! He’s got to go!” 
 
    “Even if he did, our chances of fixing it were virtually zero,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “That’s not the point! He can’t be trusted!” 
 
    “I’ve done more for these people in the past few weeks than you ever have, and you know it.” I pulled my arms from behind my back and crossed them over my chest. It seemed Jonathan wasn’t ready to have me executed just yet. “If you were working on it after you told me you wouldn’t, you’re not one to talk about trust.” 
 
    “Look! I think it’s safe to say that we don’t trust each other. Fair?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    I nodded, as did Jeremy. 
 
    “Fine. We still have people out there to take care of, and even though you don’t want to hear it, Smith is right. He’s done a lot, including stopping a chemical attack that could have killed us all.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the nuke that would have blown you and everyone else around here into little pieces,” I said. “If you want to keep improving things, I have a new target. Or am I on my own now?” 
 
    “Screw you,” Jeremy said, and stormed out of the room. 
 
    I looked at Jonathan and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He sighed and gestured to a seat. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    I sat and tucked the access card into my pocket. “Port Lands. The old natural gas generating plant can likely be brought up. I scouted it, and it’s under someone’s control who doesn’t like visitors. He especially hates Obsidian.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, it’s a bigger operation than clearing an aquarium or a hospital. Whoever is in charge there, and their followers, will need to be neutralized, and we’ll have to establish positive control over the entire area.” 
 
    “You’re the one that convinced us to pull back and consolidate.”  
 
    I nodded. “Winter is coming, and there are more people than we have buildings for. We need more power. I also need whatever solar panels we have left to power the hospital, now that my team and I secured it.” 
 
    Jonathan looked at me for a moment. “You make me nervous.” 
 
    “That’s probably smart, because I don’t like obstacles.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Jeremy will never go along with this.” 
 
    “Do I look like I care? Look, I can probably get this done without your support. I’ll explain to the Defense Force what we need to do, and why, and they’ll do it. None of them want to see any more family members starve or freeze to death. It would be easier with actual trained soldiers though.” 
 
    He sighed and threw his hands up. “Okay, I’ll talk to Jeremy and see if I can convince him.” 
 
    “You know, Jonathan, Jeremy really doesn’t serve a purpose here…” 
 
    “Don’t even go there, Smith. We both know you destroyed the imprinter, so just let it go.” 
 
    I shrugged and stood. “Whatever you say.” I flashed a smile and walked out of the boardroom and back to my apartment. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, I got a message from Jonathan, through Ted, that they were putting scouts up on skyscrapers around the city with a good view of Port Lands. Their mission was to learn the patrol schedules and try to isolate their main headquarters. Ted left after he delivered his message to check on Bill, who would probably be ready to get out of the med bay. For me, the time in which I’d feel safe in this building was quickly running short. I packed up a few more things in a backpack and started toward the school. 
 
    About halfway there, I heard the sound of a helicopter bounce off the buildings, and I shielded my eyes to look up. It was the CH-53K, with a load of large solar panels. I chuckled and shook my head. I had planned to take care of that, but I guessed Jonathan went ahead and gave the instructions. Good. Maybe he would survive after all, but Jeremy still had to go. 
 
    I pondered that as I resumed my walk. It would have to be done in a way that I couldn’t be blamed. I didn’t think many people would care, but Jonathan still had control of the soldiers and their arsenal. That wasn’t the kind of war I fought. It would have to be public and look like an accident. Plans started to form. 
 
    I was met at the school by Donald, David, and Cindy, who were all sitting on the steps outside. I raised an eyebrow. “Something going on?” 
 
    Donald stood and shook his head. “Just making sure you got back. If you hadn’t gotten back here by lunch, we were going to go look for you at the plaza.” 
 
    Cindy stood up and ran over to wrap her arms around me. “We were worried they’d killed you.” 
 
    I patted her on the back. “Well, they didn’t.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get inside; you can fill us in over some bad coffee,” David said as he got up and walked inside. 
 
    We sat in the teacher’s lounge, and I recounted the early morning’s conversation with Jeremy and Jonathan. 
 
    “So,” Donald asked, “did you do it?” 
 
    I smirked. “Of course I did. You have no idea what that thing is capable of.” 
 
    He nodded. “I probably don’t want to know, eh?” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much.” 
 
    The way Cindy looked at me made me nervous. Not that I thought she was dangerous, but she looked like the young women who would always sit in the front row in my classes.  
 
    “In other news, it looks like the hospital is getting solar panels,” I said. “Depending on how the wiring goes, it should have power in a few days, maybe a week, with the battery installation. Also, our next target is going to be Port Lands. There’s an old natural gas generation station there that could power a lot of buildings. They’re setting up scouts now to get an idea of what we’ll be facing.” 
 
    “Damn! You move fast,” David said. 
 
    I shrugged. “Every day is getting colder, and we don’t have enough places for everyone.” I turned my attention to Cindy. “How’s the elbow feeling?” 
 
    “Hurts like hell.” 
 
    I nodded. “It will for a few weeks. You need to take it easy. Light duty using your good arm only, and keep the bandages changed and clean.” 
 
    She groaned. “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Donald said. 
 
    “Good. Thanks, Donald.” 
 
    Cindy grumbled. “I’m not a kid.” 
 
    “No one is saying you are,” I said, “but you’ve never been hit by a bullet before, so some instruction and guidance is perfectly warranted. I’d say the same to anyone else.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She put on a perfect sulky face, crossed her arms over her chest, and winced. 
 
    I grinned. “Okay, I’ve got some planning to do. I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.” 
 
    A good plan is often necessary for survival in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few days were mundane, as much as they could be. Power was restored in much of the hospital, and volunteers started to show up. We still had members of the Defense Force guarding the doors, so I got good intel on what was going on. Doctor Adwani was as good as her word. She’d shown up to evaluate and direct those willing to help get things organized. Her first priority was to get all the operational equipment down to the lowest two floors and store extras on the third.  
 
    Unfortunately, powering the hospital used up the last of our solar panels, so what we had, was what we had. As the temperatures dropped, we would encourage as many people as possible to open their homes if they had power and room; the hotels and other buildings that had power would be filled to capacity. 
 
    I decided to pay a visit to the hospital on the second day of prep work. It had, unfortunately, gotten to a point where the good people of Cabbagetown wouldn’t let me go anywhere without at least one bodyguard. It didn’t matter how much I explained that I could handle myself, they wanted someone present in case something happened. I really couldn’t argue that point, other than to say that whoever was with me put their life in danger. 
 
    As it happened, Cindy was accompanying me as we walked into the hospital. I learned something I didn’t know—she was ambidextrous, so she had a pistol on her left hip. It was a left-handed semi-automatic with the ejector port on the left side of the weapon. 
 
    We walked into the hospital, and I nodded to myself. “Impressive.” 
 
    They had cleaned the lobby and surrounding area, and you could smell the disinfectant in the air. It certainly smelled like a hospital. I was surprised to see Marcy Chow sitting at the reception desk. 
 
    “Well, Ms. Chow, we meet again,” I smiled as I approached the desk. 
 
    She scowled at me. “You may be fooling some people, but I know what you are, Mister Smith. That’s the name you’re still using, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, and if you’re referring to the fact that I’m a trained assassin, they know that. Doesn’t seem to bother them.” I shrugged. 
 
    “If he wasn’t, I’d be dead, whoever you are,” Cindy spat as she walked up on my left. 
 
    “Where are my manners? Cindy Todd, this is Marcy Chow, a former student of mine who was spying on me from the classroom for Obsidian back in the day. Unfortunately for her, I got to her boss anyway.” 
 
    “You were a teacher?” Cindy tilted her head and looked at me. 
 
    “Did I fail to mention that? Yes. Nuclear physics, among other things.” 
 
    “Huh. Figures. You have that teacher voice.” 
 
    I chuckled and shrugged. “Guilty.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Smith?” Marcy asked. 
 
    “Just checking on things. Where might I find Doctor Adwani?” 
 
    “She’ll be in the ER, triaging some people. It’s been busy now that people know she’s here.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has been. Thank you, Ms. Chow.” I nodded, and we turned toward the emergency room. 
 
    “She doesn’t seem to like you very much,” Cindy said once we were out of earshot. 
 
    “No. She had the unfortunate luck of being the person who tried to crack me when they first brought me in. Let’s just say she wasn’t trained for the task she was given, and it showed. She’s actually fairly lucky to be alive.” 
 
    If that bothered Cindy, she didn’t show it. She kept her eyes forward and scanned for threats like her father had taught her. 
 
    We made our way through a set of doors and into the ER. There were ten people on various exam beds, all being tended to by someone wearing a white rag tied around their right upper arm. Dr. Adwani was busy as well, so we stayed out of the way, watched, and waited. She glanced up and acknowledged me, which was about all I was going to get based on the number of people there. 
 
    “I’ll check in later, Doctor. Going to take a look around.” 
 
    I led Cindy out, and we took a tour of the rest of the first floor and walked around the second. There was still a lot of work to do, but it seemed like a lot of people were pitching in. Everywhere we went, people were cleaning, setting up equipment, or directing others on what was yet to be done. It truly was a sign of people pulling together to survive. 
 
    Just as we got back to the ground floor, I felt it. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” Cindy looked at me. 
 
    Then the windows that were still intact rattled in their frames. A few seconds later, we heard the explosion. 
 
    “That.” I said and ran outside. 
 
    Once I was outside, I quickly scanned the horizon and saw smoke rising from the direction of Port Lands. I immediately ran east on Queen Street so I could get to a point with a better view. I heard Cindy fall behind quickly, shouting for me to wait, but I kept going. 
 
    I ran all the way to the Don Valley Parkway and turned south. It was as I’d feared. Much of the far section of Port Lands looked like it had been levelled, including the Portlands Energy Centre, which I’d hoped to get running again. 
 
     Cindy finally caught up to me a few minutes later. She was out of breath.  
 
    “Need to work on that conditioning,” I said. 
 
    “Bite me,” she said between pants. “You cheat.” 
 
    She took a minute to get her breathing under control, then saw what I did. “Holy shit! What happened?” 
 
    “Our hope for more power just went up in smoke, that’s what.” 
 
    “Who would do that?” 
 
    “Anarchists, probably. They have at least one mole inside, so they know we were looking at taking it over. Looks like they had other plans.” 
 
    “Can’t you find them? Isn’t that kinda what you do?” 
 
    I nodded. “It is, and I plan to, but first, there’s something else I have to figure out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who’s going to lead New Toronto. I don’t trust Jeremy or Jonathan to do it. Jeremy’s going to have to go; no doubt about that. Jonathan can be useful, but he’s not leadership material.” 
 
    She didn’t seem bothered at all by the casual mention of killing Jeremy. That was good. “What about Mayor Evans?” 
 
    I blinked and looked at her. “He’s still alive?” 
 
    She nodded. “Dad would take me to visit him every now and then.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “That might just work. If I recall, he won in a landslide, but that was over 20 years ago.” 
 
    “Yeah. He went into hiding after the war. He was afraid Obsidian would eliminate him.” 
 
    I nodded. “They likely would have—especially with Bethany in charge—while the rest were in hiding. You know where he is?” 
 
    “Yep! He lives on a houseboat along the waterfront, unless he’s moved again.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s go pay him a visit, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We walked slowly to allow her time to recover from the earlier run and eventually reached the harbor where the former mayor had his boat docked. I was surprised to find that it wasn’t far from Rogers Centre. As we walked down the dock, I saw movement. 
 
    “He’s watching us.” 
 
    “How do you…” Cindy started, but cut herself off. “Never mind.” 
 
    She waved at the boat, and I saw the barrel of a shotgun come out of one of the windows in the front, probably the wheelhouse.  
 
    She stopped, and I stopped with her. This was her show for now. 
 
    “Mayor Evans! It’s me, Cindy! Paul Todd’s daughter!” 
 
    “Where’s Paul? And who’s that with you?” came a voice from the yacht. If he was nervous, it didn’t show in his voice. 
 
    “This is Mr. Smith. He’s a friend. Dad’s dead…” her voice trailed off at the end. 
 
    “What do you want?” he yelled. 
 
    “I want you to lead New Toronto, Mayor Evans,” I said. 
 
    “You’re nuts!” 
 
    “Perhaps we could talk inside where it’s a bit out of the wind? Miss Todd is injured and should really be resting instead of following me around.” 
 
    She glowered at me before turning back toward the yacht. “It is kinda cold.” 
 
    The barrel pulled inside the window. “Okay. Come aboard.” 
 
    We made our way onto the yacht, while I watched our surroundings closely. It was in the open and made me nervous. 
 
    We walked to the rear of the yacht, which I estimated to be about 43 feet long, where an aged Mayor Evans waited with his shotgun still in his hands. “Come on in.” 
 
    I gestured for Cindy to go first, and then followed, ducking down the few steps into the inside cabin. It was sparse, but clean. We took seats at a small café-style table that was integrated into the deck. It looked like it could be folded away and stored to save space.  
 
    After a moment, Mayor Evans came in and closed the hatch behind him before he took his seat. 
 
    I gestured at the gun. “You won’t be needing that.” 
 
    “I’ll decide what I damn well need on my own damn boat.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Damn right it is. Now, what’s this about me leading New Toronto?” 
 
    For the next half hour, I brought him up to speed on the major events that had happened since I’d been brought to the surface, starting with the nuke and concluding with the destruction of our best chance at more power. 
 
    “Sounds like you have a mess on your hands, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Consider me a consultant. I’m not in charge of anything.” 
 
    “You’re in charge at the school!” Cindy objected. 
 
    “Nope. That’s really Donald, whether he realizes it or not. I just take the lead when certain things need doing.” 
 
    Evans glanced between us and grunted. “I see. So, what makes you think I’d want to do it? I’ve been out of things for over 20 years. I’m just scraping by.” 
 
    “Mr. Evans, here are the facts as I see them.” I ticked them off on my fingers as I went. “First, I have no desire to lead anything. I’m a professor, and I possess certain other skills. Managing a city is not one of them. Second, Jeremy is going to have an accident soon, so he’s going to be out of the way. Third, Jonathan is very good at intelligence, but he’s not equipped for the leadership that’s needed, though he would probably try, and fail. Fourth, you were elected by the people, so you have a right to it. Fifth, if you don’t, I consider the odds of long-term survival of the people of Toronto low.” 
 
    “Look.” He sighed. “Sure, I was elected, a long time ago, but that was as the mayor of a peaceful city. I’m not the man to see the people through a crisis involving the military.” 
 
    “There are people who can help you with that. Those with military or law enforcement experience. I can also consult. While my area of expertise isn’t truly in military actions, I have enough frame of reference to know what a good idea is and what will get people killed.” 
 
    “You never said, Mr. Smith, what exactly are these other skills of yours?” 
 
    “Put simply, Mr. Evans, I’m good at making people disappear, permanently.” 
 
    “And he really cares; don’t let him fool you,” Cindy said. 
 
    Evans tilted his head and looked at her. 
 
    “He saved my life.” She raised her right elbow in its sling. “I got shot, and he took out the person who shot me. He didn’t have to. He’s helped us get a hospital going again. He saved the city from a chemical attack. That’s got to prove it!” 
 
    Evans looked back at me. “Some people do things that seem like they’re for the greater good, Cindy, but they’re really for selfish reasons.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I sleep well at night, Mr. Evans. How will you sleep if you don’t accept my offer?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Who are you to make this offer anyway, since you say you’re not in charge.” 
 
    “I can be incredibly persuasive.” 
 
    “Meaning you’ll kill anyone who disagrees?” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Not necessarily, but it’s within the realm of possibility.” 
 
    “That’s not how I work, Mr. Smith. I ran an honest campaign, and I’m an honest man.” 
 
    “Jeremy would kill you if he thought you were a threat to his dominion. He has but one goal, accumulate and exert power. I simply intend to make sure he doesn’t get a chance to do that.” 
 
    “You have a way of justifying pretty much anything, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s an art.” I winked humorlessly. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. If, and I mean if, I decided to do this, it would have to be completely above board.” 
 
    “He’s right Mayor Evans. I’ve been in the room with Jeremy. He’s…scary. I mean, Mr. Smith is scary, but at least I know he’s on our side. Jeremy is on his own side.” 
 
    “Mr. Evans. If you’d like to attempt talking to Jeremy, and get yourself killed, that will be your choice, and you will die knowing I warned you. Again, I will still sleep just fine. I’d just go find someone else with less experience.” 
 
    I got up from my seat. “Come on, Cindy. We’ve done what we could.” 
 
    “Wait! Mayor Evans, please!” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m an old man now, Cindy, I don’t have a lot of fight left in me.” 
 
    “Then at least come on board long enough to teach someone else.” 
 
    He looked up at me. “Talk to this…Jeremy. Try to do this the right way. Then come talk to me again.” 
 
    I considered him for a moment. He might be too honest for what the city needed, but he also seemed like he’d probably adapt well to pretty much anything. He’d survived on a small yacht, after all. “I’ll broach the subject.” 
 
    He nodded and stood up to extend his hand, which I took and shook. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Evans. I or Cindy will let you know how it goes.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that.” 
 
    Cindy and I left and found the sun had nearly set. “Come on, let’s get back to the school. I’ll tackle this nightmare tomorrow. Tonight, I have to decide how to dispose of Mr. Kent.” 
 
    “But you said you’d talk to him.” 
 
    “Oh, I will, but I’m also going to kill him. I have my own reasons for that. He’s going to die one way or the other.” 
 
    We walked in silence, but as we were about to enter the school, she tapped my arm to stop me. I turned to face her and arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Let me know if you need help.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You seriously underestimate me.” 
 
    “Well, you’d want to do it in a way that couldn’t come back at you, right?” 
 
    I furrowed my brows. “Yes, but you shouldn’t be thinking of things like that, Miss Todd.” 
 
    “Look, I owe you one, and I hate having debts. As far as I’m concerned, he’s part of the reason my dad is dead.” 
 
    I sighed and ruffled her hair. “You’re having to grow up far too quickly. Now, go get some rest.” 
 
    She reached up on tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek before she walked inside and turned toward the classroom where she had been set up. 
 
    I stood outside the door, stunned for the first time in I wasn’t sure how long. Then I sighed, shook my head, and walked to my office. I had a lot of thinking to do, about a lot of things. It seemed like there was always one more thing to worry about in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slept a little that night, only because I had a feeling the next day was going to be interesting, and not in a good way. Just after sunrise, there was a knock on my office door. I knew a guard had been posted, so it had to be someone I’d actually want to see.  
 
    “Come in,” I called out. 
 
    Bill and Ted walked in. Bill was still sporting a bandage from his bullet wound but seemed to be fine, which was no real surprise. 
 
    “Tell me you’ve got good news about…something,” I said. 
 
    Ted shook his head. “Our scouts tell us the power plant in Port Lands is useless.” 
 
    I sighed. “I figured it would be. Any other good news?” 
 
    “Mr. Kent is tightening things up,” Bill said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “He’s convinced there’s a mole on the inside, so he’s interrogating everyone.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m not so sure he’s not the mole.” 
 
    “We had the same thought.” 
 
    My eyebrows went up. I knew they weren’t happy with Jeremy, but I didn’t think they were ready to accuse him of what would essentially be treason. 
 
    “And Jonathan?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s going along, but he doesn’t seem thrilled about it.” 
 
    “Well, this just gets better and better. Bad day to go to them with my suggestion.” 
 
    “What suggestion is that?” Bill asked. 
 
    “I tracked down Mayor Evans yesterday. I think it might be best for the city, and the people, if someone like him is in charge.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?!” 
 
    “I said the same thing, but sure enough, he is, and he’s willing to consider it, if I can get Jeremy to go along peacefully.” 
 
    Ted laughed grimly and shook his head. “He’ll never give up power.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do? 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” I asked. 
 
    Bill shrugged. “We’ve come this far.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    They both looked confused. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with Obsidian agents before…you’re different.” 
 
    Ted grinned. “Our last order from Jonathan hasn’t been overridden. It was to protect you at all costs.” 
 
    “I see.” I rubbed my chin. An order like that would trigger something in an agent, and they would do exactly what they were ordered. That had to be intentional wording on Jonathan’s part, but why? “So essentially, he made me your principal.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Let’s go pay Jeremy and Jonathan a visit.” I stood up and stretched. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I left word on the way out with one of the door guards to make sure Cindy made it over to the hospital to have her wound checked out, then the three of us walked to Scotia Plaza. The air was colder, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before things started to ice over and the first snow fell. 
 
    Once we were in the building and on the way up in the elevator, Bill spoke again. “You know he won’t go for it.” 
 
    “I know, it’ll just give me one more reason.” 
 
    “You really did take out the imprinter, didn’t you?” 
 
    I looked sideways at Bill and considered. They could be lying about everything, including the order they’d been given. Getting close to a target is one of the methods I had used more than once. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. We’re glad it’s done.” 
 
    We stepped off the elevator and found two uniformed men standing guard. 
 
    “Where might I find Mr. Kent?” 
 
    “He’s in the boardroom, but he’s not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Are you going to make the mistake of trying to stop me?” I raised my eyebrows and looked each of them in the eyes. 
 
    “No sir, our orders are just to let anyone know that he isn’t to be disturbed.” 
 
    I nodded. “Smart. Let’s go, gentlemen.” 
 
    We walked past the guards and into the boardroom, where we found Jeremy and Jonathan standing over a woman in a housekeeping uniform. She was in one of the chairs, and a vial and syringe were sitting on a steel tray on the table.  
 
    “Okay, you’re free to go,” Jeremy said as we walked in. 
 
    “Ah, perfect timing. Chemical interrogation. So old school,” I said. 
 
    The woman walked past us in a daze. I frowned at Jeremy. “Do you really think a housekeeper is going to have access to operational plans?” 
 
    “We have to check everyone. I assume you saw what happened yesterday?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I’m very aware.” 
 
    “What do you want, Smith? We’re busy,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about putting someone qualified in charge of the city and its citizens.” 
 
    “I can handle that just fine, or have you forgotten that you’re not in charge. I am!” 
 
    “Yes, splendid job you’re doing. Your OpSec is particularly impressive.” I smirked. 
 
    “Listen, I’ve had just about enough of you.” He moved around the table, toward me. 
 
    Bill and Ted both took a step forward, and held out their arms, forming an X in front of me.  
 
    I grinned as Jeremy stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “Who do you have in mind, Mr. Smith?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Mayor Evans.” 
 
    Jeremy narrowed his eyes. “He’s still alive, is he? Well, that’s not going to happen. Forget it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should hear him out. We’ve kind of got our hands full here,” Jonathan said calmly. 
 
    “All I’m saying is that he would be more equipped, and more used to, handling the needs of the citizens. He’s said to me that he’s not interested in, or skilled enough, to handle military operations.” 
 
    “We should at least consider it, Jeremy. The people around here will remember him and trust him. That’ll go a long way. Our image isn’t exactly spotless around here after the Bethany fiasco.” 
 
    Jeremy grunted and sat down in a huff. “Fine, we can talk about it.” 
 
    “To me, it’s simple,” I said. “Let him handle infrastructure, power distribution, food, water, that kind of thing. Let us focus on the larger picture. Taking out the Anarchists.” 
 
    “He could handle the local Defense Force as well. Let the locals take care of the locals,” Jonathan added. 
 
    Jeremy shook his head. “No, we can handle this. We don’t need anyone else getting involved.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next half-hour, I tried every possible angle of reason, but Jeremy simply wouldn’t budge. It was pretty much as I had expected, but I’d allowed myself a tiny glimmer of hope when Jonathan seemed to be on board with the idea. 
 
    In the end, Bill, Ted, and I left, with no deal. It was time to put my next plan into action. That night, I stayed at the plaza. Bill and Ted were concerned, so they stayed in my apartment as well. One rested on the couch while the other stood guard. I really thought it was too much, but they insisted, and I decided I’d had enough arguing for one day. 
 
    I closed myself up in my bedroom and plotted my next move. It was well known in the building that Jeremy and I didn’t get along, so taking him out would require plausible deniability. On the other hand, I could simply disappear and wash my hands of the entire situation.  
 
    I sighed to myself; I couldn’t just leave. Well, I could, but I wouldn’t let myself. At least not until the Anarchists were dealt with. I’d said I’d help with that, but I’d allowed myself to get distracted since the threat didn’t appear to be right on our doorstep. The explosion at Port Lands changed that, but I didn’t trust Jeremy to be involved in the plan. 
 
    My largest problem was that Jeremy never left the building. He was incredibly paranoid, which could work in my favor if I could find the right angle. The other problem was that, unlike my typical targets back in the day, he knew me.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, we headed back to the school just after sunrise. I went straight to my office and found Cindy sitting on a torn couch in the outer office like a student who had been sent to the principal’s office. She stood up when we walked in. 
 
    “You were gone all night; I was starting to get worried,” she said. 
 
    “That’s going to happen, Miss Todd. I have many balls in the air right now. Something you need?” 
 
    “I just wanted to ask you for a favor.” 
 
    “Yes?” I waved off Bill and Ted, and they took up positions outside the office door. 
 
    “Train me,” she said and looked me right in the eyes. Something not many would do. 
 
    I tilted my head. “Train you in what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “What you do.” 
 
    “Good grief.” I sighed. “Come on in.” I led her into my office and closed the door behind her. I gestured to a metal folding chair and took a seat behind the desk. 
 
    “How’s the elbow?” I asked and looked pointedly at her arm which was still in a sling. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s healing. I went to see Doctor Adwani yesterday. She says it’s looking fine.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s good. Now, Miss Todd, why would you want me to teach you what I do? You’re already a good shot. You have your own set of skills. Mine have been honed over many years of training. Honestly, I’m not certain exactly how useful many of them will be in this new world.” 
 
    She leaned forward in her chair. “I want to kill Jeremy Kent.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and shook my head. 
 
    “Hear me out,” she said. “We both want him gone. I’m guessing he didn’t buy in to the idea of Mayor Evans coming back?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And you can’t do it, because if it’s some mysterious death, everyone will assume it was you, right?” 
 
    “Right again, but you assume I care if people know it was me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “If you didn’t care, you would have killed him yesterday.” 
 
    I nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “So I’ll do it. Problem solved!” 
 
    I chuckled. “You think it’s that simple, do you?” 
 
    “No, I know it’s not simple; that’s why I want your help. Show me whatever I need, to do what you would do. Then go somewhere else, and he dies while you’re gone.” 
 
    I studied her for a moment in silence while she looked at me expectantly. “You’ve thought quite a bit about this,” I finally said. 
 
    “Nothing else to do since I only have one working arm.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to kill someone who is a threat, like at the stadium. It’s quite another to assassinate a target. That’s what you’re talking about. Assassination.” 
 
    “It’s a new world, like you said,” she replied, though she seemed slightly timider now that the word was out there. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer, but you’re not ready for something like this.” I stood and started around the desk. 
 
    She jumped out of her seat and stood toe to toe with me. She was a head shorter, but the rage in her eyes was clear as she looked up at me. “You don’t get to tell me what I’m ready for. My father died in my arms. My mom is gone. I’ve got nothing left.” 
 
    I licked my lips and nodded slowly. “Okay. Sit down. Let’s see what we can figure out.” I walked back around and sat behind my desk. 
 
    “Just like that?” she asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Just like that. It’s been a long time since I lost my family, but I get it. You might be ready after all.” I paused for a moment as she sat back down. “And I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Once you start down this path, there’s no turning back, Miss Todd.” 
 
    Her expression turned somber, and she nodded. “I’ve got nothing else, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning going over possible plans, and it turned out it was going to be easier than I thought. She knew someone who worked in the kitchen at the plaza, and who wasn’t exactly happy. Even though he worked there, he wasn’t allowed to eat there, and only got a meager daily allotment of food which didn’t truly feed his entire family. He was going through what many others were going through and would likely be onboard for a change in leadership. 
 
    I had Bill and Ted join us for lunch, which was a few MREs I had in my desk. They weren’t great, but they were packed with protein, which we needed.  
 
    “So, here’s the plan,” I said after we ate. “Tomorrow, we’re going to get a big truck and go to my bunker. We’ll load it up with water, food, and other supplies I have stockpiled there.” 
 
    “Truck? How much do you have?” Bill asked. 
 
    I grinned. “Enough to last the rest of my life.” 
 
    His jaw dropped for a second, then he recovered. “Okay…big truck, got it.” 
 
    Cindy looked confused, but thankfully didn’t ask. 
 
    “While we’re gone,” I continued, “Miss Todd is going to take care of things here. I expect we’ll probably need a full day to load the truck up, so we might end up sleeping out there and coming back the next day.” 
 
    “Should we bring some extra people to help load?” Ted asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’d prefer as few people as possible know where my bunker is. There are plenty of traps that could get people killed if they decided to try to get in on their own, though most of them are tailored for Agents.” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh, great, sounds like fun!” Bill grumbled. 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Just do exactly what I say when we get there. Miss Todd, are you clear on your task while we’re gone?” 
 
    She nodded, though she looked nervous. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I said. “Just do as I said.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Okay, would one of you please procure a truck so we can leave at first light?” I looked between Bill and Ted. 
 
    Ted nodded. “I’ll go. I’m sure it won’t be much of a problem.” 
 
    “Good, that’s settled. Everyone relax and get some rest for the remainder of the day. Tomorrow will be busy all around.” I stood and waited until they all left, then closed the door behind them and locked it. 
 
    “Great, now I’m training an assassin,” I said to myself as I got down on my thin mattress on the floor. Sleep is valuable in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I rose early and got myself ready. I walked out to the hallway and looked through the doors at the end. I was glad to see a large canvas-covered truck waiting in the road. At least that part had gone according to plan.  
 
    “Mr. Smith!” Cindy called from down the hallway. She jogged up to me. “There’s a problem. My friend told me that Jeremy has someone taste testing his food. He’s been doing it ever since you came in.” 
 
    “Not surprising, but it doesn’t change the plan. It’s not something that kills immediately.” 
 
    “But it’ll kill whoever tastes it!” 
 
    I pursed my lips as I looked down at her. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Yes!” She looked truly desperate. 
 
    I sighed. “Next lesson; sometimes other people have to die in order to eliminate a target. It’s fairly rare, if you’re good, but it’s unavoidable.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you can do?!”  
 
    I shook my head. “No. If you want Jeremy gone, this is the price. Your friend in the kitchen should disappear after it’s done, at least until the heat dies down.” 
 
    Bill called from the door to the outside, “Ready, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    I waved at Bill and held up a finger, then looked back at Cindy. “It’s your choice. I warned you this wasn’t an easy road. Do it, or don’t. I have to go.” 
 
    I turned and walked out and climbed into the truck. Bill, Ted, and I started our drive out to my bunker. I looked out the passenger window, and saw Cindy standing in the doorway of the school. I wondered if she was capable of what she wanted to do.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ride to my bunker in Algonquin Provincial Park took what felt like about three hours and was uneventful. We passed several tent clusters, where we were carefully watched. They hadn’t been there the last time I’d come this way, and I felt sure we might meet resistance on the way back to Toronto. Perhaps a few goodwill stops were in order on the way home. I had plenty of resources after all. 
 
    Once we got out to the perimeter, I had them stop the truck. 
 
    “I need to go in and disable some of the traps. Move right over there, under that tree,” I said and pointed. “I’ll open a ramp we can use to load, but don’t move from this spot until you see me come up. When you do, you’ll be able to safely back up to the ramp.” 
 
    “Shit, you weren’t kidding,” Bill said. 
 
    I grinned as I hopped down to the ground. “I value my privacy.” 
 
    I went down into my bunker and took a moment to look around. I wasn’t claustrophobic, but it felt small after being up top again. I disabled the necessary traps and triggered the ramp. It was the way I had stocked the bunker, so all the storage was nearby. I walked up to the surface and waved them over.  
 
    Ted carefully drove the truck over and backed it up to where I stood before they both got out. Thankfully, due to his accelerated healing, Bill was already back to 100 percent and could help load. 
 
    I pointed down the ramp. “Okay, down the ramp and straight ahead is the main storage area. We’ll load up on water and food. I’ve also got a stockpile of batteries made by Teledyne that haven’t expired, so we can bring some of those back for flashlights and such.” 
 
    As we worked, I was glad it was cold. We shed our winter jackets after an hour or so. The work wasn’t hard for us, but it was tedious. We were more limited by bulk than by weight. It was after dark when we finally finished loading the truck. 
 
    “I’m going to suggest we stay here for the night. I don’t like the idea of going back in the dark,” I said as I drained a bottle of water. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave the truck unguarded,” Ted said. “It’s way too tempting for someone who’s desperate. I noticed a few folks watching us from a distance while we were loading.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I saw them too. Okay, we’ll set watches. I doubt there’s anything one of us can’t handle.” 
 
    We decided that visual deterrent would be enough, so I brought up a few battery-operated floodlights and set them up around the truck. Through the night, we took turns guarding it while the other two slept in the cab. For deterrent, we each carried a C7A2 automatic rifle. That would be enough to keep any but the most determined scavenger at bay. The night passed uneventfully. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once the sun rose, we got ready to head back to Toronto. Before we left, I rigged a few claymore mines in the back of the truck that would go off if the tailgate was lowered without disarming them first.  
 
    “I’m expecting at least one of those camps we passed to have set up some sort of makeshift roadblock,” I said. “If so, let me handle it. We’ve got plenty of supplies. We’ll give them a few days’ worth and encourage them to join us in Toronto.” 
 
    “Do we really need more people?” Bill asked. 
 
    “Hearts and minds, Bill. We supply them. We invite them to a safe area. They’ll add manpower to our efforts.” 
 
    “And if they disagree?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We kill them.” 
 
    Sure enough, after about an hour and a half on the road, we encountered a makeshift roadblock near one of the large camps we passed. With the weight of the truck, we could have easily plowed through it, but I had Bill stop. 
 
    Several men and women with hunting rifles were visible at the blockade, but the guns weren’t aimed at us, yet. I figured for every person we could see, there were probably two more who weren’t immediately apparent. 
 
    I climbed down out of the truck, with my rifle still slung across my chest. “Good morning!” 
 
    One of the men called out, “What’s in the truck?” 
 
    “Supplies for New Toronto.” I saw movement on both sides in my peripheral vision and was sure there were people coming up from behind the truck as well. “You’d do well not to try to open the back of this truck, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    I now had at least four rifles of various types aimed at me. The same man called out again, “You walk away, you’ll be okay. We need the supplies.” 
 
    Bill and Ted both jumped down from the cab of the truck and covered the sides with their rifles. 
 
    “We’re trained, you’re not. I really don’t want to kill innocent people, but I have a lot of people in the city counting on these supplies,” I called back. “I’m willing to give you a few days’ worth, and you’re welcome to come to the city. We have buildings with heat and running water. You help the city, you get a place to live.” 
 
    “Who are you?” a woman called out from my right. 
 
    “My name is Mr. Smith.” 
 
    There was some mumbling around me, and many of those who had taken aim lowered their rifles a fraction. 
 
    “You’re Mr. Smith?” the same woman asked. 
 
    I nodded once. 
 
    The man who had done the initial talking glanced around, suddenly unsure of his chances of success. I guessed word had spread. I didn’t really care how, but it seemed like a good thing. 
 
    “Movement behind!” Ted called out. 
 
    “Stay away from the truck. Last warning,” I said. 
 
    I saw rapid movement from my right and went down on one knee. Bill fired a short burst from his rifle, and took down a man who had run out from behind a tree with a rifle. Everyone else scattered and dove behind the nearest cover. 
 
    “No one else has to die today!” I called out as I raised my rifle. 
 
    I was surprised panic didn’t set in and start a firefight that would have killed many more, but they were either disciplined or too scared.  
 
    I heard the voice of the first man call out, “Don’t shoot! I’m coming out!”  
 
    He stood up, this time without his rifle, and walked toward me with his hands in the air.  
 
    “What’s your name, son?” I asked. 
 
    “Zander Moore.” His voice was shaky. 
 
    I nodded. “Now, would you like to take me up on my generous offer? Or should we just shoot everyone still holding a gun, ram through this, and go on our way?” 
 
    I heard rifles drop around us. 
 
    “Look, we’re not soldiers. We’re just trying to survive. We heard maybe we could get into Toronto.” 
 
    “And so you can. Call a few people over. I’ll give you some cases of water and food, then you can make your way to the city. Just be aware, we’re enforcing basic law and order, and I won’t tolerate trouble.” 
 
    He nodded vigorously. 
 
    We unloaded a few cases of water and MREs while some of the people from the camp disassembled the makeshift roadblock. 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you all in New Toronto,” I said as we climbed back into the truck and drove off. 
 
    “You never cease to surprise me, Mr. Smith,” Bill said. 
 
    “Good.” I grinned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the trip was quiet, and we soon pulled up to the school, where I’d decided to store the supplies. I had no intention of turning them over to anyone. People I knew would oversee the distribution to those in need. When we arrived, I saw five soldiers in uniform, waiting, all carrying rifles. She must have gone through with it. 
 
    “Well, this should be interesting,” I said as I climbed out of the truck with Bill and Ted. 
 
    They stood in front of me as the soldiers approached. “Mr. Smith, we need you to come with us.” 
 
    David Marshall and several other members of the Defense Force came out of the school, all armed, and arrayed themselves around the soldiers. They deployed smartly and didn’t create any risk of hitting each other. 
 
    I smiled. “I’m going to be busy for a while. What is it you want?” 
 
    “Jeremy Kent was killed, and Mr. Hammond would like to see you,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    I put a look of surprise on my face. “What?! Holy shit…how?” 
 
    “It looks like poison. Now please come with us.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll go visit Jonathan when I’m ready. Go back and tell him you tried, but failed.” 
 
    “Sir, I have my orders.” 
 
    Safeties clicked off around them, and they looked around to find themselves outnumbered at least two to one. I had to stifle a chuckle. Leaving the safeties on was an intentional move, so that clicking them off would have a startling effect. It was a small sound, but when the situation was already tense, it could be a strong signal. 
 
    “And I’m telling you that if you try to execute them by force, you will be shot. If you’d like to help us offload this truck, I can get there that much faster. But I’m not leaving until the supplies in this truck are secure in the gym of that school.” 
 
    He sighed and shouldered his rifle. “Okay boys, let’s get to work.” 
 
    I smiled and went to disarm the claymores in the back of the truck, though I had half a mind to let them open it and trigger them just on principle. I was tired of being threatened. 
 
    With the extra help, and under the watchful eye of ten armed members of the Defense Force, we unloaded the truck into the gym, where the supplies would be organized and handled by Donald. Once we were done, we had the soldiers climb into the back of the truck, and Bill and Ted drove us to the plaza. I got out with Bill and the soldiers, while Ted returned the truck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The soldiers only went as far as the lobby, while Bill and I went up to the top floor. We got out of the elevator and were greeted by four armed guards. We walked past them to the boardroom where I assumed Jonathan would be. 
 
    I was right.  
 
    “Welcome back, Mr. Smith. Where have you been?” Jonathan asked without preamble. 
 
    “We took a truck out to my bunker, and I brought back a load of supplies. I heard about Jeremy.” 
 
    “Yes.” He turned to face me. “Did you do it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Like I said, I’ve been gone. We left yesterday morning and spent the night out there.” 
 
    Bill nodded to confirm my explanation. 
 
    “I see.” He sighed. “One of the cooks from downstairs has disappeared as well. I’m sure it was poisoned food, because Jeremy’s taste tester is dead as well.” 
 
    “Taste tester? Damn, he really was paranoid,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded and sat down as he ran a hand through his hair.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not surprised, Jonathan. He wasn’t incredibly well liked,” I said as I sat down. 
 
    He nodded. “I know. He was a pain in the ass, but he really was the person leading all of this.” 
 
    I laughed, which caused Jonathan to snap his head up and stare at me. “In charge?” I asked as I stopped laughing. “He didn’t do a damn thing for the good of the people. I won’t lie; I was quite ready to be rid of him, but someone apparently beat me to it.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who it might have been?” he asked. 
 
    “If I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. I’d probably give them a medal.” 
 
    He threw his hands up and stood to look out over the city. “Fine. I give up. You can bring the former mayor in.” 
 
    I stood. “Reasonable decision. He’s best suited for this. We need to focus on the Anarchists, and let the mayor handle the city logistics. There are likely to be some new arrivals soon, so the number of people to take care of is going to grow.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded but didn’t look back. 
 
    Bill and I went back downstairs and walked outside where Ted was waiting for us.  
 
    “Any problems?” Ted asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “All going according to plan. Let’s head back to the school. Miss Todd and I have to pay a visit to the mayor.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the walk back, I noticed that there weren’t as many people wandering the streets. The temperatures were quickly falling, and the only people out were those with a purpose or members of the Defense Force on patrol. 
 
    Back at the school, I found Cindy sitting on the floor outside my office. I left Bill and Ted outside with orders not to let anyone in and walked up to her. 
 
    “Not feeling so good?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head and continued to stare at the ground. 
 
    “Come in, let’s talk.” I walked past her, unlocked the door, and opened it. I followed her inside and locked the door behind us. 
 
    She dropped into a chair as I walked around and sat behind my desk. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    “Vasco is dead too. He was my friend in the kitchen,” she said. She barely held herself together. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “He ran, like you said. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “It happens, Miss Todd.” 
 
    She looked up with tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “In my job, I never knew why people had to die,” I said. “I was given a list and a timeline. I killed them. Sometimes, other people get in the way. Collateral damage is inevitable.” 
 
    “He was a good person!” she shouted. 
 
    “I’m sure he was, and his death may very well save many people. Jonathan is now in agreement that we should bring Mayor Evans in to handle the city.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked and sniffled. 
 
    I nodded. “Really. I’m sorry you’re feeling the way you are, but I did warn you. That can be your last job of that type if you wish. That would probably be best. You could learn medicine from Doctor Adwani and help people that way.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “No rush to decide. Whenever you’re ready, we should visit the mayor and tell him to come in. There’s a lot to do.” 
 
    “Let me go wash up, then we can go.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Come get me when you’re ready.” 
 
    She nodded and left my office, her head still hung low, eyes staring at the ground. Sometimes the greater good doesn’t feel so good in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cindy and I walked out to the dock where we expected to find Mayor Evans. Bill and Ted hung back, but I knew they were watching, just in case. There was the very real possibility that Jonathan would try to take me out to save himself. He wasn’t really in danger at the moment, but he was right to be concerned. 
 
    Mayor Evans stepped out onto the dock, shotgun in hand. “I figured I’d seen the last of you.” 
 
    “We’re here to invite you to come in,” I said. 
 
    He tilted his head and tightened his grip on the shotgun. “Come in?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yes. To resume your position as the mayor of the city. Opposition has been…reduced, and the path is clear.” 
 
    He grunted. “Do I want to know what you mean?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably not. I have things I need to pay attention to, and I can’t do that while I’m worried about whether or not people are eating and surviving the cold.” 
 
    “I need to get my stuff,” he said. 
 
    “I am going to assume that you actually did expect to see me again, and that you’re already packed?” I asked. 
 
    He stared at me and said nothing. 
 
    “He’s like that, Mayor Evans; you get used to it,” Cindy said in a small voice. 
 
    “You okay, Cindy?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll be okay. So, are you packed? We could really use you.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I’m packed. It’ll take a few trips.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will.” I raised my hand and waved forward. A moment later, Bill and Ted emerged from the surrounding area and walked up. 
 
    “What’s up?” Bill asked. 
 
    “Bill, Ted, meet Mayor Hayden Evans. He’ll be coming with us and assuming control of logistics in the city, so we can handle the bigger problems.” 
 
    Evans eyed them warily as they approached and extended their hands.  
 
    “Glad to meet you, Mayor Evans,” Bill said as they shook hands. “If you’ll lead us to your stuff, we’ll bring it into the city for you.” 
 
    Evans looked at me, and I grinned and winked. “I’m always prepared,” I said. 
 
    “So you are.” He looked at Bill and Ted. “Well, right this way. Thanks for the help.” 
 
    They went into the boat, and I looked down at Cindy. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “This feels…good. Like I made a difference.” 
 
    “You did, Miss Todd. Quite a large difference, I think you’ll see.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Where are we going to take him?” 
 
    “I’m still debating that. I don’t really know who I can trust at Scotia Plaza, so I was thinking the school, for now. I think the people there would be more likely to help keep him safe. Plus, that’s where I just dropped a huge load of supplies. After that, we’ll get his opinion on where he wants to set up. While I won’t take orders from him, or anyone else, I’ll listen to his suggestions and do what I can.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Bill, Ted, and Mayor Evans came out with full arms.  
 
    “We’ll take him to the school for now,” I said. 
 
    “The school?” Evans asked. 
 
    I nodded. “It has power, and I just stored a lot of supplies there. Unless you’d rather trust your security to Jonathan and the rest of the former Obsidian employees at Scotia Plaza. Admittedly, the rooms there are nicer, but…” 
 
    “Oh, no. That’s okay. The school is fine, for now. I’d really like to get back into City Hall.” 
 
    I considered as we started walking. City Hall was only a block north of Queen Street, but it would likely be tough to clear. Two large buildings with independent power from roofs full of solar panels. 
 
    “We can do that, but it’s going to take some effort. I’m sure it’s being used by squatters, trying to survive,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t need the whole thing. It’s a symbol,” Evans said. 
 
    I nodded. “Makes sense. We’ll see what we can do. I think we should also make it public, and well known, that you’re back and in control. Perhaps a small public announcement in front of the plaza, which is now seen as the home of the leadership.” 
 
    “Risky,” Bill said. 
 
    “Very,” Ted added. 
 
    “I like it,” Evans said. “I’m not sure how transparent things have been up until now, but I want people to know that I’m available and will listen to any and all concerns, just as I did when I was in office.” 
 
    I grinned. He’d been preparing for this. “We’ll make it happen once we can set up security. Get settled in today, talk to the people living at the school. Tomorrow, I’ll introduce you to Jonathan Hammond, and we’ll give you a full briefing on the buildings we’ve set up with power, including the hospital. Once you’re fully briefed, I’m going to walk away from that sort of thing and focus on the anarchists.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    We walked the rest of the way to the school in silence. I was sure he had a lot on his mind. 
 
    We arrived at the school about 15 minutes later, where Donald happened to be on guard at the door. 
 
    “Mayor Evans?” he asked, uncertain. 
 
    Evans smiled a politician’s smile. “Yes. That would be me, and you are?” 
 
    “Donald Norton. I was on the police force and worked your detail a few times.” 
 
    “Hmm. You’ll forgive me if I don’t recall. It’s been a long time, and I never got to know my details as well as I would have liked.” 
 
    Donald chuckled and shook his head. “I wouldn’t expect you to. Coming to stay I assume?” 
 
    “For now,” I said. “Mayor Evans is coming back in his capacity as mayor. Perhaps you could find him a place to bunk down for a few nights until other arrangements can be made?” 
 
    “Of course! This way!” Donald opened the door and held it until we all made our way through.  
 
    He led Evans, along with Bill and Ted, down the hallway while I quietly separated from the group and walked to my office. Cindy stood in place, uncertain. I stopped and turned around. “Miss Todd, I’m certain the mayor would like to have someone he knows nearby to help with introductions. It would make the transition from being alone on a boat to among a group of people much easier.” 
 
    She smiled the first genuine smile I’d seen all day and walked quickly down the hallway to catch up. 
 
    I entered my office, opened my laptop, and started researching the floor plans for City Hall. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I gathered Bill, Ted, Cindy, and several members of the Defense Force to escort Mayor Evans to Scotia Plaza. The streets were predictably empty in the cold, which suited me just fine. I wasn’t really used to focusing my attention on keeping someone alive. 
 
    I knew the briefing would probably take the full day, so I had the Defense Force return to their families and patrols. The rest of us escorted the mayor up to the top floor. I had one of the guards outside the elevator go find Jonathan and tell him to meet us in the boardroom.  
 
    A short while later, Cindy, Mayor Evans, and I were seated at the conference table when Jonathan walked in. One of the guards had brought in coffee, which the mayor and Cindy were enjoying after the cold walk. 
 
    Mayor Evans immediately stood and walked over with an extended hand. “You must be Jonathan Hammond. I’m Hayden Evans.” 
 
    I could tell Jonathan hadn’t slept much, because he was a touch slow to react, but he did shake Evans’ hand. “Nice to finally meet you. Mr. Smith here seems to think you’re going to be our savior.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Evans chuckled and shook his head. “Nothing of the sort, but I do feel I can help with the logistics and handling the people while you focus on the larger threats.” 
 
    Yep, politician, I thought to myself. 
 
    Jonathan and Evans sat down. We waited while Jonathan helped himself to a cup of coffee. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you this morning?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “I thought we could bring him up to speed on the resources available for housing, food, things like that, and let him take care of those, so we can refocus on the Anarchists Legion and take them out once and for all,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded and ran his hand through his hair. “Back to something I’m actually trained for. Okay, let’s get to it.” 
 
    Through the remainder of the day and into the night, we went over our available assets, minus the military items, and what buildings had power and how much. Mayor Evans asked a lot of good questions, some of which we didn’t have answers for, since we’d been focused on survival, not details. 
 
    I could sense life returning to Jonathan, as it became clear he could stop dealing with things he really didn’t have the motivation or training for and could focus on intelligence and taking out threats. He’d never say it, but I think he was glad Jeremy was out of the way. There was something else I couldn’t pinpoint; something just under the surface. He would still need to be watched. 
 
    After we finished, I suggested the mayor and Cindy stay in my apartment for the night since it was so late. I let Evans take my bedroom, and Cindy took the second one. I slept on the couch. I’d slept on worse. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we headed back to the school. I got Mayor Evans set up in the teacher’s lounge so he could work. Cindy stayed behind to help him, which I supported.  
 
    I also started to spread the word that, the next day around noon, there would be an announcement in front of Scotia Plaza everyone should attend if possible. Members of the Defense Force were instructed to spread the word on their patrols as well.  
 
    Bill, Ted, and I sat down in my office and started developing a plan to clear one of the City Hall buildings, hopefully without casualties. It wouldn’t be easy, and it would be best to have a large amount of manpower, but I hoped Jonathan would let me borrow some of the trained soldiers for the task. 
 
    The smaller building was 20 floors, and we figured we might as well clear the council chamber that was between the buildings as well. After we reviewed the floor plans for the sub-basement levels and realized how connected everything was, the final decision was made to clear the entire complex, which would be a major operation.  
 
    I sat back and shook my head after several hours of planning and analysis. “This really calls for a team that knows how to do this. Clearing the hospital made me realize that, while I can do some things very well, buildings really aren’t my thing.” 
 
    Bill waved a hand dismissively. “It’s not really that. It’s just that this is going to require a lot of manpower and coordination to do it well. Jonathan is going to have to let us use the soldiers.” 
 
    I grunted. “Right.” 
 
    “Look,” Ted said, “it keeps the mayor out of the plaza, which Jonathan will like, and it creates a place for people to go with their concerns, which he’ll also like.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, we’ll broach the subject after the announcement tomorrow.” 
 
    “Maybe before,” Bill said. “That way we can ask for volunteers to help during the announcement. He’s going to need a detail.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Damn, I must be getting lazy. I should have thought of that.” 
 
    Ted gasped. “You’re not perfect?!” 
 
    “Get out of here. I have other things to work on. Tell the mayor we’ll go over to the plaza a little after sunrise.” 
 
    They both chuckled and left while I started studying maps of the area east of the Don River for possible hideouts the Anarchists Legion might use. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we once again set out for Scotia Plaza. Mayor Evans looked the part, complete with a suit and tie, carrying a leather portfolio. When we arrived and walked in, people had already started to gather outside, even though the announcement wouldn’t happen for several more hours. I took it as a good sign.  
 
    Evans took a while to meet and greet those who had already shown up. He likely would have stayed there all morning if we hadn’t finally redirected him and reminded him we needed to discuss retaking City Hall. 
 
    Upstairs, Jonathan met us in the boardroom. He looked better than he had a few days ago and greeted us with energy I hadn’t seen in him since I first arrived. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Jonathan asked as we all sat down. 
 
    “We need to discuss City Hall. Three buildings, 27 and 20 floors, and a two-story chamber between them,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “I spent a good bit of time there before the war. It’s a warren for sure.” 
 
    “We need manpower. Even with the Defense Force, we’re going to want more people to clear it effectively.” 
 
    Mayor Evans held up a hand. “Wait just a minute. I don’t want people hurt just to get a building.” 
 
    “It’s the times, Mayor Evans,” I said. “There will be people there who may have been there for a decade and see it as theirs now, and they will fight for it.” 
 
    He frowned. “Can’t we talk to them? I don’t need control over all the buildings. Given the power capabilities after the green roof was replaced with solar panels, courtesy of Obsidian,” he nodded to Jonathan, “both buildings are fully independently powered. There’s no reason people can’t live there. I just want my office, maybe that floor, and the council chamber. I fully intend to institute a council of the people.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, these days, people tend to shoot first and ask questions later. I’m not going to put my people in jeopardy to try to talk. If they are threatened, they will neutralize the threat,” Jonathan said. 
 
    Mayor Evans made a calm down gesture with his hand. “I understand, Mr. Hammond, but I’d like you to come up with a way to do this peacefully and only use deadly force as a last resort.” 
 
    Jonathan looked at me, and I gave a small shrug. “I’m willing to admit this is beyond my realm of training,” I said. “I’m ready to get back to what I know. I’m pretty sure you are as well.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded in agreement. “Amen to that. Okay, we’ll use our soldiers, along with the Defense Force, volunteers only, to handle it. I’ll leave the details of the how to them.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet with the military commander,” Mayor Evans said. 
 
    “I can arrange that. He’ll be coming by to deliver the results of his team’s recon of Port Lands. Mr. Smith, I’d like you here for that,” Jonathan said. 
 
    I nodded. “Can do.”  
 
    “He’ll have some people to assist with security during the announcement. They should be set up by now. If I were with the AL, I’d use this opportunity,” Jonathan said. 
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the door, and Doctor Adwani came in. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said. 
 
    “Ah, perfect,” I said. “Mayor Evans, this is Doctor Adwani. She’s in charge of operations at Saint Michael’s Hospital, which we cleared for use.” 
 
    Mayor Evans stood and extended his hand, which she took. “Wonderful to meet you. I’ve heard good things.” He smiled down at Cindy, then looked back at Doctor Adwani. 
 
    “Yes, one of my many patients,” Doctor Adwani smiled. 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s about time.” I said and stood up. 
 
    Everyone else rose, and Jonathan nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    We went downstairs and out front and found a large crowd had gathered. I looked up and around and spotted uniformed soldiers on several rooftops. I hoped none of them decided the city would be better off without the mayor. 
 
    A podium with a microphone and a loudspeaker had been set up on the sidewalk. A few people clapped, then more, and it turned into loud applause and cheering as the mayor took the podium. 
 
    Mayor Evans smiled and soaked it in. Jonathan and I glanced at each other and grinned. 
 
    After the applause died down, Mayor Evans cleared his throat. “Thank you for such a wonderful reception. I’m extremely glad to be back, and I look forward to working with each and every one of you to restore Toronto to its former glory.” 
 
    Another round of applause which lasted several minutes. 
 
    As he was about to resume speaking, Ted shouted, “Gun!” 
 
    A man from the crowd had worked his way to the front and raised a pistol. He fired just as Ted tackled Mayor Evans. Those in the crowd around him, tackled the man who had fired. 
 
    “I want him alive!” I shouted as I ran out. They had already started beating and kicking the would-be assassin, but I managed to throw them off and dragged him toward the building by his foot. 
 
    Doctor Adwani knelt and rolled Ted off Mayor Evans. Evans had a look of shock and horror on his face as he felt his chest, looking for the source of blood that now stained his clothes. I could already tell he hadn’t been hit. Ted had saved him. 
 
    Bill just stood there, looking down at Ted. He knew too.  
 
    Doctor Adwani checked Ted over, then looked up at me and shook her head. She moved over to Mayor Evans, who winced when she probed his chest. “Broken ribs. I need him at the hospital,” she said to no one in particular. 
 
    “I can walk,” Mayor Evans said as he stood up, though he winced in pain. 
 
    “You two,” Jonathan pointed to two uniformed soldiers, “escort them to the hospital.” He pointed at another soldier. “You, get this idiot inside.” He pointed to the man whose foot I still held. “Mr. Smith and I will want to have a chat with him.” 
 
    The soldier nodded, picked the man up in a fireman’s carry, and took him inside. Jonathan stepped up to the microphone. “Obviously, that will be all for today. If anyone knows anything about the shooter, anything at all, please come in and tell us what you know.” 
 
    In the crowd, there were a lot of shrugs and murmurings. Nathan, from the Defense Force, walked over. “Never seen him before.” 
 
    I frowned and looked at Jonathan. “Got to be them.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Good, maybe he knows something useful.” 
 
    “I’ll get it out of him,” Bill said in a cold voice. 
 
    “No,” I said. “You take care of your brother. I’ll handle this.” I put a hand on Bill’s shoulder. 
 
    He set his jaw and nodded before he knelt to pick up Ted’s lifeless body. 
 
    Cindy looked at me, unsure of what to do. 
 
    “Go with the mayor,” I said. 
 
    She nodded and rushed off to catch up with the group headed toward the hospital. Priorities are important in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back inside Scotia Plaza, Jonathan led me to a room which was set up for interrogation. The shooter was strapped to a chair that resembled a dentist’s chair, but included straps for the legs, arms, waist, and head. He was still out cold.  
 
    His boots and coat, which were in good condition, were in a corner. They would be helpful for someone. I pulled down the neck of his turtleneck and revealed an anarchy symbol tattooed on the left side of his neck. 
 
    “Well, I guess that answers that question,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “We have a fairly potent truth serum we can use.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve often found chemical interrogations to be difficult, but we can try. My methods typically take longer. Then again, I’m usually working with targets who are trained to resist interrogation. I doubt this one is.” 
 
    Jonathan grunted and left the room. He came back a few minutes later with a loaded syringe. “A little something to wake him up and get him talking,” he said as he injected it directly into the man’s carotid. 
 
    Seconds later, the man woke up and began struggling. 
 
    “It’s no use; you’re quite well restrained,” I said. “Now, why don’t you tell us who sent you?” I stood in front of him so he could see me, while Jonathan stayed in a corner, out of sight. 
 
    “We are legion, you will fall,” he said. He struggled against the drugs coursing through his system. 
 
    I sighed dramatically. “You’re not Anonymous, give it up. Who is Star?” 
 
    He laughed. “Star’s dead you idiots; you should know, you killed her.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Bethany?” I glanced at Jonathan, whose expression was neutral. 
 
    “Of course!” He laughed again. 
 
    “So, who’s in charge now?” I asked. 
 
    He grimaced as he fought. I’d seen it before. His brain wanted to tell the truth thanks to the drugs, but he was strong.  
 
    “Don’t know his name,” he got out between clenched teeth. 
 
    His eyes rolled back in his head, and he started to spasm in the chair. 
 
    “Shit!” I moved over and pried his jaws apart and broke his jawbone in the process with a loud snap. I could see pieces of small glass in his mouth. “Dammit, he’s gone. Suicided.” 
 
    A few seconds later, his body became still. 
 
    I stared at Jonathan. “Did you know?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Right,” I said and walked out and straight to the street, where I took in a deep breath of cold air to clear my head. 
 
    So, Bethany had overseen the Anarchists. I wondered if Jeremy had been next in line, and I had strong suspicions that Jonathan was somehow involved. I wouldn’t put it past Bethany to do it on her own, to cement the people’s need to have her in power, but it didn’t feel right. Once again, everyone was a suspect, and there were less than a handful of people I could trust. Just like old times, I thought to myself. 
 
    As I stood there thinking, a man in uniform came up to me. “Mr. Smith?” 
 
    I nodded. “And you are?” 
 
    “Colonel Peter Hawley. I’m in command of the military arm.” 
 
    “I see. Good afternoon, Colonel Hawley,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry we didn’t spot the shooter in time. I’ve had a discussion with my men.” 
 
    “Are you?” I asked and looked at him. “Sorry?” 
 
    His head jerked back like he’d been slapped. “Of course!” 
 
    “Your friend Bethany was in charge of the Anarchists. We found that out from the shooter before he suicided.” 
 
    He spat on the ground. “She was no one’s friend. Total bitch if you ask me.” 
 
    I grunted. “We’ll see. The mayor is at the hospital having some broken ribs tended to. I assume you’re here to tell us that the explosions at Port Lands were done by a professional who knew where and how to place explosive charges?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. How did you know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Years of experience, Colonel.” 
 
    “Well, I got word that Mr. Hammond wanted to see me about something else. Any idea what that is?” 
 
    I nodded. “Clearing out City Hall for the mayor. Come on in.” I turned, and we went up to the top floor of the plaza. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the boardroom, I filled the colonel in on what I knew. 
 
    “That’s quite a task, but we’re up for it. What are my rules of engagement?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, somewhat surprised he asked. “The mayor wants it done with no casualties if at all possible.” 
 
    Colonel Hawley shook his head. “That’s a tall order. Forty-seven floors, plus the chamber. There are going to be folks who don’t want to be displaced.” 
 
    Mayor Evans and Cindy walked through the open door to the boardroom. Evans was walking gingerly but doing well, considering.  
 
    “They don’t have to be displaced,” Evans said. “You must be the man in charge of the military. I’m Hayden Evans.” He extended his hand. 
 
    Colonel Hawley stood and shook his hand. “Good to meet you, sir. Begging your pardon, but how am I supposed to clear a building without displacing people?” 
 
    Cindy helped Mayor Evans sit, then sat beside him as Colonel Hawley resumed his seat. 
 
    “I don’t intend to kick everyone out. I’m one person, and hopefully there will be more to help, but we shouldn’t need more than a floor and the chamber.” 
 
    “Sir, you can’t expect to be secure if we leave people with weapons in the building. We either need to secure the entire building, or there’s really no point. There’s also ongoing security to consider. We can’t have everyone walking in and out as they please.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want, Colonel!” Evans said. “I don’t want to be the man behind the curtain. I want to be open and available, just as I was when I was in office.” 
 
    “Sir, times have changed. Now, it’s rare to run into someone who isn’t carrying a weapon of some type,” the colonel said. 
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “That’s a big building to keep secure for one person. It’ll mean guards at every door and in the steam tunnels under the building. Entry and exit will have to be closely monitored, and you’ll want to know every person in the building.” 
 
    Evans frowned as all of the information hit him. “I guess I hadn’t thought of all that.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here for, sir,” Colonel Hawley said. 
 
    “Well, before Obsidian changed things around, the office of the mayor was actually in the council chambers building.” Evans glanced at Jonathan. 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “I remember that. We actually modified the building quite a bit. There’s a residence there where one of the committee rooms was. I’d forgotten about it.” 
 
    “And the old mayor’s office?” I asked. 
 
    “Still there.” Jonathan shrugged. “All the glass was replaced with ballistic glass, so it’s probably still there, too.” 
 
    Hawley rubbed his chin and looked out the window. I could almost hear the gears turning. 
 
    “Sure,” Hawley said, “we can clear that, no problem. I’d recommend completely emptying that out though.” 
 
    Evans nodded. “Yes. I’d want to use that building completely. Something else I was thinking…it would be good to know everyone in the city—who is living where, that kind of thing.” 
 
    I grinned and stood up. 
 
    Mayor Evans furrowed his brows and looked up at me. “What? Can we not do that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You can do whatever you’d like Mister Mayor. I think that’s a great idea, but you don’t need me for things like that. Part of the reason I wanted you here was so that I could stop concerning myself with things that don’t fall into my realm of expertise. Now I can focus on the anarchists and eliminating them.” 
 
    I smiled and left the boardroom and walked to the elevator. Before I reached it, I heard someone running behind me.  
 
    “Wait!” Cindy called. 
 
    I turned to face her after pressing the button to call the elevator. “Yes, Miss Todd?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Are you certain?” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay, so…what you do may not be my thing, but I don’t want to sit behind a desk all day.” 
 
    I nodded. “Very well, Miss Todd.” The elevator doors opened, and I motioned her in. “Let’s go plan the demise of the Anarchists Legion. First, we’re going to go to Rogers Centre. I need a vehicle. It’s getting too cold for you to keep walking back and forth.” 
 
    The doors closed, and the elevator started down. “I can handle the cold,” she said defensively. 
 
    “I’m not saying you can’t. Obviously, you’ve made it this long, but there are plenty of vehicles and plenty of fuel, for a while anyway. There’s no reason not to make things easier.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We left Scotia Plaza and walked down to Rogers Centre. She hunched over against the cold wind coming in off Lake Ontario. I hoped finding warmer clothing for everyone was near the top of the mayor’s list of things to do. If she was going to work with me, she’d be spending a lot of time outdoors. 
 
    The soldier at the door was one I recognized, and he let us in without question. He gave Cindy an extra glance since he hadn’t seen her before but said nothing. 
 
    I furrowed my brows when I saw that virtually every vehicle had its hood or engine compartment open. We walked up to a woman who was leaning over the engine compartment of one of the SUVs. Cindy looked around wide eyed, like a kid in a candy store. 
 
    “Problem?” I asked the woman. 
 
    She stood up. “Who are…Oh, Mr. Smith, right. Yes, sir. None of the vehicles will start. We start them up every few days just to warm them up, but today, nothing would start.” 
 
    I frowned. “Any ideas?” 
 
    She nodded and picked up a glass jar containing a cloudy yellow liquid. “The fuel.” 
 
    “Fuel doesn’t just go bad,” I said. 
 
    “No, sir. It’s been tainted with something, but we’re not sure what.” 
 
    “Shit…the main tanks?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Those too. I was just putting this one back together. There’s nothing we can do. Everything in here is now useless.” 
 
    “Funny. Colonel Hawley didn’t mention this.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t know, sir. He’s been gone all day. We just figured it out about fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “When was the last start up?” 
 
    “This one was just used yesterday. So, it happened sometime between sunset yesterday and sometime this morning.” 
 
    “Can it be filtered somehow?” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s out of my wheelhouse.” She pointed at one of the Quonset huts. “Sergeant Nayar is working on it now. She’s our resident chemist.” 
 
    “Thank you, Private….” 
 
    “Gallant, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Private Gallant.” I nodded, and Cindy and I walked over to the hut.  
 
    I walked in without knocking, and the response was immediate. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? Ever heard of knocking?” A woman was standing in front of a lab table with an array of beakers and other implements, facing away from us. 
 
    “My name is Mr. Smith, and yes, I have; I just don’t bother.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, Mr. Smith. I’ve heard of you.” 
 
    “That seems to be going around. You must be Sergeant Nayar?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. One moment please.” She let a few drops from a lab dropper fall into a test tube full of what looked like the contaminated fuel and placed it on a rack before she turned around. 
 
    “And you are?” She looked at Cindy. 
 
    “Cindy Todd. I’m working with Mr. Smith,” she said. 
 
    “Well, if you came for a vehicle, I’m afraid you’re out of luck. I’ve got no idea what the hell was used yet, but whatever it was neutralized the combustible nature of the fuel completely. Even the main tanks are useless.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s recoverable?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Honestly, no. It’s not something we can just filter out to restore the fuel to its former state. I’m supposed to try, but…” She shrugged again. 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. Thank you, Sergeant. Who would have had access to do this?” 
 
    “Anyone down here, really.” 
 
    I sighed. “Thanks.”  
 
    Cindy and I walked out, and I closed the door behind us. 
 
    “So, what now?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Well, our options just shrunk considerably. I’m going to find out who’s responsible, eventually, but I’m guessing it was an anarchist sympathizer or a straight up member of the Legion. With Bethany in charge of things, it would have been easy for her to insert people anywhere she wanted over the past 20 years. Everyone here is a suspect.” 
 
    I looked around the underground base as I considered my options.  
 
    “I want you to head back to the school. I’m going back to the plaza. I need to speak to the colonel and Jonathan.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not for now. I plan to go across the river soon though, so if you want to come along, you need to gather whatever supplies you and your dad stored. I assume you have a cache of equipment stashed somewhere?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Good. Time to break into it. Get your things together, expect to be gone for a while, and be ready.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    We walked out together, and she stayed with me as far as the plaza, then broke off to head back to the school or to where her supplies were stored. I headed back upstairs where I assumed the mayor would still be meeting with Jonathan and the colonel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I walked in and everyone stood up. “Colonel, Jonathan, we need to talk. We have a problem.” 
 
    “Anything I should be aware of?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    “Might as well,” I said. Everyone sat back down, and I took a seat. 
 
    “I just got back from the base under Rogers Centre. All the fuel has been contaminated. None of the vehicles are of use anymore, and I seriously doubt there’s a way to reverse the process and make the fuel viable again.” 
 
    “What the hell?!” Colonel Hawley exclaimed. 
 
    “That was pretty much my reaction,” I said as I watched Jonathan’s reaction closely. “Any thoughts on how this could have happened, Jonathan?” 
 
    He shrugged and threw his hands up in the air. “How the hell should I know? My immediate instinct is someone Bethany had planted.” 
 
    I nodded. “I thought the same. But why now?” 
 
    Now, everyone was looking at Jonathan for answers. 
 
    He looked at each of us in turn and shook his head. “I had nothing to do with this. Hell, I was in favor of the mayor coming in! I’m ready to get back to intelligence!” 
 
    “You were in favor of it, because you knew Jeremy would block it,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan frowned and stared at me. “Look, I can see why you would think that. It even makes a certain amount of sense. I’m telling you though, I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    The colonel and the mayor turned their eyes to me. 
 
    “I’m not saying I believe you, but there’s really no way to know for sure. Obviously, I’ll be keeping a close eye on you from now on,” I said. 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “I can see that.” 
 
    “So, now what?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    “Now, we go on without the vehicles, though I would definitely like to know who is responsible,” I said. 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Colonel Hawley said. “Someone has to have seen something.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let me know when you find out; I would certainly like to have a little chat with whoever did this. In the meantime, Jonathan, I’d like to go through Bethany’s and Jeremy’s apartments. Perhaps I can find something to tie someone to it, or at least provide a lead on who’s in charge now.” 
 
    He nodded and stood up. “We can do that.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I don’t want you anywhere near it,” I said as I stood up. 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue, then slumped in his chair. “Fine,” he said and pulled a keycard from his pocket and tossed it on the table. “That will open any door in the building. Keep it. Go ahead and go through my apartment if you want. I assure you, I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    I nodded and picked it up as I stood up. “Good. Excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I pulled on some custom gloves that would give me a good touch, but also protect my hands from any chemical agents. In my line of work, one could never be too careful. After all, even in my apartment, I’d coated some surfaces with contact poisons that would only be touched if the room was being searched for something. 
 
    It took me several hours to go through the three large apartments. Thankfully, they were identical in layout to mine, so I knew all the possible hiding places. After all my effort, I found one piece of paper that was of interest in Jeremy’s apartment, but the writing was in Bethany’s hand. Sloppy. 
 
    It looked like a map of some type which indicated a meeting point. Using my ability to recall anything I’d examined, I finally identified it, based on some notations and the pattern, as a location in the PATH system under Toronto. 
 
    I walked back into the boardroom and found that only Jonathan remained. He looked up as I walked in. “Find anything?”  
 
    I nodded. “I did, in Jeremy’s room, in Bethany’s writing. Looks like the torch probably passed to Jeremy, and now…either you, or it’s a mystery.” 
 
    “It’s not me!” he said. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “Certainly, you can understand why I don’t believe you.” 
 
    He nodded. “I probably wouldn’t believe me either.” He spread his hands out. “I can’t think of any way to prove it to you, unless we can find out who it actually is.” 
 
    “I’m going to follow up this lead I found. In the meantime, assuming it’s not you, help the colonel find out who screwed with the motor pool.” 
 
    “He’s going to check into it. We’re going to meet again in the morning to plan out the clearing of City Hall and talk about the vehicles. You’re welcome to join us, of course.” 
 
    “I may or may not. The answer really won’t change much at this point, unless we can find the person and make them talk,” I said. 
 
    “If we do find them, I’ll leave the interrogation to you. I won’t even be nearby if that’ll help clear my name.” 
 
    I pursed my lips as I considered him. I started to believe he wasn’t involved, but he was in intelligence, which meant he was well trained—and likely imprinted—for deception. “We’ll see,” I said before I walked out and went to my apartment. The sun had already begun to set. Nothing else would get done today, at least on the surface. Some things were better done in the dark in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    In my apartment, I changed into something more suited to stealth in a closed environment—all black materials that were built to not make a sound. I rarely had use for such things, but stealth was within my skill set, and now I had a reason to apply it. 
 
    I made my way down to street level and carefully over to the Toronto-Dominion Centre, right above the location indicated on the PATH map. I entered one of the buildings and slowly made my way downstairs, after I slipped on a pair of multi-spectrum goggles—one of the many handy toys from Teledyne I still had around. They weren’t as bulky as typical night vision equipment, but just as good.  
 
    It was thanks to those that I stepped over an infrared tripwire that was set at the bottom of the stairway. I frowned and moved to the darkest shadow I could find before I knelt down and listened. Before I’d been fully trained, I had to close my eyes to sharpen my hearing, but that was decades ago. It was amazing the things the mind and body could be trained to do. 
 
    The location on the paper I’d found was only about 20 yards away, around two corners. I crept forward to the first corner, and again I stilled and listened for at least 10 minutes. The next corner was a four-way intersection about 20 feet south. I took my time, taking several seconds between each step to listen, again and again.  
 
    The next step was to cross the hallway and proceed east toward a dead end. I made my way across the open ground to the opposite wall, and just as I tucked in against it, a light came on and shined past me, down the east-west corridor I was about to turn into. I’d just barely heard the click of the flashlight, but no other movement. 
 
    There was no challenge, nothing said or called out, so either they hadn’t seen me, or they were expecting someone. I was left with a few choices—announce myself, wait, or turn back and forget the whole thing. Turning back wasn’t an option for me, and I didn’t feel like making myself a target, so I waited. 
 
    Five minutes turned to ten, which turned to twenty. The light didn’t move, so it was either a person with the steadiest hand I’d ever seen, it was mounted to something and had been turned on, or I’d tripped something unseen. Just as I was about to give up and turn back, the light turned off. 
 
    My goggles re-adjusted to the absence of light again. I was about to risk a peek around the corner, when I heard two sets of faint footfalls. They were good, but not good enough to elude my hearing.  
 
    I waited for the one nearest me to reach the corner, then reached around to grab him by the neck, and pulled him in front of me. The other heard the scuffle and activated a rail-mounted flashlight.  
 
    “Well, good evening,” I said.  
 
    The man I was holding struggled; he even had a few decent escape moves, but I simply tightened my arm around his neck. He was my shield. 
 
    “Who are you?” the other form asked, a female by her voice. 
 
    “You can call me Mr. Smith.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate and pulled the trigger. I grimaced as I felt the rounds going through the man I held and impact my vest. When her magazine ran empty, I threw her dead partner at her, and charged. She sidestepped him but moved right into my path. I tackled her and spun her onto her front as I pulled her right arm up behind her back and locked her wrist. I grimaced as I realized I’d been hit. I’d taken at least two rounds to my right arm. Thankfully, it was still operational. 
 
    She screamed as her elbow threatened to dislocate, and I lessened the pressure just a bit. 
 
    “Who are you, and what are you doing down here?” I asked. 
 
     She panted as the pain eased off. “Screw you. We are Legion. We don’t surrender.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re not surrendering, you’re captured. There’s a difference, you know.” 
 
    I reached my other hand around and stuck it in her mouth. She bit down hard on my fingers, but I located the small glass capsule I was looking for and removed it from her mouth. I pulled up on her wrist again. She screamed, which let me get my fingers out of her mouth. 
 
    “That wasn’t nice,” I said and eased the pressure again. “Now, you’re going to tell me who you were here to meet.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re all going to die.” 
 
    “Are you really going to make me do this the hard way?” 
 
    “You’re going to kill me anyway; I’m not going to tell you shit!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to kill you, there’s little doubt of that. It’s up to you how long it takes.” I jerked and twisted her wrist and forearm until I felt the elbow joint break.  
 
    She screamed from the pain for several minutes. I was surprised she didn’t pass out, but she managed to remain conscious. 
 
    “Well, you have quite a high pain threshold. Most people pass out after that. This is going to be interesting. What next, hm? The shoulder? Hip?” 
 
    “Wait!” she said between pants as she started to bring herself under control. “I don’t know. We were just told to be down here,” she finally said. 
 
    “I see. And were there conditions in which you wouldn’t shoot?” 
 
    “Code word,” she said between gasps. “Scorpio.” 
 
    I grunted. “Then what?” 
 
    “Whoever had the code word, would have further orders.” 
 
    “I see. Well, thank you for your cooperation,” I said and stood up. 
 
    She craned her head around to look up at me. “You’re going to let me go?” 
 
    I considered. “Who’s in charge now?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    I sighed and pulled a knife from my hip sheath. The blade was coated black, but she could see it in the light from her rifle which was on the ground behind us. 
 
    “Really! I really don’t know! I swear!” Her eyes grew wide with fear. The bravery had gone with her elbow. 
 
    “I believe you. If you did, I would have given you a message to deliver, but since you don’t…” I shrugged. “You’re of no use to me.” 
 
    “I can get a message in! I can!” she begged with her voice and her eyes. 
 
    I considered her for a moment, then nodded and slid the knife back into the sheath. “Very well. Make sure your leader hears this.” I knelt beside her and whispered in her ear. “Mr. Smith is coming, and the Anarchists Legion is done. Stay out of Toronto. Now, run.” 
 
    I stood and backed away while she gingerly rolled up to a sitting position. She stared at me for a few seconds until I reached for the knife again. Then she scrambled to her feet and ran back the way she had come. She began crying, likely from her arm jostling, before she got more than a few steps, but she didn’t stop.  
 
    I did a quick bandage job on my own wounds, picked up the rifles and the dead man, and carried them up to the surface. I grumbled to myself about having been shot and decided to go straight to the hospital. I hated hospitals, but I also hated treating my own gunshot wounds. It was a lose-lose. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Soon after I got to street level, one of the Defense Force patrols came by. I was glad it was David and Nathan. There were still quite a few I hadn’t worked directly with yet, and I wasn’t in the mood to play 20 questions. 
 
    “Busy night?” David asked. 
 
    I smirked. “Yes. Turns out the anarchists had people right under our feet, literally.” 
 
    Nathan shined his flashlight over me. “How much of that blood is yours?” 
 
    “Not that much. Took a few to the arm, but most of it is his. His partner unloaded a full magazine into him. He was a handy shield.” 
 
    They walked along with me toward the hospital. 
 
    David nodded; he already knew a few rounds weren’t too much of a problem for me. “Where’s the partner?” 
 
    “She’s delivering a message.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Once we got to the hospital, I handed the body over to David and Nathan. “Take him somewhere and check him for intelligence. Anything could be valuable.” 
 
    They nodded and dragged the body off. 
 
    I walked into the triage area and had one of the nurses on duty clean out and wrap the wounds on my arm. I would be sore for a week or so, but it wouldn’t stop me from getting things done. 
 
    After that was taken care of, I walked back out to the lobby, where Nathan and David were waiting for me. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but I recognized him,” David said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
    He nodded. “He was one of the soldiers I’ve seen before. Don’t know his name.” 
 
    I frowned. “Soldiers? As in, Obsidian’s uniformed soldiers?” 
 
    David nodded again.  
 
    “Well, that’s interesting.” I considered what to do with that information for a moment. “Okay, I need to get back to the plaza and into some clothes that aren’t full of holes. I’ll deal with this in the morning. David, make sure no one moves the body. I want it right where it is until I talk to the colonel.” 
 
    “You got it, Mr. Smith,” David said. 
 
    I nodded and left the hospital to walk the few blocks back to Scotia Plaza. I got a few shocked looks as I walked through. It made sense. My coat and shirt were shredded from the rounds that made it through the mystery corpse, and through my arm, but I wasn’t really in the mood to tell war stories so I headed straight to my room, took a shower, and got some sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I decided I’d start wearing a vest every day. Thankfully, I had several from my days with Teledyne, and they were built to last, unlike the vests most people had which would degrade over time. My coats were also custom made, with built in sheaths for the knives and other toys I liked to keep handy. 
 
    I decided to skip talking to Jonathan and went straight downstairs and over to Rogers Centre to find the colonel. Private Gallant was on duty guarding the door. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Smith,” she said as I approached. 
 
    “It’s a morning. Where can I find the colonel?” 
 
    “Should be in his office. Two huts to the right of the lab.” 
 
    I nodded and walked inside, straight to the indicated hut. The door was indeed signed with his name. This time, I decided to be at least somewhat polite and knocked on the door. 
 
    It was immediately opened by a man wearing sergeant’s stripes, who I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I need to see the colonel.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s busy, sir, and is not to be interrupted.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “I suggest you interrupt him. Tell him Mr. Smith is here.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, but my expression made clear it would be a mistake to argue. “Come on in. Please wait here for a moment.” 
 
    I walked inside, and he went through a door, further into the hut, after a quiet knock. I heard the colonel yell something I couldn’t make out, but a minute later, the sergeant waved me forward. “Go on in, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I nodded and walked into Colonel Hawley’s office. He had printed blueprints laid out on a table, and several soldiers were gathered around. I recognized the blueprint immediately as the City Hall buildings. 
 
    “As you can see, I’m a little busy. What can I do for you Mr. Smith?” Hawley asked. 
 
    “I thought you’d want to know that based on some intelligence I located, I did some scouting, and found one of your soldiers in the PATH last night. He was working with the anarchists.” 
 
    He stood up straight and frowned. “Give us the room.” 
 
    The rest of the soldiers filed out of the office, and the door closed behind them. 
 
    “Now, what the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    I went through the events of the previous evening, and David’s recognition of the soldier.  
 
    He sighed and ran his hand over his shaved head. “Well, let’s go find out who it is.” 
 
    We walked together out of the base and up to the hospital. It was a quiet walk, and I could sense he was frustrated that a spy had somehow gotten past him, or someone had been turned. 
 
    Once inside the hospital, we went to the room where the body had been stored. One of the Defense Force men I didn’t know by name was standing guard at the door. He obviously recognized me, because when he saw me coming, he opened the door and stepped aside. 
 
    Colonel Hawley and I walked in, and he cursed under his breath as soon as he saw the body. 
 
    “Dammit. That’s Sergeant Philips.” 
 
    “How long had he been with you?” 
 
    “At least ten years.” He sighed. 
 
    “Think he might be your saboteur?” I asked 
 
    He nodded. “He certainly had the training. He was one of the people in charge of the special weapons storage.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose the only question now is whether you have any more traitors in your ranks.” 
 
    He wheeled on me, and I could tell he wanted to argue, but he stopped himself before he spoke.  
 
    “It’s not an accusation, Colonel. Trust me, there are those who are incredibly skilled at turning people, and it takes someone special to resist prolonged exposure to such efforts. Remember, Bethany was in control of the anarchists, and I believe it was Jeremy after her. Who knows what they told people?” 
 
    “So who is it now? Mr. Hammond?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I suspected that, but I haven’t found any evidence to support it. I believe it’s fallen to someone outside of the city, or at least, someone outside of the leadership. For now, proceed with your plans for City Hall. I’ve put something in motion that I hope will make things easier.” 
 
    “Why does that make me nervous, Mr. Smith?” 
 
    “Because you’re getting to know me?” I grinned. 
 
    He grunted and nodded. “Well, thanks for letting me know about this. I’ll have someone I trust go through his things and see if we can find out if he had any accomplices.” 
 
    I nodded. “Very good. Let me know if you find anything out.” 
 
    “Will do,” he said and left.  
 
    I walked out after a moment and ran into Dr. Adwani as I was about to leave the hospital. 
 
    “I heard you got yourself shot again,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged. “Occupational hazard, I’m afraid.” 
 
    She shook her head and continued on her way to wherever she was going, and I went outside. 
 
    I looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. Snow…it smelled like snow would come soon. That would keep most people indoors more than the cold. The snow would hopefully make my job easier, rather than more difficult. I headed back to the school to begin planning an extended excursion across the river. Regardless of who was in charge, I had to find out where the anarchists were hiding. 
 
      
 
    * * *
  
 
    I walked into the school and sent the woman who was standing outside my office to tell Cindy to come to the office. After she left, I proceeded inside and packed a large hiking pack with supplies that might come in handy, either for use or bribes. 
 
    There was a knock on the door about 10 minutes later. 
 
    “Come in,” I said and glanced up from packing. 
 
    Cindy came in and closed the door behind her. “Heard you had some excitement,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “A bit. You get everything?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep, I’m all set. When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Around the time the sun sets. We’ll start the first leg in the dark and play it by ear from there. So, get some rest this afternoon if you can.” 
 
    “Will do. I’ll be ready,” she said and left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, I was just about done packing, and there was another knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I said and leaned back in my chair to stretch. 
 
    The door opened, and Donald stuck his head in. 
 
    “Come on in, Donald,” I said. 
 
    “Heard you’re taking Cindy out on some kind of exploration?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “You sure she’s ready?” he asked, sounding like a concerned parent. 
 
    “I think so. She’ll be with me, so she’ll be about as safe as she can be.” 
 
    He grunted. “Right. So, what are you two going to be doing?” 
 
    I tilted my head as I considered how much to tell him. Pretty much no one was above suspicion. “We’re going to try to find out where the anarchists hide themselves.” 
 
    “I thought they moved around.” 
 
    I nodded. “Some of them probably do, but if they were behind the demolition in Port Lands, which I’m 99% sure they were, they’d have to have a base of operations. No one’s going to haul around that much explosive on a regular basis. I feel quite sure they have more.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Shouldn’t you take more people?”  
 
    I shook my head. “The less the better.” 
 
    Donald sighed. “Okay, your call, I guess. Heading east?” 
 
    “That’s the only thing that makes sense to me right now. And before you ask, no, I don’t know how long we’ll be. I expect you to interact with the mayor and help keep things moving along.” 
 
    He nodded. “That, I can do. You two be safe out there.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to get some rest. We’re leaving at sunset.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll see to it you’re not disturbed.” He left and closed the door behind him. 
 
    I laid down on the cot that served as my bed and was soon asleep. Sometimes it helped to have someone watching your back, even for sleep, in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slept for a few hours so I would be a bit fresher when we set out. There were many unknowns about the trip we were about to make; the foremost was whether the warlords in control of the areas I wanted to travel through would be cooperative. My hope was that they would be and would be willing to share any information they had about the anarchists, but I planned for the worst.  
 
    Just as the sun was about to set, I put on my backpack and walked out to the street. Cindy was already there. As promised, she also had a backpack full and ready, and she was carrying both a pistol and her hunting rifle, which I already knew she was skilled with. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll head east and see what we find. Keep your eyes peeled; we don’t know if any of the areas we’re about to go through might be sympathetic to the anarchists or just plain not like visitors.” 
 
    She nodded, and we set off. We took a moment at the Gerrard Street bridge over the Don River to talk to the Defense Force members that were standing guard. They weren’t there to stop people from coming into Toronto—it was open to anyone who was willing to pitch in—but more as a deterrent to those who might want to cause trouble. They indicated they hadn’t had any trouble from the residents of Chinatown across the bridge so we might at least be safe for the first part of our journey. 
 
    We crossed the bridge and were confronted after only a few blocks. Three men dressed in black, carrying katanas, blocked our path. There were oil lamps set up at intervals which kept the street lit, and I hadn’t made any attempt to be stealthy. 
 
    “A bit late for a walk, is it not?” the man who stood in front of the others asked. He couldn’t have been more than 20, so he was raised in tough times. 
 
    I nodded. “For some. I find the night to be a good time to travel.” 
 
    “Dangerous, though,” he said and obviously looked at the hunting rifle over Cindy’s shoulder. 
 
    “It could be, but I assure you, we mean no harm to you or your people. We’re just passing through and possibly looking for information.” 
 
    “Might I have your name, stranger?” 
 
    I smiled. “You can call me Mr. Smith.” 
 
    His face showed surprise for a second, before he schooled his expression. “Hmm. We’ve heard of you. I understand we have you to thank for not being radioactive.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “What kind of information are you looking for? Rumors say you’re usually the source of information, not the seeker.” 
 
    “The anarchists. I’m tired of them, and it’s time for them to go away, permanently.” 
 
    “Certainly something we support, but I’m afraid we probably know less than you do.” He and the others seemed to relax their stances a bit. 
 
    “Have you had any trouble from them?” I asked. 
 
    “Not often. They seem to be focused on the downtown area, but they have pillaged our warehouses more than once.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, if you’ll excuse us, we’ll be on our way. Hopefully, we can bring an end to them sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I will pass the word you are not to be bothered in our home. I’m afraid you might have some problems once you cross Jones into Nico’s territory. He’s a thief and brutal with those who cross him. Those backpacks will be like bait for his thugs.” 
 
    “I see. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    He bowed, then all three of them moved into the shadows. I nodded, impressed by their stealth as we walked on. 
 
    “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Very likely not, Miss Todd. There are many people who believe the best way to survive is to take what other people have and kill anyone who isn’t essential to their own survival.” 
 
    “Can’t you do something about this…Nico?” 
 
    I looked down at Cindy and shook my head. “One thing at a time. We’ll be a bit more careful though. I’d prefer not to get bogged down. Once we get closer, be careful to follow my instructions exactly. If all goes well, we’ll get through his territory before he even knows we’re there.” 
 
    As we approached Jones Avenue, I led us off the main road, and we started moving between houses. Best of all, clouds started rolling in, and snow started to fall. To me, that was a perfect development, since the clouds blocked the moon and turned the streets pitch dark.               
 
    Once we crossed into Nico’s territory, it was like I could feel the difference. The buildings were in more disrepair, and there was no lighting of any kind in sight. I continued to move us through residential areas, where there were plenty of obstacles to use as cover. Now and then, we’d see a light from an oil lamp, a flashlight, or a hooded candle lantern, but the patterns were obvious and easy to evade. 
 
    We had started to get into areas that were truly unknown. Somehow, Jonathan didn’t have intel on who oversaw the areas around downtown Toronto, so every step was a risk. After hours of walking east and having to frequently stop to avoid detection, the sun started to rise behind the clouds. 
 
    Snow had continued to fall through the night. It was light, so it hadn’t impacted our movement much. We came upon a house that was mostly collapsed, and I led us under what remained of the roof. 
 
    “We’ll bunk down here for a while. Get some rest. I’ll keep watch,” I told Cindy. 
 
    She looked like she wanted to argue, but I could see she was tired. “Okay, I don’t have the energy to argue.” 
 
    I grinned as she pulled a thermal blanket from her pack and wrapped herself up in it on the floor. Within minutes, she was asleep. I kept watch, but mostly, I listened and thought. I already had a destination in mind, and I pulled up a mental map to figure out how far we’d gone and how far we had to go. 
 
    It had always struck me as odd that Obsidian had kept control of Darlington Nuclear Generating Station and not Pickering. Pickering Nuclear Generating Station was closer to downtown Toronto. It would have made much more sense to keep it or both. I thought more about it after I found out Bethany had overseen the anarchists, and it had started to make sense. That would be our first destination. The way I figured it, we should be able to get there the next night, assuming we didn’t run into trouble. 
 
    As if my thoughts conjured what I wanted to avoid, I heard snow crunch nearby. From the sound of it, there were at least five people moving slowly through the snow, trying hard not to be heard. The sound got closer. 
 
    I put one gloved hand over Cindy’s mouth and a finger to my lips. At my touch, she startled awake, saw me, and nodded.  
 
    I leaned down and whispered in her ear. “At least five moving toward us; we have to assume they know we’re here and be ready.” 
 
    She nodded again and sat up slowly as she reached for her rifle. She carefully slid the bolt to chamber a round, and we waited. I’d have to lecture her later about keeping a round in the chamber so that wasn’t necessary. 
 
    The low cloud cover made sound travel more easily, and I could tell they were still approaching by the crunching of the snow. It was too late to try to escape, and I really didn’t care for the odds. I carefully looked around the corner in the direction the sound came from and saw them. Five people in winter camouflage. They moved like professionals. Each of them carried a military rifle of one type or another. One even carried a heavy machine gun. The structure we were in would be no match for that. 
 
    There was nowhere we could go, where they wouldn’t see us. I grabbed a throwing knife in each hand and waited. 
 
    “We know you’re in there!” a man called out. “Come out with your hands up.” 
 
    Cindy looked at me, her eyes asking me what to do. I shook my head. 
 
    “I’d really prefer not to,” I responded. 
 
    “Who’s in there, and what do you want in my territory?” 
 
    At least they were asking questions rather than shooting first, that was something. “My name is Mr. Smith. We’re just passing through.” 
 
    “Smith? No way, you’re a story parents tell their kids if they misbehave.” 
 
    I blinked. That was an old code phrase used by handlers. “Some stories are more pleasant than reality.” I gave my response. 
 
    “Good grief, I’d heard you were back, but I figured it had to be someone else! Get out here!” 
 
    I walked out cautiously, still holding my knives, and the lead man pulled off his balaclava. I didn’t recognize him. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” I said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t; we never had the chance to work together, but I know of you…and Collins and Jones.” He used two of my other aliases, which confirmed that he was either former Teledyne, or he’d done a lot of homework on the off chance that he’d meet me. 
 
    “Then you know that if the man around the corner behind me doesn’t point that gun somewhere else and move where I can see him, bad things will happen.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Three, you’d better do what he says.” 
 
    She walked around, into my peripheral vision; her rifle was now pointed at the ground. “That’s woman, not man.” 
 
    I shrugged. “No offense. Rather hard to tell under all that body armor.” I turned my attention back to the man who obviously knew who I was. “And you are?” 
 
    “Dax Timbrell,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. I’d heard of him and pulled up his personnel file in my mind. There was no picture, which was typical of specialists and their handlers. He was on my list of potential fallback contacts in case I’d ever had to go dark. I walked up and extended my hand, he shook it, and his people gathered around us and slung their weapons. 
 
    “How’d you find me?” I asked. 
 
    He tapped a case on his hip and grinned. “I’ve still got some thermal imaging equipment.” 
 
    He’d referred to the woman as ‘Three’ which begged further questions. “Extraction team?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “E.T. Theta.” 
 
    I nodded. That confirmed my guess. Extraction team members were never referred to by name, because they typically operated under cover. Likely not as important these days, but old habits die hard. They would be activated and called in if someone like me needed a hot extraction, otherwise, they lived normal lives. 
 
    “Let’s head back to base; I’ll fill you in. Oh, and you can call your friend out now.” Dax winked. 
 
    “Come on out, Miss Todd,” I said. 
 
    Cindy crept out, her rifle still in hand but pointed low. 
 
    “It’s okay, they won’t hurt us. Mr. Timbrell is well aware of what I’m capable of,” I reassured her. “Lead on,” I said to Dax. 
 
    We walked for about 10 minutes; the extraction team remained on high alert around us as we walked. Eventually, we went inside an old bank. Most of the internal structure had been stripped down to the concrete, but it provided a safe haven. The lights were all on, and several computers were set up around the room. He led us over to a conference table in a corner and peeled off a layer of the winter camouflage. 
 
    I took off my pack and leaned it against the chair I sat in.  
 
    Cindy followed suit, then peeled off her heavy coat before she sat. “Nice and warm in here.” 
 
    Dax nodded as he sat. “This was always my backup location, so I had it wired with multiple power sources. Now, we’re running on a few underwater turbines out in the lake.” 
 
    I nodded. “Smart.” 
 
    Three came over and set down bowls of soup in front of each of us, as well cups of coffee, before she disappeared into the back with the rest of the team. 
 
    “She doesn’t talk much,” Cindy said. 
 
    “Extraction teams rarely talk,” I said. 
 
    Cindy looked at me, confused. 
 
    “It’s just their training,” Dax explained. “Back before the war, people like me and my team were around in case Mr. Smith got into some hot water, so to speak.” He paused and looked at me. “How much does she know?” 
 
    I took a sip of the soup. It wasn’t horrible, but it wouldn’t make the menu at a restaurant either. “She knows what I used to do for a living…enough.” 
 
    He nodded. “Well, if Smith or anyone like him got caught behind enemy lines and needed help getting out, they’d call on people like us. He would know my name, I would know his, but only I would know the team’s identities.” 
 
    “Does it really matter now?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Not really, but it’s training that was ingrained over years by the company. It’s not something you just set aside. Which brings me to a question.” He looked at me. “I’m hearing rumors that you’re helping people downtown, setting things straight, and now you’re hunting the anarchists.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    He looked at me and waited for me to explain more. 
 
    “Everyone deserves a chance at redemption, Dax,” I said and set the empty bowl aside. 
 
    He grunted. “I suppose.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “Your territory.” 
 
     It was his turn to shrug. “It’s something to do, and something we’re good at.” 
 
    “So,” I said and leaned forward with my elbows on the table, “what do you know about the anarchists?” 
 
    He whistled low. “I know there’s been some confusion lately. That or they’re planning something. They used to raid the area frequently, for no other purpose than to kill as many people as they could, but lately they’ve been quiet. I don’t suppose you have anything to do with that?” 
 
    “I suppose killing two of their leaders in sequence might have caused a bit of a power vacuum.” 
 
    “Leaders? You figured out who they were?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “Not exactly, they just happened to piss us off.” I grinned. 
 
    I filled him in on Bethany’s attempted use of chemical weapons and Jeremy’s lack of action. I even told him about Cindy’s role in taking Jeremy down. 
 
    He shook his head. “Well, I guess they weren’t that smart after all.” 
 
    “Any idea where they have their main base set up?” I asked. 
 
    “Afraid not. I don’t really have the resources to go poking around outside of the little territory I manage to keep hold of.” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. He wasn’t the type of person who would easily trust anyone he didn’t already know, at least by reputation. 
 
    “You’re welcome to bunk down here if you want. I assume you’re waiting for nightfall to move again?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan. I have an idea. We’re going to check out Pickering,” I said and stood up. Cindy stood as well. 
 
    Dax stood and nodded. “I’ve stayed away from it. I don’t have radiation detection gear, so it’s not worth the risk. Come on; I’ll show you where you can get some rest. We’ll keep you safe and wake you up at sunset and escort you to the edge of my area.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    True to his word, we were able to get some real sleep and feel safe doing it. Hours later, he carefully woke me up, and then I woke Cindy. We got our gear together, and he and his team escorted us a block over. 
 
    “This is it for us. We haven’t had much trouble from the surrounding area, so you should be mostly safe, at least as much as is possible these days,” he said. 
 
    I nodded and shook his hand. “Thanks for the cover.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Let us know if we can help any time,” he said, then he and his team melted into the shadows around us. I could still see them, but I heard Cindy suck in a breath. 
 
    “They’re good,” she whispered. 
 
    I chuckled. “Yes, they are. They’re showing off, but that’s okay. They’ve earned it. Come on, let’s get moving.” 
 
    Surprises can be good in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cindy and I kept moving, and I turned us south. If my estimation of our position was right, we should hit Lake Ontario in a few hours, and I should be able to look across the lake and see Pickering. 
 
    We moved slowly and carefully, but something started to bother me. There was nothing. No other movement in the night on the path we took. I had expected patrols from whoever controlled the area, but I didn’t hear any movement at all. That meant either the area was abandoned, or whoever controlled it was so certain of their control, they didn’t bother with patrols. 
 
    A few hours later, we got to the shore of Lake Ontario. Thankfully, there were a few stands of trees that hadn’t been cleared, so we concealed ourselves, and I pulled out a large spotter’s scope. It was a starlight scope. Thankfully, the clouds had parted a bit, and the snow had slowed down. 
 
    I focused in on the facility across the water. It was a bit over two miles away, and I could see lights. “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” she whispered. 
 
    “Lights,” I said softly and looked around the facility through the scope. 
 
    I saw patrols around the perimeter, as well as on top of some of the buildings. They were all wearing military camouflage, just like the soldiers at the base under Rogers Centre. I’d seen enough, and I put the scope away and turned to Cindy. “That’s got to be them,” I whispered. 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but I put my finger to my lips and listened. I’d heard something. A motor. A boat was coming toward us. I quickly lay down flat on the ground and waved her down. She lay down without question and closed her eyes. Smart—that way light couldn’t reflect off her eyes. 
 
    For my part, I buried my face in the snow, piled snow on top of my head, and left a small opening that I could see through. It was freezing cold, but it was a good trick. Even if they did see a reflection, hopefully they would think it was ice in the snow. 
 
    I couldn’t see any details of the boat because of the strength of the floodlight they were shining along the shore. I also wasn’t sure if this was routine, or if they’d somehow spotted us, so we waited. 
 
    They passed by us and eventually circled back to the plant and docked. We moved back from our position but stayed in the wooded area. I wanted to wait to see if and when the boat made another trip. If there was a patrol, it would be important to time it. 
 
    What I calculated was about three hours later, I heard the motor start up again. The boat followed the same path out and back. Good, that meant we hadn’t been spotted. It also meant they had gasoline, and I had no idea what else. I was glad I’d probably found them, but the whole thing made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Assaulting a nuclear power plant wasn’t exactly on my agenda when I’d come out of my bunker. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, “let’s get back downtown. We have all we’re going to get for now.” 
 
    She nodded and fell in behind me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I decided for the trip back we’d just make it a straight shot. The way I had it figured, we could get back in about eight hours if we walked straight through and only took short breaks to rest. I could tell she was getting tired after about three hours, but I really didn’t want to risk stopping to sleep again. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “we’ll break here for a short rest.” We’d entered the first small wooded area we’d encountered. The rest of the trip had been through residential areas. We’d seen a few people, but no one appeared to want to bother us. I figured, for the most part, people stayed inside as much as possible due to the cold. 
 
    I let her rest for about 30 minutes, and she ate an MRE to get some energy back. 
 
    “About four hours to go. Ready?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed and nodded. “Guess I’ve gotten a bit out of shape lately.” She stretched her arms and twisted to stretch her back. “You don’t seem tired at all.” She stared at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I have certain advantages, Miss Todd.” 
 
    “One day, I want to know everything,” she said and stood up. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “I doubt that day will ever come, but I’ll keep that in mind. Come on, let’s get moving.” 
 
    A few hours later, we came to the origination point of Queen Street East, and I called another break for her to rest. 
 
    “Take your pack off and rest for a few minutes. About two hours to go,” I said. 
 
    “I’m afraid if I sit down, I won’t be able to get back up,” she said and grinned tiredly. 
 
    “Okay then, on we go. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    We started off again and walked right down the middle of the street. The sun had come up, and the snow had stopped, but there were several inches on the ground. I kept a close eye on the ground and surrounding houses as we walked. In a few places, I noticed footprints that indicated someone had run from one house to another, but nothing alarming. 
 
    About an hour of walking later, I heard hurried steps ahead of us and the sound of a rifle’s bolt slide home. “Cover!” I yelled and ran to the right.  
 
    Cindy ran to the left and got behind a building just as three rounds hit the ground behind her heels. She moved back far enough to get her rifle down, but I motioned for her to stay back. If she tried to shoot around the corner, she’d just get shot again. 
 
    I edged forward to peek around the corner, and there were two people in patchwork coats. One had an automatic rifle I identified as a C7A2. There were plenty of those floating around. My concern was that whoever they were had shot first and made no announcements. The second person didn’t appear to be armed. 
 
    The problem with winter, and winter coats, was that my knives became more difficult to use. While they were sharp, and I was strong, enough clothing would stop them from penetrating the skin. These two were wearing thick collars as well, so even the neck wasn’t an option. I pulled back and slid my 9mm slowly out of the holster and did my best not to make a sound. 
 
    There was already a round in the chamber, and the safety was already off. All that was needed was to aim and pull the trigger, but I wanted to be sure they would both go down. 
 
    I got Cindy’s attention and gestured to my lips, then mimicked talking with my hand, then pointed at her. She looked at me strangely for a second, then her eyes grew wide, and she nodded. 
 
    “I’m not looking for trouble!” she called out. “I’m just walking downtown. I heard they had heat and electricity there!” 
 
    “Well, you found trouble, and I could use a new whore,” the man with the gun called out.  
 
    I clenched my jaw and determined they’d both die. I had considered wounding them, but now I was pissed. I’d killed a lot of people, but there were some things even I couldn’t tolerate. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to come and get me then, asshole!” she called out and backed up further. 
 
    I peeked around the corner and had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. He had a gun, but he was an idiot. They had moved to the other side of the street and were creeping along the building front. Either they hadn’t seen me, or they were just stupid. 
 
    I brought the pistol up and fired four shots. Two shots to center mass of each man in the street, then I stood still and waited. They both fell forward and lay motionless, but still, I waited. Body shots were usually reliable, unless the target was wearing body armor. Since I knew the leader of the pair had an automatic rifle, I was being extra careful. 
 
    After a few minutes of no movement, and the start of blooms of blood from under both bodies, I cautiously stepped out of my cover. I kept my gun aimed and ready. 
 
    As soon as I stepped out, Cindy slid around the corner and aimed her rifle at them.  
 
    Knowing they were covered, I checked up and down the street and watched for any movement as I crossed toward the bodies. If anyone else was around, the gunfire would have caught their attention. The cold air tended to carry sound further. 
 
    Thankfully, it seemed no one else wanted to play. I got to the bodies and checked them. “They’re both dead. You did great.” 
 
    She let out a deep breath and lowered her rifle. “Thanks.” 
 
    I checked the bodies for anything I could use to identify them, but there was nothing. I was able to retrieve the rifle and two extra magazines. Those would be useful. I stood up and slung the rifle. “Come on, let’s get moving in case someone else is just slow to respond.” 
 
    I kept my pistol in my hand as we moved on, more quickly this time. Soon, the bridge was in sight, and we crossed back into home territory. We didn’t stop as we waved to the Defense Force guards, and I led her straight back to the school. 
 
    “Go, get some rest. The adrenaline will wear off any time now, and you’ll really feel it,” I said. 
 
    She smiled weakly and said, “Yeah, already there. Goodnight, afternoon, whatever.” She headed off down the hall to where she slept. 
 
    I grinned and walked toward my office. Donald was sitting in the outer office and stood up when I walked in. Without a word, he opened the door for me. “You can tell me all about it tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    I nodded and walked in. I took long enough to shed the rifle, my pack, and the top layer of clothes before I lay down and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I slept the rest of the day and through the night. Unusual for me, but it felt good. Shortly after I woke and got myself together, there was a knock on my door. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, it’s Bill.”  
 
    “Come on in, Bill,” I said as I settled in behind my desk. 
 
    Bill came in and closed the door behind him. He looked tired.  
 
    “Have a seat, Bill. How are you doing?” 
 
    He sat and shrugged. “Ready to get back to work.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. We have our work cut out for us. I think I’ve found where the anarchists are hiding.” 
 
    His expression changed, and he became instantly more alert. “Oh?” 
 
    “Pickering. I wondered why they hadn’t taken control of it, as well as Darlington. Now, I have my answer.” 
 
    He grunted. “Figures. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. We just got back yesterday afternoon, and I just woke up. It was a busy few days out there. Problem is, I’m not sure who to trust with the information or to help plan the assault. It’s not really in my wheelhouse.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Yeah, I can see that.” 
 
    I filled him in on the events that had taken place while he’d been taking care of his fallen brother and the scouting expedition Cindy and I had undertaken. 
 
    “Damn…I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head. “No need. You know I’m capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    “I know, still…” He shrugged. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready to be back at it, Bill? I need to know, because things are about to get more difficult, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I need to. This is what I do. Ted would never forgive me if I didn’t quit feeling sorry for myself and get back to it.” 
 
    “Good, that’s what I wanted to hear. I have a feeling I’m going to need someone watching my back.” 
 
    “You can count on me, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    We both stood and shook hands. “Glad to hear it, Bill,” I said. “Do me a favor and find Cindy and meet me outside in ten minutes. We’re going to go up to the plaza and brief Jonathan, even though I still suspect he’s involved somehow.” 
 
    Bill considered for a moment, then shook his head. “I think you’re wrong there, Mr. Smith. He always butted heads with Mr. Kent and Ms. Evans. Even more, once he got back a few years ago.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said and we headed out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, the three of us walked into the boardroom on the top floor of Scotia Plaza and found Jonathan and Colonel Hawley already seated. Hawley was just rolling up the floor plans of City Hall I’d seen him and his staff reviewing a few days ago. 
 
    “Mr. Smith. I’d been wondering when you’d turn up again,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “Why? Did you expect something foul to happen to me?” I raised an eyebrow and grinned. 
 
    “No. I just knew you were going out of the city and wasn’t sure how long you’d be.” 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” Colonel Hawley said and started to rise. 
 
    “Actually, you should hear this too, if you have a few minutes,” I said as I took a seat. 
 
    He shrugged and sat back down. “Sure. We’re not scheduled to kick off for another few hours.” 
 
    “Taking down City Hall today?” I asked as Cindy took a seat beside me, and Bill took station behind my right shoulder. 
 
    “That’s the plan. We figure the process will take the better part of the day, into the evening.” 
 
    I launched into detailing the findings of our scouting mission, though I did leave out the Teledyne extraction team’s existence. I figured I’d keep that ace up my sleeve. 
 
    Jonathan sighed and rubbed his face with his hands. “Dammit. It all makes sense now.” 
 
    “What does?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d pushed for taking Pickering, but they always said it would be a waste of resources since we already controlled Darlington.” 
 
    “They could make dirty bombs from what they could access there, if they have the knowhow,” Hawley said. 
 
    “Based on the demolition at Port Lands, let’s assume they do. The stakes just went up,” I said. “They’ve had it for a while, so I don’t consider it any more urgent today than it would have been yesterday. I’d say proceed with setting the mayor up, and then we’ll figure something out. It’ll give me time to think.” 
 
    Hawley nodded and stood. “Good enough. I’ll be off then.” 
 
    As he left, Jonathan stared at the table. “Mr. Smith, could I have a few minutes alone with you?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Sure. Cindy, Bill, I’ll meet you at the elevators when we’re done.” 
 
    Cindy stood and went to the door, but Bill looked down at me. “Sir?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Bill,” I said and winked at him. 
 
    He nodded. “Whatever you say.” He and Cindy left the boardroom and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Jonathan pulled a folder from a briefcase he set on the table and slid it across to me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I said as I opened the folder. 
 
    “I decided to go through some of the files on operations Bethany organized a few decades ago, some of which I’d never been briefed on, and found that.” 
 
    I frowned and looked down at the file. Clipped to the front page was a picture of my family. Me, my wife, and my son. I licked my lips and slid the photo aside. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears as I read the details of the operation that had killed my family. I had always figured I had been the target, and they were collateral, but I was wrong. Bethany had come up with an operation specifically to kill them. The file went on to detail how they obtained the intelligence on their identities. It had come from Kaleb Campbell, the brother of the man who had tried to kill me my first night in the plaza.  
 
    I closed the folder and worked to control my breathing and my rage.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Smith. It’s not an op I knew anything about. I never went after family like that,” Jonathan said quietly. “You were the boogeyman in the sector. The one everyone was afraid of. But we could never find you. She took matters into her own hands.” 
 
    “She’s incredibly lucky I didn’t find this out before she was killed,” I said, almost in a whisper. I saw Jonathan shiver, like a chill went up his spine, from the edge of my vision. 
 
    I stood slowly and picked up the folder. I glanced over at Jonathan with a look that made him sit back a little further in his chair, before I walked out of the room to the elevators. 
 
    Cindy was at the window, but Bill saw me coming. He took one look at my face and muttered, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said quietly. 
 
    “What happened? What’s wrong?” Cindy asked and walked toward me. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not the time, Miss Todd.” 
 
    She looked at Bill, and he simply shook his head as he hit the down button. The elevator opened immediately, and he ushered Cindy in and waited for me. 
 
    I walked onto the elevator and turned to face the doors as they closed, the folder gripped firmly in my hand. 
 
    When the door opened on the first floor, we walked out, and I paused. “Bill. There’s a list of names on the last page of this report. I want you to find out if any of them are still alive, and if so, where they are.” I held the folder out. 
 
    He took it hesitantly. “What is this?” 
 
    “Just do it. I need to be alone for a while.” I turned and walked out before Cindy could object or offer to come with me. Sometimes you need that in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several hours of walking around the area, mostly down by the shore of Lake Ontario, I went back to the school. Bill waited for me outside my office, and I gestured for him to follow me in. He did, closed the door behind him, and put the folder on my desk as I sat down. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Everyone on the list is either known dead, or MIA. No idea where they might be,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks for checking.” 
 
    “Look, Mr. Smith…” 
 
    I held up a hand. “Don’t. I don’t need any more apologies or sympathy. Let’s just focus on what’s ahead. Any news on the efforts at City Hall?” 
 
    “Still in progress. Seems to be going smoothly though. I haven’t heard any gunfire at least.” 
 
    “All right. Once they’re done, and the mayor has moved in, I want a meeting set up. Jonathan, Mayor Evans, Colonel Hawley, Cindy, Donald, Nathan, and David. And you, of course. We’re going to eliminate the anarchists once and for all. Let’s shoot for first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    He shifted on his feet. “We’re going to assault a nuclear power plant?” He sounded unsure. 
 
    “Yes. Do you have a problem with that?” I looked up and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    His eyes widened for a moment, and he shook his head. “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Get it set up, please. I don’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith…Cindy, she’s pretty worried.” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes. “Did you tell her what’s in here?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not my place, but…” he shrugged, “she looks at you as a father figure, you know? And the look on your face when you left…well, she’s worried.” 
 
    “It’s not me she needs to be worried about,” I said. 
 
    “So, you want me to tell her not to bother you?”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, it’s okay, tell her to come on in.” 
 
    He nodded and left.  
 
    A few minutes later, Cindy walked in and sat down. The concern was clear in her expression. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I tapped the folder. “This contains the details of the operation carried out by Obsidian to assassinate my wife and son.” 
 
    She gasped, and her eyes grew wide. “Oh…I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “It’s in the past, and none of the people who carried it out are within my reach, lucky for them. So we move forward. Clear?” 
 
    She nodded. “If you say so.” She stood up and walked around the desk to look down at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Stand up,” she said. 
 
    I opened my mouth to object, and she stomped her foot. “Dammit! Think about someone other than yourself!” 
 
    I blinked, pushed my chair back, and stood up. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me, buried her face in my chest, and started to cry. I hesitantly hugged her back and laid my cheek on top of her head. I closed my eyes and thought about the last time I’d hugged my son and wife. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long we stood there, but at some point, she stepped back and wiped her eyes. “Thanks,” she said and left the office. 
 
    I sat down and looked at the folder. I didn’t feel sadness; I felt rage all over again. I’d already done my grieving. Now, I wanted to get my hands on just one of the assholes who had done this and show them what true pain really was. 
 
    Instead, I turned my attention to the anarchists. I grabbed my laptop and studied detailed blueprints of Pickering for the rest of the day. 
 
    Just as I was about to call it a night, Bill knocked once on the door and stuck his head in. 
 
    “Come on in,” I said and closed the laptop. 
 
    He stepped inside. “Just wanted to let you know, they got City Hall completely cleared, no casualties. They’re escorting the mayor there now. Everyone will be in the council chamber in the morning as requested.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks, Bill. Get some rest.” 
 
    He nodded and left.  
 
    Well, I thought, that’s one thing that’s gone as planned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Bill, Cindy, and I headed toward City Hall. Bill told me the rest would meet us there. The clouds had moved out, and the sun shone brightly on the snow, which was barely disturbed. The trek to City Hall took a while through the snow, but we eventually made our way inside, past two uniformed guards.  
 
    Inside, it was comfortable, so apparently the power here was working well. Interestingly, the interior didn’t look like it had been as completely trashed as I had expected. Mayor Evans stood outside an open door and waved us over. 
 
    We walked into what must have been one of the committee rooms. Jonathan, Colonel Hawley, Donald, Nathan, and David were all waiting for us in their seats at a U-shaped table. We took our seats, and the mayor closed the door and sat down. 
 
    “I expected the place to be in much worse shape,” I said. 
 
    Mayor Evans nodded. “So did I. Apparently everything was locked up so tightly, and there wasn’t really much in here, that it was left alone.” 
 
    “The glass is all ballistic and shatter-proof. You’d have to hit it with a car to get through it, and every entry door was locked. Thankfully, the mayor still had his keys, so we didn’t have to break in,” Hawley said.  
 
    “The main buildings?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re pretty much in the shape you’d expect,” Hawley said. “We’ve got information on everyone that’s living in them though.” 
 
    “Nicely done. Now, for the reason I asked you all here. I know where the anarchists are hiding out,” I said. 
 
    Eyebrows went up around the table.  
 
    “Are you going to make us guess?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    “Pickering,” I said and leaned back in my chair. 
 
    “The nuclear plant?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “The very same. And, I know they have at least one motorboat and fuel for it. No idea what else they have.” 
 
    “Great, so not only do they have explosives, and someone who knows how to use them, they have access to radioactive material,” Donald said. 
 
    “As long as they have the proper equipment, which would have been stored at the station, and knowledge of how to handle it without getting killed, then yes, they have that access,” I said. 
 
    “Shit,” David said. 
 
    “What is your recommendation, Mr. Smith?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid this is not within the scope of my primary mission set. You want me to disarm a nuke? That, I can do. You want me to assault a nuclear facility? Not my specialty. We have to leave that planning to the colonel.” 
 
    Mayor Evans turned and looked expectantly at Colonel Hawley. 
 
    “Hell, you can’t expect me to come up with a plan on the spot. If we still had the vehicles, it would be one thing, but going in on foot and not knowing what they have?” He shook his head. “I’m going to have to send out recon scouts to watch the place for a few days and see what they can find out. Maybe even have someone sneak inside the perimeter and poke around.” 
 
    “Who the hell would be crazy enough to do that?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “I will,” Cindy said. 
 
    “Whoa there, ma’am,” Hawley said. “I’ve got troops who are trained in recon. They can handle it.” 
 
    “And my dad used to take me deer and moose hunting. I know how to move quietly and avoid being seen,” she said. 
 
    Hawley looked to me for help, and I shrugged. “Don’t look at me. She’s right. Those skills translate well to scouting a facility. This is an outside-the-box situation. Maybe we need out-of-the box thinking. Besides,” I said and leaned forward to look Hawley in the eyes, “I trust her. I don’t know your recon scouts.” 
 
    “You want to send a little girl to do a soldier’s work? Fine, but I can’t guarantee her safety,” Hawley said. 
 
    “I’m sitting right here, you chauvinistic ass,” Cindy said and stared at him. 
 
    I managed to stifle the laugh that wanted to come. David was not so restrained and snorted, which he badly tried to turn into a cough. Donald bit his lower lip, and Nathan did the same. Mayor Evans was stunned into silence and sat there with his mouth open. 
 
    For his part, Jonathan looked at me and grinned, then gave me a nod. 
 
    Colonel Hawley cleared his throat. “That’s not what I meant, Miss Todd. I have soldiers that have the training to move through buildings without detection and egress without raising alarms.” 
 
    Cindy narrowed her eyes at him but seemed somewhat mollified. 
 
    “There is another option…” Hawley said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    “We have a stockpile of chemical weapons. We could saturate the facility. No one would get out alive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We don’t know the state of the weapons. I know they’re binary, but time could have modified the structure. The chemicals could make their way into the lake, which is our drinking water.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Smith on this one,” Jonathan said. “If an initial assault fails, then maybe we consider that, but not as a first option.” 
 
    Mayor Evans nodded. “Yes, that seems…extreme.” 
 
    Hawley shrugged. “It’s just an option. I’d prefer not to use them either.” 
 
    “Okay, so what is your plan, Colonel?” Evans asked. 
 
    “Like I said, we need to recon the area for a few days. I’ll send out enough teams to get eyes on all aspects. That way we can learn their patrol timing, and hopefully get eyes on any heavy weapons or equipment they have. We also do need to try to get someone inside…” his voice trailed off. 
 
     I sighed as all eyes turned to me. I put my hands up in a surrender gesture. “I’ll leave this to you, Colonel. I have to say, I’ll feel better if someone I trust is involved, given that I’m not sure how deep the rot from Bethany and Jeremy goes, but this type of operation isn’t really my expertise.” 
 
    Hawley rubbed his chin as he considered. “Okay, Miss Todd, you can come along, but understand that you need to follow the orders of my soldiers.” 
 
    She looked at me, and I gave a short nod. “Okay, Colonel. You got it,” she said. 
 
    I filled the colonel in on the areas where we’d encountered resistance on the way out and back, and which areas I knew would be safe to move through. As we stood over a map of the area, we heard a familiar sound—explosions. 
 
    “What now?” I grumbled and ran outside, followed by everyone other than the mayor, who dove under the table. 
 
    Once we got outside, we looked around and initially saw nothing. Once we got past the taller City Hall building, we saw it. Smoke rising from the east. 
 
    Simultaneously, Colonel Hawley and I said, “The bridges.” 
 
    I frowned. “That means you’ll have to go through Port Lands to get over there, and they’ll know that.” 
 
    “Any chance they know you were scouting?” Hawley asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “They didn’t come after us, but we covered a lot of ground. There’s always a chance they had scouts watching to report back.” 
 
    “This complicates things,” Hawley said. 
 
    “It doesn’t change the mission, Colonel,” Jonathan said. 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll get it done. I’d better get back and start planning. Miss Todd, if you’re going to be part of this mission, you need to come along so you’re fully aware of the whole operation.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. 
 
    We all went back inside and put on our cold weather gear before we parted ways. 
 
    I walked with Bill, Donald, David, and Nathan as far as Scotia Plaza, then veered off inside with Bill. Jonathan had stayed back to talk to the mayor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We received confirmation on the way in that several of the bridges over the Don River had been demolished. In my mind, I calculated the amount of explosives that would take and the time it would have taken to plant them, and I didn’t like the result. 
 
    In my apartment in the plaza, while Bill stood guard outside the door, I packed some winter camouflage to take over to the school. While I was packing, the computer I had set up beeped several times. 
 
    I frowned and sat down. It was a system I hadn’t used in over 20 years. A secure and encrypted messaging system Teledyne had buried in the satellites we used. While I had been in my bunker, I hadn’t even enabled it. This was an operation-built laptop, so it must have automatically turned on when I connected to the satellites on my last visit to the bunker. 
 
    I sat down, logged into the system, and read the message. It was Dax.
  
 
    >Theta: Was that you? 
 
    >Smith: Negative. AL. Bridges down. 
 
    >Theta: Ack. Recon result? 
 
    >Smith: AL at Pickering NGF. 
 
    >Theta: Plan? 
 
    >Smith: Military Recon ~48 hrs. Todd accompany. 
 
    >Theta: Want eyes on? 
 
    >Smith: Affirm. Confidence level low. 
 
    >Theta: Wilco. Out. 
 
      
 
    I locked the computer and leaned back in my chair. At least someone I could trust would be able to keep an eye on things. I had a bad feeling about Cindy going with them, but I also wanted her involved. If nothing else, the training would be good for her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next two weeks were fairly slow for me, which was a nice change of pace. The recon team set out through Port Lands to get over to Pickering, and I spent the time sharpening my knives, cleaning my guns, and performing other routine maintenance tasks I hadn’t had time to get to recently. Other than that, I waited. Waiting can be restful in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting in my office in the school about two weeks after the recon team left and thinking about my next move after the anarchists were dealt with, when the laptop beeped. 
 
    I sat up and quickly logged in. 
 
      
 
    >Theta: Recon complete. Force RTB. Todd captured. 
 
    >Smith: Captured? Explain. 
 
    >Theta: 2 scouts internal. 1 KIA, Todd captured alive. 
 
    >Smith: Ack. Out. 
 
      
 
    I logged out and closed my eyes as I leaned back in my chair. Captured, not killed. Why? I planned to have a long chat with Colonel Hawley when he returned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Bill knocked on the door and opened it, which had become the norm if he had something to tell me. “They’re back,” he said. 
 
    I nodded and slid my jacket on as I stood. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We walked out and headed for City Hall. The plan was for Colonel Hawley to report there after the mission was complete to deliver his briefing, no matter when he got back. Since I wasn’t ready to let anyone know about the team I had contact with, no one else knew what I knew, and I had to play dumb or give away my edge. Thankfully, not revealing everything I knew was part of my training. 
 
    Once again, we met in a committee room. The mayor and Jonathan were already there and seated, Bill and I arrived about five minutes before Colonel Hawley. After a quick round of greetings, the rest of us took our seats. 
 
    “Well,” Colonel Hawley began, “first, I should address who isn’t here. I’m afraid Miss Todd was captured doing recon inside the wire.” 
 
    I stared daggers at him and clenched my jaw. “Explain.” 
 
    “We had the facility under observation for two days and had their exterior patrol routines down. They follow a set schedule. Once we were comfortable with that, we sent in Miss Todd and Specialist Aman Raj, with Aman in the lead. They were to enter together, then split up once inside the facility.” 
 
    He paused, and we all nodded our understanding. 
 
    “About 10 minutes after they entered, they both ran out. Specialist Raj was shot in the back. Miss Todd was a bit behind him and was tackled and hauled inside forcibly. They also retrieved Aman’s body and took it inside.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Why would they not shoot her as well?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I honestly have no idea.” 
 
    I grunted. 
 
    “Okay, how did the rest of the mission go?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Smooth as silk. They have recon positions all over the place, but I don’t think we were spotted. If we were, they didn’t show any indication. Taking that place is not going to be easy. Maybe if we still had our vehicles, but without them, I just don’t know. There’s a lot of risk there. Buildings like that were built to keep what’s inside in, and what’s outside out.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying you can’t do it?” I asked. 
 
    “No, Mr. Smith, I’m just saying it’s going to be difficult and messy, and there will be losses. There is also the incredibly high risk of radiation exposure to my team and the local area.” 
 
    “How high is that risk, Mr. Smith?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    I pondered for a moment as I continued to stare at Hawley. “There are a lot of unknowns,” I said. “How much material is still on site? Are there any leaks in the structure? Have they managed to extract any of the nuclear material and weaponize it? Lastly, do they have a last resort option to blow the entire facility if it looks like they’re going to lose?” 
 
    Everyone sat back in their chairs, considering the possibilities. I thought about them as well. Cutting the head off the snake obviously didn’t work, as it had been done twice in succession, and they were still organized. They were in an entrenched position that they’d probably had at least a decade to fortify.  
 
    “What if we isolate them and wait them out?” Mayor Evans asked. 
 
    “And leave Miss Todd to die?” I asked and shifted my glare to him. 
 
    “Oh, right…” his voice drifted off. 
 
    “Face it, Smith. She’s already dead,” Hawley said. 
 
    I turned my gaze back to Colonel Hawley and slowly rose from my chair. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Bill muttered and stood quickly. 
 
    “I’ll handle this my own way,” I said and walked out, with Bill behind me. 
 
    “So, umm…what exactly are you going to do?” Bill asked once we were outside and walking back toward the center of downtown. 
 
    “Get Miss Todd back, and eliminate the anarchists. Though at this point, I don’t think that’s what they are. That was a name used to create fear. I’m not sure what their endgame is, but it’s not total destruction. If it were, the explosives they’ve used would have been dirty with radioactive material. Plus, I’ve seen them in the PATH. They could have blown up central Toronto any time they wanted, but they haven’t. There’s something else going on, but I’m not sure what, and that bothers me.” 
 
    “Maybe that is the plan, but they’re just waiting for the right time?” 
 
    “Okay, Bill, let’s say you’re right. What’s the right time?”  
 
    We walked quietly while we both thought. 
 
    “This is going to sound weird,” Bill said. 
 
    “Nothing about this isn’t weird. Go ahead,” I said. 
 
    “There’s a solar eclipse coming up. I’m not sure exactly when, but I was always kind of into astronomy as a hobby. Some people think there’s something spiritual about eclipses.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t think that’s crazy at all. It’s as good as anything else, and it makes a certain amount of sense. Eclipses are a renewal.” 
 
    He glanced sideways at me. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” I said. “Before I take this next step, I need to know if you’re in or not. I have resources I can use, but they’re a last resort kind of thing. And no one else can know about them.” 
 
    “Think we’ll be able to rescue Cindy and deal with the anarchists?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll reach out and make sure they’re willing. Then we’ll need a group of people we can trust, which means not Colonel Hawley or any of his people.” 
 
    “Defense Force?” Bill asked. 
 
    “That’s my thought,” I said as we walked into the school building. “I need a few minutes.” 
 
    He nodded and stood outside my office door after I walked in and sat down. I powered up the laptop and logged into the secure messaging system. 
 
      
 
    >Smith: Ready for action? 
 
    >Theta: What’s the task? 
 
    >Smith: Infiltrate PNGF. Rescue Todd. Eliminate all hostiles. 
 
    >Theta: We’re active. When? 
 
    >Smith: Soon. Inventory status? 
 
    >Theta: Full load. 5 spares. 
 
    >Smith: Will need them. 
 
    >Theta: Ack. 
 
    >Smith: Out. 
 
      
 
    I logged out and leaned back in my chair. I was about to ask people to volunteer for what was almost certainly a suicide mission, but I didn’t see another alternative. At least Dax had enough good gear to outfit five more people in addition to his team. 
 
    “Bill!” I called so he could hear me through the door. “Come in here!” 
 
    Bill came in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Okay, I have room for five people. I know I want Donald, David, and Nathan. So, two more. I assume you have your own gear?” 
 
    He nodded. “Oh, sure. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Good. Get the three of them in here. Hopefully they’ll have suggestions for the other two. I don’t care if they’re on duty, I want them in here ASAP.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” he said and left my office. 
 
    While he was gone, I pulled up the blueprints of the Pickering facility and started planning the infiltration. I didn’t have to kill them all, I just had to get to the control room. Then I’d own the facility. 
 
    About a half-hour later, Bill knocked on the door, then stuck his head in. I glanced up and waved him in. He came in with Donald, David, and Nathan, and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Welcome, gentlemen. Before we begin, here’s the overview of what I plan to do. This will be a volunteer-only mission. So, if you don’t wish to participate, that’s fine. And, I won’t hold it against you, understood?” I asked. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to take a small team, infiltrate the Pickering Nuclear Generation Facility, rescue Miss Todd, who has been taken by the anarchists, and take control of the facility. In the process, we’ll kill anyone who gets in our way, no questions asked. If any of you have a problem with that, you may leave now, as long as you give me your word that you’ll keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Donald, David, and Nathan looked at each other, as if to see if anyone was going to leave, then they all sat down and waited. 
 
    “Okay. Before we get into the details, I have room for two more people on the team, and only two. I’ll explain why once we’re all assembled. Any recommendations?” I asked. 
 
    “What skills are needed?” David asked. 
 
    “Good question,” I said. “Stealth, both outdoors and in, marksmanship, and the ability to adapt in any situation.” 
 
    “Rachel and Logan,” Nathan said without hesitation. 
 
    David nodded. 
 
    “Not sure I know them,” Donald said. 
 
    “The twins,” David said. 
 
    “Ohhhh. Right. Yeah, they’re good,” Donald said. 
 
    “Bill, are you familiar with them?” I asked. 
 
    Bill nodded. “They’re here in the school.” 
 
    “Go get them.” 
 
    He left the office and came back with two people who looked nearly identical. 
 
    David stood up and shook their hands. “Rachel, Logan, meet Mr. Smith.”  
 
    I nodded. “I’ve seen you around. Welcome to the party.” 
 
    “Soooooo, what party did we just join?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “I’m about to explain. Have a seat.” 
 
    They sat as instructed. 
 
    “Now, as I’ve already told the rest. Our mission is to take over a facility where the anarchists are basing themselves, rescue Miss Todd, and eliminate the anarchists once and for all,” I said. 
 
    “They’ve got Cindy?! Oh, hell no! We’re in!” Logan said. 
 
    Rachel nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Here’s the plan,” I said and proceeded to lay out what I had in mind. I left out the details about the extraction team, but I did tell them I would have equipment for them to use. 
 
    “Any questions?” I asked after I had finished. 
 
    They all looked overwhelmed. “Why don’t we leave this to the military?” David asked. 
 
    “Simple,” I said. “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “If there are no more questions, get some rest. We leave at first light.” 
 
    I cleared the maps from my computer and logged back into the messaging platform. When they were still sitting there after a moment, I glanced up at Bill. 
 
    “You heard the man, get some rest,” Bill said and started ushering them out. 
 
    “You get some rest too, Bill,” I said. 
 
    He nodded and closed the door behind him after they left. 
 
      
 
    >Smith: Set. Meet PM. Lake Shore & Leslie. 
 
    >Theta: Ack. Will bring gear. 
 
    >Smith: Ack. Out. 
 
      
 
    I logged out and closed the laptop. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I considered what I had set in motion. Tomorrow would begin either the end of the anarchists…or my own end in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, the team met outside the school, and we walked south to Lake Shore Boulevard and turned east. I expected some resistance, but there was none; and then I realized why. I grinned to myself as I caught glimpses of a few of the extraction team members mirroring our progress on either side of us. I doubted anyone else noticed. If they did, they didn’t say anything. 
 
    After a bit over an hour, we made it to the corner I had indicated, and I was surprised. Sitting in the intersection was a LAV-VI infantry fighting vehicle. The rear hatch was open and waiting. I grinned at Dax, who leaned against the side of the vehicle, smoking a cigar.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” he said. 
 
    I chuckled and shook his hand. “Yes, well, we had to walk.” 
 
    The rest of the extraction team emerged from around us, which caused my team to circle up and aim their weapons. 
 
    “It’s okay, they’re with us. Besides, they’d kill you before you realized it,” I said. 
 
    Dax and I introduced our teams to each other. Everyone on my team, except Bill, was a bit confused at being introduced to numbers, rather than names. 
 
    “That’s how our extraction teams work,” I said. “Get used to it. They probably wouldn’t respond to their real names, which no, I don’t know, if they heard them.” 
 
    Three nodded. “Pretty much. I haven’t heard it in decades.” 
 
    “Weird,” Rachel said. 
 
    Three shrugged. “We’re used to it.” 
 
    “Your gear’s in the LAV,” Dax said. “Everyone suit up.” 
 
    David walked around to look inside the vehicle. “Holy shit!” 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    “There’s a setup for everyone. Get into the camo and body armor. Trade out your weapons for what’s there, unless you are better with what you have or can’t handle what we have for you,” Dax said. 
 
    There was a good bit of ‘ooohing’ and ‘ahhhing’ over the brand-new body armor and weapons. 
 
    “Hell of a stash. I didn’t think you’d have a vehicle,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. “I like to keep an ace up my sleeve.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did. This’ll help. A lot.” 
 
    He gestured me over to the side of the road where we could talk in private. 
 
    “Your team up for it?” He asked. 
 
    “Bill is an Agent, so he’s solid. He’ll stick with me. The rest are proven, and I trust them, except the twins, who were recommended by people I trust. Plus, they all know Miss Todd.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “If I can get to the control room, we own the facility. I had blueprints on file…just in case.” 
 
    He grinned and nodded knowingly. 
 
    “Primary objective has to be that. Miss Todd is secondary, but I would like to get her back alive if at all possible.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You’re not…attached to someone are you?” 
 
    “She’s had a tough time, and she’s damn good,” I said. 
 
    “Uh huh. Okay, you focus on the control room. My team will do what we do best.” 
 
    I nodded and we rejoined the rest of the team, who had just finished getting into the new gear. 
 
    “Okay, everyone ready?” Dax asked. 
 
    A round of nods was his response. 
 
    “Okay, let’s take over a nuclear power plant!” He grinned. 
 
    Everyone loaded up. We closed the rear hatch, and we were off to Pickering. 
 
    Along the way, after everyone put on headsets that were wired into the vehicle, I briefed them on the details of the plan. From memory, I described the layout of the facility from several entrances. There were a lot of buildings to be cleared with such a small team, but everyone had their role. 
 
    I knew exactly where the control room was, and Bill and I would go there. The members of my team from the Defense Force would run interference until we got there, and then assist with maintaining security. The extraction team would work on finding Cindy, which was the harder mission, but they were trained for it. 
 
    Dax added that they had spotted scouts away from the facility at a few locations, but he had a plan to eliminate them. The downside was that the anarchists had working radios, which meant once we took out the first scout, they would know someone was coming. 
 
    We would not have the element of surprise, but our approach and numbers might just tip the balance. Our hope was that they would expect a large assault, rather than a small team infiltration. That’s where the LAV would come in. 
 
    There was ammunition for the 25 mm chain gun mounted on top of the vehicle, so that would be the big, loud, distraction. The driver had us up near the top speed of the vehicle, right around 100 miles per hour, so the trip didn’t take long. We stopped about two miles short of the facility and unloaded most of the team. The vehicle would continue with the extraction team, who would deal with the scouts, and then move to their point of entry. 
 
    Bill and I both carried large packs on our backs, which contained specialized equipment for breaching heavy steel doors, like the kind we would encounter in the facility. I also equipped each person with a simple radiation detection badge. I hoped they wouldn’t be necessary, but I wouldn’t put anything past these people. 
 
    The kits provided by Dax included advanced gas masks with integrated multi-spectral vision displays. Those would go on as soon as we got inside, just in case, since everyone was also equipped with canisters of CS gas, a potent tear gas used in the past for riot control. The masks also had an integrated radio system, so we were all in constant contact. 
 
    Lastly, everyone, including me, would be carrying an H&K UMP submachine gun with an advanced suppression system. It was the preferred weapon of the extraction teams, since the .45 ACP round was subsonic, which resulted in less noise when fired.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We moved to within sight of the facility and waited. David was on point with a laser cutter, also provided by Dax, which he would use to cut through the fence around the facility like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    I heard two clicks from the radio. That meant the anarchists’ scouts had been eliminated. It was also the signal for what happened next. 
 
    I heard, then watched, the LAV speed down the road and through the barricades into the facility’s perimeter. The 25 mm chain gun immediately opened fire along the roof line. I saw three sentries fall because they failed to take cover. 
 
    Within seconds, the LAV started taking fire, but none of it was effective…yet. While they were focusing on the vehicle, we made our move. 
 
    David led the way up to the fence and cut through. The cutter worked as promised, and we got through in less than a minute. On this side of the building, there was only one service door. Bill and I took the lead on the other side of the fence and ran to the door at top speed, which left the rest of the team slightly behind.  
 
    Once we were all stacked up, I waited another minute. I expected at least a few people to come out to secure the side, but no one did. I pulled a breaching charge from Bill’s pack and placed it around the lock. It would blow away the door around the lock and allow it to open freely. 
 
    “West entry in three, two, one,” I broadcast over the radio and triggered the explosive. It was relatively quiet compared to the continued chattering of the 25 mm bursts from the vehicle.  
 
    I pulled an extension mirror from a pocket and used it to look around the corner. I saw rifles poking out from around corners on the left and right of a four-way intersection. They had good positions and weren’t exposing themselves. 
 
    I looked back and used hand signals to indicate what I’d seen, and Bill handed me a CS gas grenade. I pulled the pin and cooked it off for two seconds, then threw it. The grenade had a three-second delay, so it went off as soon as it hit the ground in the hallway. I put out the mirror again and noticed the rifles were still there. 
 
    “No good, they have masks,” I said. 
 
    Bill handed me an incendiary grenade, and I considered. One of the things about CS was that it was incredibly flammable. Even if the gas didn’t take them down, they were now coated in flammable, fine powder. The downside was that burning CS resulted in hydrogen cyanide. With those CS grenades, a fire would also release hydrogen chloride and chlorine.  
 
    I debated for a few seconds and decided that the odds of them having Cindy this close to an entrance were low, so I threw the second grenade. Two seconds later, a jet of fire and smoke blew out of the door, and I heard screaming. I waited for several minutes, until the screaming stopped, then gave the go signal.  
 
    We streamed through the door in a tight line. Once we arrived at the four-way intersection, I took the left side, Bill took the right, and the rest covered the front and back. I looked left and right and saw four people in smoldering body armor. Some were still on fire but were dead. 
 
    “Watch your uniforms; don’t let any of this get on your skin. As of now, the air can kill you,” I said on our team channel. 
 
    “Building One clear, five eliminated. Moving to Building Two.” Two said on the radio. They’d cleared the administration building, which was the farthest out. I didn’t expect Cindy to be there, but it needed to be cleared. 
 
    We heard two loud explosions from outside, which I had expected. Likely RPGs to take out the LAV. 
 
    On cue, Dax’s voice came over the radio. “LAV is down, no casualties.” 
 
    I motioned forward, and we continued straight down the hallway. While the facility was a warren of hallways, the path to the control room was fairly straightforward. Just a few turns, though it was a lot of distance to cover. Most of the building, itself, was nearly half a mile wide and two stories tall. What we were after was right in the center. I expected mounting resistance as we progressed, and I was not disappointed. 
 
    We moved without encountering anyone for a while, but that stopped suddenly when we reached another layer of internal security. It was another door that would have to be breached, and I could see a prepared defensive position on the other side of it through what I had to assume was a ballistic glass window.  
 
    “This won’t be easy; they’ve got riot shields set up on top of sandbags, and it’s the only way in,” I said. 
 
    “No problem,” Bill said. “You didn’t look all the way through our packs of goodies.” 
 
    He took his pack off and set it down. From the inside, he pulled a satchel charge. I recognized the model. It contained C-4, and it would certainly do the job. I held out my hand, and he shook his head and moved around the corner to the door. 
 
    They must have seen him move, because I saw the people on the other side aim their weapons. Shit, this was going to be ugly. 
 
    I looked around to make sure the rest of the team had their eyes everywhere else so we weren’t taken by surprise. Now that the anarchists knew exactly where we were, I had no doubt there were more on the way. 
 
    Bill set the breaching charge and blew it immediately. As soon as the door opened, the anarchists fired and pinned him down. I leaned around the corner and fired a few bursts from my UMP to get their attention. Once a few of them turned their focus to me, Bill armed and threw a second breaching charge around the edge of the door. It slid perfectly and bumped up against the sandbags right before it exploded. 
 
    The concussive force in the closed space made me wince as the compression, as well as the sound, hit my ears. I once again leaned around the corner and started firing. There were still several of them up and active, but the barricade was gone. The door had been blown off its hinges by the force and was lying on the floor. 
 
    What really concerned me was that Bill wasn’t moving, but I had to focus. I took down two of the three remaining targets before my mag ran dry, and I had to pull back to change out. 
 
    David pulled on my arm. “You’re hit!” 
 
    He pointed at my arm, and there was a hole clean through. There was blood, but not enough that I was concerned about an artery being hit. I waved him off, but he pulled on me again.  
 
    “Dammit, let us do our jobs!” he yelled into the radio and stared at me through the face shield of his mask.  
 
    I stared at him for a moment, then nodded. I moved to the back of the formation and took a knee to quickly wrap my arm. 
 
    Rachel backed up a few steps, then ran and suddenly jumped. She crossed the hallway doing a front handspring and landed solidly on her feet on the other side. Then she turned around and started firing from the corner, while her brother, Logan, fired from the near side.  
 
    I shook my head and stared for a minute. I’d never seen anything like it, but it was certainly effective. I was most impressed that she could do it while wearing body armor and carrying her weapons. 
 
    A few seconds later, Rachel transmitted. “Clear. Moving up to check on Bill.” 
 
    The entire team moved up to the next intersection, and I stood over Rachel and Bill. Rachel had knelt down to check his vitals. She looked up and shook her head. That didn’t make sense, so I knelt down beside her, and then I saw it. Something had found its way to his unarmored throat and blown straight through his neck. 
 
    “Incoming!” Nathan suddenly shouted, and we were under fire from multiple directions. 
 
    It was chaotic as reinforcements arrived from the direction we had just cleared at the same time as more anarchists came at us from the other three directions. We were, quite literally, surrounded. 
 
    Grenades started flying, and all I could do was focus on one direction…forward. This wasn’t my kind of fight, but I wasn’t ready to die just yet. 
 
    After what felt like an hour, but was probably more like two minutes, silence fell as I shot the last anarchist who was still a threat. I looked around to check on the rest of the team and found that I was basically alone. Nathan and Donald were both down with wounds to the head. Rachel and Logan were alive…barely. They were holding onto each other, but the armor on their chests had taken such a beating, they had collapsed. Pools of blood were forming under them, and they were going to be gone soon as well. There was nothing I could do. 
 
    I checked on David last. He pushed himself up to a sitting position as he peeled his mask off and coughed up blood. I knelt down beside him and sighed as I put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry, David,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head. “Just make sure Carolyn and Junior are taken care of?” 
 
    I nodded. “You got it.” 
 
    He grinned. “Give ‘em hell, Mr. Smith.” He pulled two grenades off of his belt and pulled the pins. 
 
    I gave him another pat on the shoulder and moved deeper into the facility. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I moved up the hallway a bit toward the control room and ducked into an office to evaluate my equipment. I took my pack off and set it down. I still had several breaching charges, of which I would only need one more, and multiple explosive charges of varying sizes.  
 
    As for weapons, I had one spare magazine left for my UMP and a half-full one loaded. I also had three mags, plus a full mag already loaded, for the 9mm I carried. I debated leaving the pack of explosives behind but decided they might come in handy, if only as diversions. 
 
    Since I felt like I had a little breathing room, I used it. I moved back and set quite a few booby traps at various corners and doorways. They were as random as I could make them and didn’t indicate any particular path. They were just there to kill anarchists and slow down anyone they didn’t kill. Even if a trap was found and disarmed, it would make a person slow down, because they would assume there might be a trap around every corner. 
 
    As I was about to move on, I heard two explosions from behind me—the grenades David had held. I frowned and moved on toward the control room. I paused now and then to trap a random door or hallway until I finally reached the door to the control room. I was surprised not to find guards outside it. I carefully looked through the small, head-sized, portal window and saw why. 
 
    Sitting in the central control chair was Cindy. There were five men and women in the room, using consoles as cover, with weapons pointed at the door. There was a sixth man standing behind her, holding a knife to her throat. Even if I were to shoot and kill him instantly, the odds were, that when he fell, he would slice her throat open. 
 
    “Smith here, how do you read?” I said into the all band broadcast. 
 
    The only response was static. I had expected that, this deep into a building like this, but it was worth a try. So, it was me against six armed anarchists. There was only one entrance to the room, so they knew where I had to come from. 
 
    I considered my options. First, I could set aside my desire to rescue her and take the room. I had little doubt that I could kill them all, in one way or another. They were counting on the fact that I wanted her alive. Second, I could move back toward the exterior far enough to get a radio signal to bring in the extraction team, which ran the risk of getting me killed. Lastly, I could wait and hope they’d get impatient or the extraction team made it to me, but given the number of buildings they had to clear, that would be hours.  
 
    “Is that you, Mr. Smith? Do come in!” a muffled voice from the other side of the door yelled. 
 
    I frowned. Great. Not only do they know I’m here, they figured out who I am. Maybe I shouldn’t have sent that warning. 
 
    I tried the doorknob, and it turned in my hand. I pulled the door open but stayed out of sight. “You know who I am. To whom am I speaking?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me Star.” 
 
    “Oh, good grief. One of those,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, one of those. Do come on in. I have a deal for you,” Star said. 
 
    “I’m fine out here for now, thank you. What’s your proposal?” 
 
    “Give yourself up, and we’ll let the beautiful Cindy go free. Simple as that.” 
 
    “You honestly don’t believe I’ll do that, do you?” I forced myself to chuckle. 
 
    “No, I guess not. It’ll be a shame to separate her head from the rest of her.” 
 
    “You have to know that if she dies, you definitely die. Even if you get me, I have another team of specialists on the way.” 
 
    “Oh, them…yes, they’re being kept busy. I assure you, they won’t last long.” 
 
    At that, I truly did laugh. “You have no idea who you’re up against.” This wasn’t going anywhere. The only solution I could think of was a precision shot to Star’s right elbow to collapse his arm. That was the only way to get the knife away from Cindy’s neck. The problem would be that then I would have to continue shooting until they were all dead, or they might take her out just for spite. 
 
    There was no doubt that, in that time, I’d be hit at least once, and my mission to take over the facility might become a failure.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths to focus myself as I set the UMP aside and drew my 9mm. I visualized where I had seen the anarchists and saw each shot hit home in my mind’s eye. 
 
    I took in another deep breath and wheeled around the corner as I pulled the trigger. It felt like the entire thing was in slow motion. I went through the motions I had practiced in my mind and fired six times, then time went back to normal. 
 
    My knees buckled, and I controlled myself down to my knees and remained upright. I was right, they’d fired just as fast as I had. I looked at Cindy, and she was still alive. There was a light scratch on her neck. The man who’d had the knife to her throat wasn’t done though. His right arm was useless, but he scrambled to reach across his body with his left arm to draw his sidearm, which was on his right hip. I struggled and raised my 9mm one more time and shot him between the eyes.  
 
    I was in enough pain that I wasn’t sure how many times I’d been hit, but I pushed it away and crawled forward. I holstered my gun and pulled out a combat knife to cut the zip ties that held Cindy to the chair.  
 
    She ripped the tape off of her mouth once she was free and tried to help me up. 
 
    I shook my head. “Lock the door,” I managed to get out. 
 
    She ran over to do that, and I climbed up into the chair and pulled myself up to the console. I pulled the microphone to my mouth and activated the facility-wide intercom after I cleared my throat and forced myself to sound as normal as I could. “Star is dead. Your leadership is dead. This is Mr. Smith; I now control the facility. I own the control room. Put down your weapons and surrender, or you will all die with them.” 
 
    Cindy was back at my side and helped me get the now-shattered body armor off. “You can’t die too, dammit! No! Where’s everyone else?” she basically screamed. 
 
    “Gone.” I shook my head. “Wait for Dax and the team, they’re here too. They’ll get you back.” 
 
    She shook her head and started to cry. “No! You’re not dying too!” 
 
    “Listen!” I growled. “See that David’s family is taken care of…I’m sorry.” 
 
    Then, all I knew was black. 
 
    You never knew when the end would come in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt myself wake up but kept my eyes closed. I reached for my sidearm, which wasn’t there. Neither were my clothes. I was in a bed? Then I felt a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay, you’re in the hospital,” Cindy said in a soft voice. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around quickly. The lights in the room were dim, but I could see her, Jonathan, and Dr. Adwani standing around me.  
 
    Dr. Adwani offered me a cup with a straw, which I took and drank from. Ice water…damn that felt good on my throat. 
 
    “You gave us quite a scare, Mr. Smith,” Jonathan said.  
 
    I looked at Cindy. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “the rest of the team made it, like you said they would, and got us out of there. We used one of the boats they had to get you back, and Dax carried you up here.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed when I heard Dax’s name.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mr. Smith,” Dr. Adwani said. “He introduced himself, put you in a bed, told me to mind my own business about who he was, and left. So, whatever you’re hiding is still hidden.” 
 
    “I do have questions about that,” Jonathan added. 
 
    I grinned, “I bet you do, but I’m afraid I won’t answer them.” I sat up and stretched. “So…clothes?” 
 
    “Don’t you even want to know how badly you were hurt?” Dr. Adwani asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Would it change anything?” 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. “Agents…” 
 
    “Hey, don’t ever call me that,” I said and grinned. 
 
    Jonathan chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    Cindy pointed to a duffel bag on a chair in the room. “There you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, “Now, unless you all intend to watch me get dressed…” I grinned as they filed out.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I checked myself over after they left. I only found two bullet scars, one in the arm and one in the abdomen, but based on the way my chest felt, I must have had some broken ribs, or at least bruised.  
 
    Thanks, Teledyne, I thought. I’d likely be dead if not for the specialized nanites I’d received during my Specialist training. Probably also why I was only a tiny bit sore in the chest. I was glad I’d gotten the hospital up and running. 
 
    I got dressed and put on my 9mm, which Cindy had also included in the bag, with a full magazine and two spares, and walked out of the room. 
 
    “Thanks for taking good care of me, Doc,” I said to Dr. Adwani. 
 
    “Sure thing. Thanks for getting rid of the anarchists,” she said. 
 
    “The rest of them actually surrendered after your announcement,” Cindy said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “I really didn’t expect them to.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded. “Colonel Hawley and his unit have secured the facility to make sure no one can get into anything dangerous. He’s pretty pissed that you went and did this on your own.” 
 
    “I really don’t give a damn. I wasn’t going to trust anyone else with it.” 
 
    “Carolyn?” I looked at Cindy. 
 
    “She’s doing about as good as she can, I think. She wanted me to specifically tell you that she doesn’t blame you. He went out doing what he was meant to do. Protecting people.” Cindy smiled sadly. 
 
    I nodded. “They all did.” 
 
    “The mayor has asked some local artists to come up with something for them. A memorial,” Jonathan said. 
 
    “That’s nice, but I don’t think I’ll be around to see it,” I said. “I’ve done what I can here. Time to move on. You wanted the anarchists dealt with; I dealt with them.” 
 
    Jonathan nodded and extended his hand. “I kind of thought you might say something like that.” 
 
    “You know, for a while, I was sure you were in on it with Jeremy and Bitchany.” I glanced down at his hand. “But I think you’re actually okay. Even I can be wrong…but don’t tell anyone. Good luck.”  
 
    I shook his hand and then Dr. Adwani’s. Then I turned to Cindy and smiled.  
 
    “You think you’re getting rid of me?” she asked. “Nope, I’m coming with you!”  
 
    I nodded. “I rather hoped you’d say that. Come on, let’s get packed.”  
 
    Maybe, I thought, it wouldn’t be bad to not be alone in this Fallen World. 
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because they held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “The Devil’s Gunman:” 
 
      
 
    I eased the door open and braced for gunfire or a fireball. 
 
    I got neither. I swept the entryway with my rifle’s sights. Nothing more offensive than some high school photos glared back at me, and I didn’t hear anything running down the hallway or readying a weapon. There were no shouts from police or federal agents, either. 
 
    What I did hear, from the living room, was incessant chatter underscored by the occasional interjection of a laugh track. The chatter was accompanied by the soft peripheral glow of my television. Whoever had broken into my house was watching a sitcom. 
 
    “I’m unarmed,” a man’s voice rang out. “So put down the rifle, and let’s have a talk.” 
 
    “The fuck we will,” I shouted back. “You broke into my home!” 
 
    I moved down the hallway, keeping my rifle on the opening to the living room. 
 
    “That’s part of what we have to talk about,” the voice said. I peered around the corner and saw a young Caucasian man. His pale features and dyed blue hair did little to mask the malicious smirk on his face. He was dressed in an oxford shirt and slacks with a skinny tie, as though he couldn’t figure out if he wanted to look like he’d just joined a band or an investment firm. He wore a silver tie clip with a red blood drop on it. 
 
    I stood there with my rifle sights on his head. 
 
    “I’m here as a messenger,” he said and flashed his teeth. I saw pointed incisors. That was enough for me. “This is peaceful, Nicholas. No need to be violent.” 
 
    I lowered the rifle. I didn’t like the prick’s condescending tone; he sounded like he enjoyed the sound of his own voice. Those types were always eager to give up information. 
 
    “Okay, let’s talk. Who’s the message from?” I asked. 
 
    “I hold the honored post of Emissary of the Lyndale Coven,” he said politely, examining his nails. “We’ve taken a professional interest in you, and Coven leadership sent me.”
“Oh yeah?” I asked. “What for?” 
 
    “To dictate the terms of your surrender,” he said, locking eyes with me. His hands twitched, then curled slightly. I imagined him leaping off the couch and knocking me down. I fought the urge to bring the rifle to bear, keeping it at the low ready.  
 
    “Thought your kind needed an invite,” I said. 
 
    The man snarled. 
 
    “We both know who built this house. I have a standing invite. The coven master says that the Duke no longer wants you, so you’re fair game. Our agreement, which I have right here, has the details.” 
 
    He pulled a no-shit scroll out of his suit jacket and put it down on my coffee table. I glanced at it. The Lyndale Coven seemed to be under the impression that I belonged to them. I read the word “slave” once, and that was enough for me to decide I wasn’t interested. 
 
    “No dice,” I said. 
 
    “These terms are much more charitable than those the Coven Master wanted,” he said, warning in his voice. “Oath breakers aren’t normally given this kind of clemency.” 
 
    I didn’t have much idea what he meant about oath breakers, but I wasn’t going to play ball with this pompous fuck. 
 
    “Not charitable enough,” I said. “Why do you guys want me? Running out of blood from young clubgoers and runaways?” 
 
    The young vampire smiled again, flashing his teeth with what I’m sure he thought was menace.  
 
    “It’ll certainly improve our coven’s standings with the Duke if we prove we can clean up his loose ends. I’m sure you’ll make an excellent blood thrall. We’ll be taking a pint of blood every month, as—” 
 
    I raised the rifle and sighted in on his head. He sighed, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Look, you primitive ape, guns won’t—” 
 
    I fired three times, the rounds earth-shatteringly loud in such a tight place. He screamed in pain and terror as the holy rifle’s bullets tore through him, the wounds leaving bright blue caverns of light. 
 
    His screaming echoed in my head, so I kept shooting. I fired the rest of the magazine until there was nothing left but a corpse, riddled with holes and glowing softly, and me, standing there in my gunpowder-fueled catharsis. 
 
    I dropped the mag and slapped in a fresh one, savoring the sound of the bolt sliding forward and knowing that if the emissary had any friends, they too, would be introduced to the kinetic light of St. Joseph. 
 
    “Anyone else here? I got more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “The Devil’s Gunman” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07N1QF4MD.  
 
      
 
    Find out more about Philip S. Bolger and “The Devil’s Gunman” at:  
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/philip-s-bolger/. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The following is an  
 
    Excerpt from Book One of The Shadow Lands:  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shadow Lands 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    Lloyd Behm, II 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Blood Moon Press 
 
    eBook and Paperback 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Excerpt from “Shadow Lands:” 
 
      
 
    The combatants, for lack of a better term, were both resting at the edges of the dance floor. To the left was a very butch-looking blonde in what looked to be purple leather, along with her entourage, while to the right, a petite, dark-skinned Hispanic in a princess outfit stood, surrounded by meat popsicles wrapped in leather. Vampire fashions make no damn sense to me, for what it’s worth. There were a few ‘normals’ huddled against the far wall, which showed signs of someone’s face being run along it, repeatedly. Sure enough, the London ‘Special’ was in the DJ booth. He killed the sound as soon as he realized we were standing there. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce the final players in our little drama, the Reinhumation Specialists of the Quinton Morris Group!” the Special said into the mike. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” I said. 
 
    “With a rusty chainsaw,” Jed finished. 
 
    The two groups of vampires turned to face us.  
 
    “Remind me to kick Michael in his balls when we get back to the office,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get in line behind me to do it,” Jed replied.  
 
    “You can leave now, mortals,” the blonde said with a slight German accent. She had occult patterns tattooed around her eyes, which had to be a bitch, because she would have had to have them redone every six months or so. Vampires heal. 
 
    “Like, fershure, this totally doesn’t involve you,” the Hispanic said, her accent pure San Fernando Valley. 
 
    “Jed, did I ever tell you how I feel about Valley Girls?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t kill ‘em,” I replied, swinging my UMP up and cratering the Valley vampire’s chest with three rounds into the fragile set of blood vessels above the heart. Sure, the pump still works, but there’s nothing connected to it for what passes as blood in a vampire to spread. On top of that, company-issue bullets are frangible silver, to which vampires have an adverse reaction. 
 
    With that, the dance was on. The damn Special in the DJ booth at least had the good sense to put on Rammstein. Mien Teil came thundering out of the speakers as we started killing vampires. Gunny ran his M1897 Trench Gun dry in five shots, dropped it to hang by a patrol sling, and switched to his ancient, family 1911. I ran my UMP dry on Valley Vamp’s minions, then dropped the magazine and reloaded in time to dump the second full magazine into the Butch Vampire as she leaped toward the ceiling to clear the tables between us and the dance floor. As soon as Butch Vamp went down, the remaining vampires froze. 
 
    “Glamour,” the Special called, stepping out of the booth. “I can control a lot of lesser vampires, but not until you got those two randy cunts thinking about how much they hurt.”  
 
    “You. Fucking. Asshole,” I panted.  
 
    Combat is cardio, I don’t care what anyone else says. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied.  
 
    I looked him over. He was wearing a red zoot suit—red-pegged trousers and a long red jacket with wide shoulders over the ubiquitous white peasant shirt, topped with a red, wide-brimmed hat. He even had on red-tinted glacier glasses. 
 
    I felt his mind try to probe mine, then beamed as he bounced off. 
 
    “My that hurt,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we don’t work with Michelangelo for nothing,” Jed replied. Apparently the mind probe had been general, not specific. 
 
    I went through the messy side of the business—staking and beheading—assisted by Capdepon. Crash helped Jed sort out the normal survivors, followed by prepping the live lesser vampires for transport. The Special leaned against a wall, maintaining control of the lesser vampires until we could move them out. Once all the work was done so the cleaners could move in, and the lesser vampires were moved out of Eyelash, I stepped wearily to the Special. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me,” he paused dramatically, “Tim.” 
 
    I kicked him in the nuts with a steel-toed boot. Even in the undead, it’s a sensitive spot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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