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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been ten years since humanity killed itself and the world is still getting worse. What the ever-loving fuck?” The scene in front of me was a horror. There were bodies spilled out of vehicles and lying all over the ground, piled in stacks of different levels of decay, and some had parts missing, like they had been harvested. I didn’t even want to think about that. Birds, rats, and bugs were having their ways with all of it. The smell was horrible. 
 
    I took another look around and turned back the way I had come. As quietly as I moved, I kept a careful watch behind me, as I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. I had learned long ago, doing other people’s dirty work, to trust my gut. 
 
    As I rounded the corner of a half-destroyed high-rise, I sprinted for the remainder of the block and dodged left into an alley. I immediately jumped three stories straight up to a derelict fire escape and ducked into the busted window. Thank Teledyne, I suppose, for the nanites running throughout my body that allowed me to do things like that. I chuckled to myself. 
 
    I watched the entrance to the alley for a full three minutes, but I saw no movement and decided to move on. Whoever it was either lost interest or was really patient. Hopefully they had moved on as well, and I could get on with my mission. I really needed to get to the medical facility and find what I had come for. 
 
     It had been several days since I had left our compound in Cane Valley, and I had no idea what was going on in my absence. Not that I didn’t trust the folks there to handle anything that might come up, but I had actually gotten to like the band of martyrs and misfits, and I guess I worried some. 
 
     The buildings were close in this area, and I could jump between them easily enough, so I moved down the next several blocks hopping across alleys. A couple of times I came to crumbled buildings and had to move to the street level, but I was able to keep up high most of the way.  
 
    When I saw the fence, I knew I was going in the right direction. It had been about twenty years since I had been here, and things had changed some. There had been a lot of destruction since then. A lot of destruction. Some of the buildings had totally collapsed, others suffered from different degrees of damage, and a few even looked relatively whole. There was a striking difference in the total lack of people though. Much the same as other towns and cities I had been in since the fall of humanity.  
 
    There were some towns struggling to live on, however. A few in relative safety and a few in relative horror, with most at some stage in between. The lack of electricity and what had once been modern facilities had taken its toll. Most of humanity who survived the initial bombs succumbed to hunger or the elements not long after. Or to each other. Then folks started being affected by sickness and disease, without modern medical treatments to keep them healthy. 
 
    I leapt down to the ground and walked up to the fence. It was about twelve feet tall with shredded strands of concertina wire on top and ‘DO NOT ENTER’ signs every twenty yards or so. The fence was in need of some repair. But the secondary one, about ten yards inside the outer fence, was in good shape for its age and made for a good barrier for normal folk. Luckily for me, I wasn’t normal folk. 
 
    I saw a gap in the outer fence toward the river and had just started toward it when I realized I wasn’t alone. A lump of rags several yards away moved as a kid rolled out of them and sat up with his back to the fence. “I wouldn’t go in there if I was you.” He said and nodded toward the nearest sign without really looking at me. He rubbed his eyes to get the sleep out of them. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” I said as I continued my study of the area beyond the fence while watching him out of the corner of my eye. “There’s supposed to be something in there I need.”  
 
    “Your life, friend.” He shrugged as he hopped to his feet.  
 
    He looked at my boots and then back inside the fence. “You could leave me them boots afore you go in there at least.” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded back the way I had come. “There are stacks of clothes and shoes back there a mile or so, if you don’t mind dodging the rats and birds to get them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s where I’m headed now, but I figured you might be neighborly and save me the trip if you’re just gonna go in there. It would save me digging through all of them bodies too.” He shouldered a bundle of supplies wrapped in an old blanket and headed back into the ruined buildings I had just come from. “Folks ‘at go in there don’t come out,” he said over his shoulder then trotted off. 
 
    There are still some neighborly folks in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the layout, it was obvious the place used to be a military base. The government had originally owned and operated it, then Corporations had owned and worked their private militaries out of here. At one point, a long time ago, it had included an aircraft graveyard. The area inside the fence had shrunk through the different occupying owners, but the central compound still existed. That was where the medical facility I was looking for should be.  
 
    As I walked down the side streets, I was struck by how clean it was. Some of the buildings were crumbling and showed damage from battles in the past. Most of them were uninhabitable, but there were a few that actually looked to be in decent shape. As I got closer to the center, the buildings were in better shape and obviously maintained more as well. The streets were clean of any debris at all. They looked like they had actually been swept. There was no rubble around the damaged buildings and the empty windows had no glass shards or pieces anywhere. There was also a noticeable lack of stench like the rest of the small city. This was a totally different kind of place from outside of the broken fence. 
 
    Despite the worn and damaged buildings, the street reminded me a bit of the town I had spent my childhood in. At least until the day my family had been butchered by an Agent from Obsidian. I remembered the days I walked home from school with my brother and sisters, or with friends. It was quiet and clean, and the landscaping even looked maintained. As I wandered around I wondered what kind of people lived here and what it took to make them care enough to maintain it to this level. 
 
    I strolled around the corner to the next street and there were three guys in a mixed bag of military fatigues walking up the middle of the road toward me. It took a minute for them to notice a stranger in their street, which didn’t speak well for their attention.  
 
    The big guy in the middle was telling a tale in a loud and boisterous voice when he noticed me. He snarled as he stopped his story and took a step out in front of the other two. “Can’t read, Dumbass? Those signs aren’t there just for your viewing pleasure!” 
 
    I heard movement off down the alley and glanced over in time to see someone turn the corner toward the inner part of the facility. Going for reinforcements was my bet and I grinned at the idea. Good, these ass hats were gonna need some help. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t really in the reading mood. You know, if you really don’t want visitors, you should repair your fence. I find most people are more lazy than curious.”  
 
    With a scowl he pulled a large Bowie knife from his belt and held it up in front of him. “I guess we need to have some school, boys,” he said as he stomped toward me slowly and what I guessed was supposed to be menacingly. 
 
    He was a big guy, probably six feet and three or four inches, with huge arms and wide shoulders. He didn’t move very gracefully and gave me the impression of someone who spent a lot of time in the gym. An old vid clip I had seen crossed my mind and I chuckled as I said under my breath, “I pick things up and put them down.” 
 
    “Len, the boss will be here shortly; maybe we should wait on him.” This was the guy on the left. He and the other sidekick both hesitated as if they weren’t sure what to do.  
 
    “Yeah, Len.” I gave him a big grin. “Besides, I’m not really into schoolboys.” 
 
    “I’m taking you to school, boy!” He raised the Bowie and stepped up his pace toward me. 
 
    His third step faltered but his body kept moving forward, and he landed face down on the ground, pushing the point of the throwing knife I had flipped underhanded into his Adam’s apple on through the back of his neck. The two sidekicks stood there with open mouths looking at him as a pool of blood spilled out from under his face.  
 
    As I racked the slide on my big 10mm, they both looked up suddenly and reached for weapons in their belt holsters. “Heads up!” Lefty yelled and dove for the cover of a building. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!! Stooop!!!” someone yelled from the alley. “What in the Hell are y’all doing?” 
 
    The two sidekicks froze in place and looked at a slim man in a mostly complete uniform that came walking briskly from the alley. 
 
    He motioned to them and said in a command voice, “Holster them, boys! Now!”  
 
    Len’s two friends both put their guns away as they looked sheepishly at the new guy. 
 
    I lowered the Sig a little and watched all of the new crowd spilling out of the alley. No one seemed to be in attack mode, but everyone was a little tense. Except the man who had spoken; he was in control. Of himself and of all the people in the street, apparently. 
 
    “And why do people always yell ‘heads up’ when you clearly need to get your heads down?” He walked over to Len and flipped him over with the toe of his nylon and leather combat boot. As he saw the knife in Len’s throat, he grunted and looked up at me. “Len was an asshole, but he was a good fighter. I wish you hadn’t killed him.”  
 
    He held his hand up to stop any comment. “I know, I witnessed what happened, and he was at fault. Mostly. But I need all the men I can get to keep this place in shape.” 
 
     I thumbed the safety back on the 10mm and slid it back in the holster with a smooth motion. He seemed to be in more of a talking mood than a getting a knife in the throat mood.  
 
    “What is ‘This Place?’” I asked as I walked up to him. “I mean, I know what it used to be, but you talk like it’s still something important.” 
 
    I pointed to my knife and looked questioningly at him. He nodded dismissively and continued as I squatted to retrieve and clean the blade on Len’s shirt. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing like that. It’s just home. Well, to us, at least.” He looked around thoughtfully and then back at me. “Are we going to have more trouble?” 
 
    I had glanced around as he did and saw the men with rifles on the rooftops of two buildings and in the window of another. Just like he intended me to, I was sure. 
 
    “Nope. I’m all troubled out if y’all are.” I smiled at him innocently. 
 
    He chuckled and looked back to the nine men and women who had followed him out of the alley. “Let’s get Len out of the street, shall we?” He looked pointedly at Len’s two sidekicks. “Marc and Sandy, get it taken care of and clean up. We’ll have our guest over to HQ and discuss what he has come here looking for. I am Colonel Caldwell; welcome to our facility. What should we call you?” he asked as he looked back at me. 
 
    “I’ve been called a lot of interesting things, Colonel. Shey is what Momma called me, so let’s stick with it for now?”  
 
    “Shey it is, then. I apologize for my men’s, well, enthusiasm. I feared Len would bring us trouble someday. It seems he brought it upon himself, however. Would you like to walk with us for a few minutes, and we’ll get to know each other a bit more? I have a feeling you are here for a specific reason.”  
 
    I smiled and stepped off beside him, and his crew followed us down the street where I had killed one of his men just a few minutes earlier.  
 
    Circumstances can lead to odd outcomes in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3
  
 
      
 
    We spoke some on the way back to the center of their compound and got to know each other better. This place was quite a bit larger than I had thought. I guess it made sense. The scaling down of the facility had been going on twenty years ago; it had actually grown since the Fall. That spoke volumes to the nature of the folks inside the fences. Maybe my initial greeter wasn’t the norm, but I decided to withhold judgement until I got a better feel of the place and the people. 
 
    The facility we entered had been a motor pool or some sort of vehicle maintenance building at some time in the past. Twenty-foot-high ceilings with open windows along the top kept the temperature reasonable. The floors were clean except for a few old stains, probably motor-oil or some other automotive fluid. The smell of oil had long evaporated and was replaced by the aroma of cooking coming from the next room over. The walls were mostly bare block and showed many layers of paint from years past. There were folding tables and chairs lined up on one side with old couches and other furniture along the opposite wall. A couple of propped-open double doors led out the back to an open courtyard with several large trees shading most of it. A breeze moved the air inside and helped cool the large open space. 
 
    “Welcome, friend Shey. Please find a spot along the wall to place your bag and take a look around.” Caldwell smiled and motioned around the area. Then he faced another set of double doors off the side of the room with tables and chairs and called out, “Sarah, will you bring some water please? We have a guest.” 
 
    I put my bag on the ground by the wall, between a couple of chairs where it wouldn’t be easily accessible and looked around some more. The entrance we had used was a roll-up door large enough for trucks and heavy equipment. The building was rectangular with several similar doorways along the side, most of which had been sealed up with blocks and mortar. 
 
    The structure itself was probably forty feet wide and three times that in length. Some high windows and a few double doors were spaced along the back. Two single doors along the side where the comfy furniture was, were boarded over. 
 
    “Those were his and hers restrooms long ago.” The colonel gestured toward the two boarded up doors I was looking at. “They became, well, unable to be maintained, some time back. Now they are just full of items which are no longer useful but can’t really be buried or discarded safely either. Electronics equipment and the like. We have his and hers jakes out away from the main buildings a good distance now.  
 
    “There were a few places around managing to keep some semblance of normalcy for a while after the Fall, but even places around here with solar power and wind turbines eventually lost out as mechanical parts failed with no replacements to be had.” 
 
    I nodded as I looked back at my host. “I’ve seen much the same wherever I’ve gone. Not many places are as clean as you keep it here, but I haven’t seen much electricity, or really any kind of energy in a while now.” 
 
    I didn’t mention our town or the river we used for power and irrigation. You can’t be too safe. 
 
    “It is a group effort and a lot of work, but it keeps us busy. You know the old saying about idle hands and the devil’s workshop.” 
 
    I smiled and looked back around the building. “Not many places I’ve been have cared how busy the devil was.” 
 
    “Would you mind sharing some of your travel experiences with me?” He gestured to one of the cushioned armchairs as he sat in another facing it. 
 
    A slim woman, probably in her low to mid-thirties, with shoulder length, chestnut-colored hair walked out of the galley with a pitcher of water and a sliced lemon. As she poured our glasses, my host watched her with a smile of affection on his face and it gave me a moment to study our surroundings a bit more.  
 
    There were a couple of his guards loitering around the front door. Both were in their twenties or early thirties and looked like they knew their way around the military style rifles they held. Each wore a knife on the left hip and a pouch large enough for a couple of extra mags of ammo.  
 
    My general feeling was, this place and these folks were well kept and well trained. Not the feeling I got at my first meeting with the colonel’s people less than an hour earlier.  
 
    I felt his gaze and looked back at Caldwell. “Not a lot to tell, but I’ll share what I’ve seen.” 
 
    He nodded and squeezed a lemon slice allowing the yellow drops to splash into his water, before dropping it in his glass. He sipped it and smiled. “Shey, I can’t tell you how lucky we are to have all that we do. We have a deep well and a rain catchment system, able to be opened when the rain comes from the south or east. There is also the river for irrigation and watering the animals we have.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered the nuked cities north and west of here. It had been long enough the rain didn’t hurt anything, but it was a great idea not to ingest it unnecessarily. Phoenix was probably the closest city destroyed when the world ended, and it was far enough away so this area hadn’t been affected by the radiation much. The aftermath, however, was a different story all together. 
 
    “I most recently came through the Havasu valley. You know the Hoover Dam was destroyed during the bombing, or shortly after, and it’s still a mess. There were survivors there, but they were just barely surviving. A lot of fighting and no one really strong enough or who gives enough of a damn to organize anything. I wouldn’t recommend a vacation in Havasu anytime soon. 
 
    “A few years back I traveled up to Reno and across Donner Pass toward ‘Frisco. Reno was a ghost town and so was Tahoe. I couldn’t get close to San Fran, but I got close enough. All of those fertile valleys are desert now. I guess all of the damage to the atmosphere which actually gave us more rain in this area, did just the opposite over there. From what I could tell, there had been a substantial earthquake as well, at least one. Maybe also due to the nukes, now that I think about it.” 
 
    He was staring into his water but nodding as I spoke. 
 
    “A couple years ago, I was down around the Sea of Cortez. Nothing down there was organized either, but there were a few outlying ranches and farms trading info and food. I guess Mexico City was totally destroyed and there was a mass exodus south where there were less nukes dropped. San Diego is totally gone, as is LA, Vegas, and I’m sure you know, Phoenix. There were a few other travelers I’ve met who spoke of some survivors up near the Canadian border.  
 
    “I met some folks around Yuma and traveled with them a while until we found a little valley to settle down in. We’ve been putting a lot of work into it, and it is coming along. The mayor hopes to be able to start trading with other local groups within another season or so. It is one of the reasons I’m here, actually.” 
 
    I figured the story was close enough to the truth to pass any bullshit detector he had. I had done all of the traveling I mentioned, just not necessarily at those times. The information was pretty accurate though, so if he had spoken to anyone else, he would have gotten similar stories. 
 
    “What about you and your little band of merry men?” I asked him with a grin. 
 
    He chuckled and made another one of those arm gestures that kind of covered everything without being specific. “I worked for the woman who was in charge here when the nukes dropped, and the rest of the world ended. It was a mad place for a while, and she didn’t have the intestinal fortitude to hold it all together. Oh, she was a good commander, but this was a depot for recycling and a medical facility for the higher ups—only a small security force and mostly electronic and physical security systems. I’m sure you saw the fence, or what’s left of it.” 
 
    I nodded, and he looked back into his water glass and continued, “Within a couple of months, it was all on the verge of falling apart. The colonel, as we called her because she actually was one, was losing it. She was one of those folks who was good with numbers and a great organizer if she had a system to work. But with everything gone to hell and no outside communication, she just couldn’t handle the pressure. She had a meltdown one evening and ate the muzzle of her service pistol.” 
 
    He looked at me then, and I could see the pain in his eyes. “She just couldn’t handle it. I should have seen it coming as it had been building for days. Hell, for weeks. I had been making the decisions as suggestions to her for several weeks by then. She knew it and so did most of the others. Most of the people had left by then; only thirty or so remained. 
 
    “We all got together, and they voted me in as the interim leader, since I had been doing it for a while anyway. I took it and organized a vote thirty days later. No one even ran against me. To this day, no one has even tried to get this job. I quit having elections two years ago with the understanding that anyone who has lived with us for more than six months can call for an election with two months’ notice.” He looked at me again with a look in his eyes saying he needed me to understand. “It has worked to this point. 
 
    “Oh, we have had a few people come in and try to take what we have, and they nearly always have died fighting. Fighting for nearly nothing. The ones who are smart have asked to join us and have contributed to our mutual survival. We are not opposed to taking in people who can be of use to the community. And those intruders have nearly stopped over the last couple of months. 
 
    “We also have trade agreements with several groups, but they have all stopped communicating with us except some folks over to the east, and they seem to be getting more inclined to try to take instead of trade. We do have good water and could even support some growth, if we could get a little more real estate to farm.” 
 
    I was watching him intently and nodded when he needed me to. “What kind of trading do you have with outside folks?”  
 
    “We supply mostly water and raw materials. Like I said, we were a recycling center for most of Teledyne Corporation. They sent aircraft, road vehicles, even a few smaller boats here to be torn down into raw material to be shipped back out to the manufacturing facilities. We still have a lot of raw material, but there has been less and less of a need for it as the old ways of building have come back into play. We have a few local people here who work metal in small forges and turn the raw material into more useful goods, like nails and small hand tools. We have one man who can make a beautiful blade of about any size, given the time to forge it.” 
 
    “I’d love to talk to him. I lost my blade a few years back and haven’t been able to find a decent replacement.” I looked up at him as an idea formed in my head. “What about larger tools? Like plows and such? I’m not much of a farmer, but it seems like that sort of thing could be a commodity nowadays.” 
 
    “Jon is our blade-smith and he has been teaching others the forge. I’m sure the thought has crossed his mind, but we haven’t spoken of it. I will mention it to him this evening and get his thoughts.” He nodded thoughtfully and sipped from his glass. “What about you, Shey? What are you looking for? I don’t think a man of your ability has just happened upon us?” 
 
    I didn’t want to give away too much too soon, so I skirted around his question with my own. “You mentioned this was a medical facility for the higher ups in Teledyne? What ever happened to those folks?” 
 
    He seemed to be in the talking mood and smiled as he answered. “Sarah was one of the nurses over there.” He gestured toward the galley room. “They mostly just merged with the rest of us. After the end, there was some kind of automatic lockdown that happened at the med facility. No one has been in there since it happened.” 
 
    “Really? Were there folks locked inside?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. There is a large portion of the facility that was never manned. There were periodic checks to ensure the equipment was all there and functional, but all the medical supplies of any use were in the section where Sarah and her coworkers’ daily jobs were. There were only fifteen medical facility employees here at the time. It was mostly storage and equipment that would be used by the specialized doctors and medical people Teledyne would send here when there was an emergency of some sort. There had been talk of moving the medical portion of this facility to the Portland area or somewhere else in the northwest, maybe to San Francisco.” 
 
    “Well, I would like to see the facility if it’s possible. I can also do a little scouting for you to see what’s happening with the groups you were trading with. No one in the area knows me, and it is, kind of, a specialty of mine.” I told him with a slight smile. 
 
    He smiled to himself and gave a short nod. “I expected some sort of military experience, although you do look a little young to have done much of it before the Fall. If you would like to join me for dinner this evening, I would love to show you around and see if we can help one another.” 
 
    The colonel got quiet for a minute and his smile disappeared. He had a bit of a hard look on his face, but it disappeared as he made the decision. “I am going to trust you and take you at face value.” He looked directly into my eyes and half of the smile returned. “Let’s be friends and actually try to make sense of what’s going on in the area outside our broken fences?” 
 
    I nodded and shook his hand. 
 
    There is still some trust in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the evening wore on and I met more of the people who lived in this long derelict air base and airplane graveyard turned recycling supercenter, I decided I liked the feel of it. There were a few who stood off and watched me as an interloper, and these few also looked at Caldwell a bit differently. Not distrusting necessarily, more like someone they put up with. The ones who welcomed me with a nod or even a smile, treated him with the respect given a true leader and friend. Like people might be expected to greet the town mayor as he or she went about their day, or how folks had usually treated my mother as the town sheriff.  
 
    It wasn’t with the strong hate I used to feel, but it still hurt to think of her and my brother and sisters. I found myself remembering more of the times before their deaths and thinking less of the rage that had filled me for years after it. Our own little group had done fairly well after some startup tribulations, and it had helped me build some new memories not focused on causing death and mayhem like I had done for many years. The colonel might offer some similar healing here, and I might actually be able to help find out what was going on with his trade partners. I had a sneaking suspicion that some mayhem might be needed, though, and the thought didn’t totally displease me. 
 
     
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The smell of smoke and hot metal filled the air as we strolled into the forge. I looked around and admired the neat and orderly appearance of the open-air work area. The back wall was solidly built, and there were several steel poles holding up a metal roof over what had once been a large picnic pavilion. Where the outdoor fireplace had been was now a homemade forge, built with care and an obvious knowledge of metal working.  
 
    There had always been hobbyists and people who enjoyed working with their hands. These folks usually had pride in the products they turned out, whether they worked wood, leather, metal, glass, or whatever it was they created with their hands. The idea was to create something that large robot-filled factories turned out by the dozen, score, or hundred, but to create those items so people truly desired to own them because of the beauty, functionality, or uniqueness. This person had pride in his work and in his workspace. 
 
    “Hey Jon, are you around?” Caldwell called out as we entered the covered area. A large, thick man with the dark skin of years spent in the sun stepped from behind the wall at the back of the forge. He was a few inches taller than me and probably weighed over three hundred pounds. His black hair hung in a loose ponytail half-way down his shirt-bare back and I could see several tattoos on the thick arms and across his massive chest, which reminded me of an old live-oak tree in the town square where we lived when I was a kid. His face lit up like a child’s at the sight of my companion, and the smile was contagious. 
 
    “Colonel! It’s great to see you! I should have the dining set for you within the week. I finally figured out a jig for the forks. They’ll only have three prongs, but they will definitely last.” 
 
    “Ah, no worries Jon, I know you’ll get them when you can, I am sure there are more important jobs you’re working on.” He looked over to me and said, “This is my new friend, Shey. He might be with us for a while and I wanted to introduce you. Shey, this is our extremely talented smith, Jon Whitehall.” 
 
    I stuck my hand out, and he engulfed it in a mighty handshake. Despite my belief it couldn’t, his smile grew even larger. “Shey? I’m glad to meet you! Any friend of the colonel’s is welcome here anytime.” 
 
    I nodded and felt my own smile growing, “I would love to get your thoughts on a couple of blades when you have a few moments. I feel damn near naked without the one I lost a while back, and I might look for a few repairs on a couple of the ones I use more often.” 
 
    “Absolutely! Just stop by any time I’m not actually on the forge. Some stuff is time sensitive to when it needs worked, you know.” 
 
    Colonel Caldwell spoke up after watching the greeting. “Thanks, Jon. I don’t want to hold you up. We are going to continue on and introduce Shey around. Say, have you seen Mills today? He was out scouting yesterday, but I hadn’t seen him yet today.” 
 
    “No, sir. I was kinda looking for him last night. We usually play bocce on Thursday evenings.” 
 
    “Well, I guess he had to take a little extra time. If you see him, tell him I was asking, okay?” 
 
    “You bet, sir!” The big man waved as we moved off on our rounds.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a few hours, we ended up in the galley area next to where we had begun. Sarah was there with a couple other women, one older man, and a handful of teenage girls. Caldwell walked over to Sarah and took her hand as they locked eyes for a moment.  
 
    He smiled at her and nodded toward me. “Shey is going to do a little scouting for us and see what’s going on outside our little bubble of the world.” 
 
    She looked at me with a level gaze of someone who was used to sizing people up. I looked back at her with the same gaze and after a minute she nodded. 
 
    “I have a feeling you aren’t everything you seem to be, and perhaps much more. I hope you can bring us some information.” 
 
    She looked back at Caldwell, and he smiled and shrugged. “I’ve been open with him about all of us here and how we came to be. Feel free to say anything you like; I have decided to trust him.” 
 
    She looked at him a moment longer, then back at me with the same level gaze. “Alright then.” Her smile reached all the way to her eyes, and I decided she was probably the colonel’s advisor and confidant, as well as other things. She continued with a gesture to the buffet type table and food set out for everyone’s evening meal. “As my momma used to say, ‘Dig in.’ There is what you see on the table and some water and lemonade for drink. I apologize in advance for the tartness, but sugar cane is dear, and we try to make it last.” 
 
    I smiled at her, “Lemonade is something I haven’t had in years ma’am. I will not be disappointed, whatever the amount of sugar.” 
 
    Caldwell picked up a couple of plates and handed one to her and then one to me, before picking up one for himself. “Will you join us, Sarah? I am sure Sam and your folks can handle the service this evening.” 
 
    She hesitated long enough to look at Sam, who smiled and nodded. “I’d love to, Jeremiah.” 
 
    As we all dished up our plates with tortillas, cooked vegetables, and some honest to goodness grilled pork strips, I watched as everyone else moved in from around the little community. Several people we had spoken with during the afternoon nodded and smiled, and some simply nodded, and others totally ignored me. Most seemed gracious toward the galley staff and thanked them in some fashion or other. One young boy of eight or so brought in a bucket of berries and handed them to Sam. 
 
    “We found these over by the river, near the horse pens. Momma thought you all could make good use of them.” The boy grinned as Sam took the bucket in one hand and rubbed him on the head with the other. 
 
    “Thank you, Stuart! You tell your momma thanks too, and you stop by later for a little surprise.” He nodded and ran back to the line at the table. 
 
    There were people of all ages joining together in the courtyard. Several pre-teen children sat with a couple of the older folks and discussed some school subjects. A group of young people in their late teens and early twenties sat together and laughed and joked with each other. Several couples paired up at one long table and a few other groups sat and spoke quietly. There were probably close to a hundred people present, and they all seemed fairly content. It was a feeling I had seen only a few times since the fall of the Corporations and the destruction of the world as we knew it. But it was pleasant; it was a feeling of safety and home. It reminded me of our own little settlement not too far from here. 
 
    “Sarah, would you mind sharing what you know about the medical facility? The colonel has told me a bit of the history, but I have a friend who was in the medical field, and it piqued my curiosity about this place.”  
 
     “The healthcare facility began as just a common hospital and a general facility for the government and military. That was well before my time. Through the years of the Corporations’ growth and the power shift from government control of military facilities to the Corporations taking over the control of the governments, things started to change. As the militaries became, basically, privatized, the military base shifted in its role and so did the medical facility.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking back to my last visit here, which had included taking out a military leader who was organizing a coup against Teledyne. 
 
    She continued, “By the time the wars had escalated to the point of mutual destruction, this facility was basically a hidden medical and regeneration facility for the Teledyne elite. It was in maintenance-only mode for weeks at a time. We would receive a message saying a team was on the way, and the beehive of activity would begin. We would bring the systems in standby mode up to full readiness as doctors and medical specialists began to arrive. Then the VIP would show up for whatever treatment they required. Sometimes on their own, sometimes in an air ambulance, sometimes with a flourish of medical people surrounding and attending to them. There was one instance when the VIP arrived via helicopter in some type of animation cocoon keeping them alive.” 
 
    I nodded again as memories of my own experience passed through my mind. Memories of waking up to the destruction of the world while I recovered from a medical treatment. One that I still didn’t know the entire scope of.  
 
    “Whatever the case, the VIPs would be here for a while and then leave fully recovered, usually, and the facility staff would put all of the systems back into shutdown or standby and the place would go back to the day-to-day maintenance. I was one of the attending staff nurses, but I also was trained in the procedures for getting the machinery online and ready for whatever treatment was needed. I didn’t have any specific training for what the equipment did, necessarily, but I worked with it long enough and had run through the checklists enough times that some of it was obvious. 
 
    “It’s all useless now though,” she said as we enjoyed the coolness of the evening as the sun set. “All the power to run those machines has been shut off for years, and the nature of those machines, and what they did, required them to have a power source at all times.”  
 
    “Do you think I could get in and look around some? I would love to be able to describe it first-hand to Mak when I get back home,” I asked, putting in just enough enthusiasm for the story. 
 
    Sarah looked at Caldwell and he shrugged. “Shey, I wouldn’t have any problem with you looking around in there, but it has been locked down for years. I don’t even know how you could get in.” 
 
    “There was an emergency exit for those of us who were stationed there, but I don’t know if I could even find the place it comes up out of the ground. It was years before the bombs dropped even, since anyone used or tested it. It was back in the days of government-run militaries, really.” 
 
    “Well, if you all don’t have any issues with me looking around, I’ll see what I can find.” I sat back and raised my glass to them. “To new friends and lasting relationships.” 
 
    “Here, here,” Caldwell said and raised his own glass as Sarah smiled her big, contagious smile and raised hers to clink all three together. 
 
    “So, what about your plans of scouting around, Shey?” She asked after we had all taken a sip. 
 
    “Well, as I was making my way here, I saw a few places where there were probably groups of folks living. I would like to start there and see what sort of things they have going on. Trust is in short supply nowadays, but maybe we can find something worth trading. I’ll get more of a feel for them as I scope them out, I guess. I think I’ll go look around out there first and then introduce myself to the folks over to the east after I have an idea what else is out there.” 
 
    Caldwell was nodding in the way he did. “Makes sense. See if we can get anything from other sources, then we’ll know how much we need to depend on them.” 
 
    “Colonel, what can you tell me about them? I assume you’ve dealt directly with someone or met with someone to talk trade.” 
 
    “Well, first, you can call me Jeremiah if you like. The whole ‘Colonel’ thing really came from the position held by Colonel Fleming before her incident.” He smiled and nodded again. “Early on, I started speaking almost exclusively with a gentleman named Saul Rogers. He was the one we dealt with from the beginning until about six months ago. I think Saul is still around, but the last few times I have spoken with anyone, it was a woman who called herself Domino. Our meetings have been less than pleasant and getting steadily worse.” 
 
    “That is an understatement, Shey. Jeremiah has taken a backup force of fighters the last couple of times they met.” She looked at him sideways. “The next time we were going to double it.” 
 
    I grimaced as she spoke, and Caldwell nodded, of course. “It has gotten really tense the last couple of times we met. She asked for nearly double the water with only raising their offering of grains by fifty percent, the first time. Then this last time, just two days ago, one of her guards made the comment, they might just come over and get what they needed. She admonished them and her crew laughed it off, but I didn’t get the feeling it was a new subject to them.” 
 
    He looked at me directly. “Shey, it isn’t even that we don’t have it to spare. Especially with the other settlements no longer trading with us. We just won’t be taken advantage of, and they damned well won’t ‘just take’ anything.” His voice got quieter at the end, but I saw something of Jeremiah Caldwell that explained why this soft-spoken man had remained in charge of these folks in this pretty primo location for as long as he had. 
 
    “Well, Jeremiah, I’ll find out something of the other settlements, and I will definitely size up this Domino and her crowd as well. How often do you all meet with them? How much time do I have for the trip?” 
 
    “I told her I would be back at the stadium two weeks from Monday. If she doesn’t try anything before then, we have sixteen days from tomorrow. Do you think you can find out anything in the time we have?” 
 
    I nodded as I thought about the timeline. It would be tight to visit all of the settlements he had briefed me on, but I would make it happen. Worst case, I would scope them out from a distance and then go back after the meeting.  
 
    “I’ll make it happen. I would love to have a month, but I can just make it a quick recon of the smaller settlements and spend the majority of the time on Domino and her bunch.” 
 
    They looked at each other, and I could see the concern. I put myself in their shoes, and I absolutely understood their worries. If I was caught and they found out I was spying on them for Caldwell, the tensions would increase exponentially. 
 
    “Look folks, this is what I do. I have quite a bit more experience at it than you might think and, I’m not bragging or anything, but I’m pretty good at it.”  
 
    Jeremiah was thinking and I had a good idea about what. “Jeremiah, I should have handled your man Len a bit differently, and I apologize. I had no idea what I was coming into, and his attitude toward me led me to believe a show of force would be the best approach.” 
 
    He waved off the apology. “Don’t worry about it, seriously. Len was on the verge of being banished. I had spoken with him a few times, as had our guard captain, Clayton. Len just didn’t fit into what our community culture should be. I am afraid I kept him on longer than normal because he was a good fighter and we might very well need all we can muster in the near future.” With a wry look at Sarah and then at me. “The thought has been in my mind a lot lately.” 
 
    “What happened with Len?” Sarah asked with a look of distaste on her face. She looked from Jeremiah to me.  
 
    “You know how he bragged, quite often, about how bad he was? Well, he had a run-in with someone who is a bit more of a badass than he was.” Jeremiah answered as he nodded in my direction. “One thing I have learned, a truly dangerous person will not ever have to tell you how dangerous he or she is.” 
 
    Sarah didn’t say anything for a moment, and I felt a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well, let me spend a little time looking around. I promise you all, we’ll know something more than we do now.” I smiled at them both in what I hoped was a reassuring way as I changed the subject. “If it’s okay with you all, I’ll take off tomorrow evening about this time. I’d like to travel at night, and it will give me the morning to look around the first camp. Tomorrow we can talk more about these other settlements you know about, and I’ll have a plan by the time I leave.” 
 
    Sarah stood up, and Jeremiah and I did as well. She smiled and said, “Thank you both. Shey, be careful and bring us some news if you can. Please don’t put yourself into any situation to cause yourself harm. Information is good but not worth a life.” She started toward the kitchen then paused and looked back. “Don’t trouble yourself about Len. He was a thorn that was becoming more and more of a pain.”  
 
    Her earnestness warmed my heart a bit, and I bowed my head to her then looked in her eyes. “Thank you, ma’am, for the concern. I’ll be careful, and I will bring some intel.” 
 
    She nodded to me then kissed Caldwell on the cheek and walked back to the galley with a quick stride. 
 
    He watched her go then sat back down at the table. By now, people were filing out of the courtyard in different directions. All headed to their respective evening tasks and chores. Some to take up guard duties, some to check on stores, but all with something to do before calling it a night.  
 
    There was always something that needed to be done in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sleep came easily to me that night, and I was up early walking around the facility. It was pretty easy to locate the medical buildings and see what they meant about them being locked down. There was a concrete blast door that probably weighed several thousand pounds at the entrance. It was locked with a set of combo locks mounted into the door itself. The combo dials were behind a heavy piece of plexiglass and a small steel gate, too tightly built to get a hand through. The doors, themselves, were blocked with a heavy steel version of the miniature gate that had dropped down from a recessed set of rails directly above. All of the steel was rusty and showed signs of being there for years. It was obvious I wasn’t going to get in this way. 
 
    I stepped back and studied the structure itself. Solid concrete with no way of telling how thick the walls were. It was about two stories tall with what looked like a flat roof that might provide some entrance possibilities. I decided I would try that avenue first; it didn’t look like there was any way to scale the walls, so the folks here may have never been up there or even thought about it since they couldn’t access it. It didn’t look like a really large structure, but the fact that Sarah had mentioned an underground escape tunnel made me suspect that a large portion of this facility was underground. 
 
    There was no one around the immediate area paying any attention to me, so I wandered around to the side of the building. When I was out of view of the rest of the compound, I trotted on around to the back. The rear of the structure was a lot like the front, just with no door. Sheer concrete walls about twenty feet up with a flat roof. I looked around again, just to be certain no one was watching, and then moved up close to the wall.  
 
    I cleared the top and ducked low behind the short walls that surrounded the roof. The exterior walls extended about four feet above the roof level all the way around, and some sort of dull metal tiles covered the roof all the way across. There were drains to let the water out every ten feet or so, but that was it. No HVAC, no roof entrance, nothing. 
 
    Well, that was disappointing. But since I was up there, I figured I might as well look around a little. I knew the area around the compound from walking it yesterday, but we hadn’t gone outside the fence or even out of the immediate area of the motor pool building more than a couple hundred yards. I had a set of small binoculars which added a little to my already augmented vision. As I studied the area to the south and west of the medical structure, I saw only fields. When I moved carefully around to the southeast side of the compound, the ground got a bit hillier. As I studied the area, I noticed something that gave me some hope. There was what appeared to be a drainage ditch, but it wasn’t obviously connected to the drainage around the compound. It could be just what I was looking for. The drainage ditch was where I would look as soon as I got back from the scouting mission for Jeremiah and his people. I wished I could do it now, but I knew it was a rabbit hole I needed to stay away from for now. 
 
    Disappointed, I glanced back over the edge I had come up on and saw no one was around, so I jumped back down. As I was headed back to find the colonel, I decided to stop by the forge to see if Jon, the smith, was busy. He was blowing air on the forge fire with a huge bellows when I walked in. The big grin grew instantly on his face as he placed the bellows on a rack by the forge and came toward me with his hand outstretched.  
 
    “It’s good to see you, friend Shey.” His hand swallowed mine, and he slapped me on the shoulder with his free hand. “Are you wanting to talk about a blade for me to make?” 
 
    “I would, Jon. I also would like to get your take on the trade agreements and what we might need and what we might have to offer.” 
 
    His smile slipped just a little and a new look came into his eyes for a fraction of a second. I smiled as I realized I had been right. This man was more than he appeared. 
 
    “Now, why would you be asking me about those things, Shey? I am but a smith, and I pretty much keep to the forge.” He smiled that large smile with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Well, friend, a lot of talk goes on when the colonel isn’t around, I’m sure. I want to know what he might not be aware of, what we have for trade, or what items we could really use here in the village.” 
 
    I saw the small suspicion in his eyes and held up my hand. “Now don’t misunderstand my intentions. I am here for a couple of weeks and then I’m back off down south to my own folks. But we will be having some vegetables and oats to trade soon, and I just want to know what might be needed here. I also need to know what to look for in the surrounding settlements on this scouting trip I am taking for Jeremiah and Sarah.” 
 
    He didn’t even blink at the mention of the two of them as one unit, which confirmed another suspicion I had gotten while talking with them last night. 
 
    “Well, the colonel did say you were our friend, and I trust his judgement. Come with me.” After one more look at the fire, he headed out the back of the pavilion, with me a couple of steps behind. 
 
    There was a neat stone house a short distance back from the forge in the shade of a giant oak. As he opened the door and stepped inside, it struck me how this place was as well constructed and well-kept as his forge. Jon motioned to a chair by the small table and pulled an old military style footlocker off one of the shelves. As he opened it and took out several loose leaf papers and a notebook, I got more and more curious. 
 
    “These are designs I have put to paper.” He looked at me as he handed the loose drawings over and placed the notebook on the table to the side. “Tell me what you think. Don’t spare my feelings; I have been here inside these fences since shortly after the world died, but you seem to have traveled a bit. You’ll have a better idea of what is of use out there.” He gestured around with a hand as big as a pie plate and the smile came back to his face. “Maybe you can tell me something about this blade you are needing as well?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I left in the evening right after dinner and another long talk with Jeremiah and Sarah. Their scout, Mills, still hadn’t shown up, and folks were concerned. They gave me some directions, and I headed off to the southeast.  
 
    I set a pace to cover enough ground so I could take my time the next morning scouting out the first village on my list. This place had been a small ranch. They had a couple hundred head of cows according to Jeremiah, so small for the area, I guessed. They had traded some leather goods and clothing as well as beef.  
 
    When I came up on the buildings of the ranch in a small valley, everything looked surprisingly normal for the state of the world. The place was far enough out of any settled area and off the beaten path, so the looters didn’t seem to have made it here. I could see some evidence of a defensive parameter, cleared around the buildings, and it looked like the place could still be in use. What I didn’t see was any movement. No people, no cows, not even a dog. Considering the place was obviously kept up, it concerned me a bit, and I decided to scout around for a while before I made my presence known. 
 
    I circled around to the north side of the buildings and then crawled up the small hill I had been using as cover. On this side, I could see a few more of the outbuildings, and I could tell from this vantage point the place was still in use. I was downwind here and could smell the smoke coming from the chimney of a small building near one of the corrals. It looked like a smaller camp house of some sort.  
 
    All around the ranch was a cleared area of about fifty or sixty yards, then the brush and cactus that was part of the ‘used to be’ desert took over. Tall grass, used as ornamental back before the bombs fell, was nearly everywhere. I could see how beef cattle could be raised here. At least, I guess they liked grass. It was grass right? Isn’t that what cows ate?  
 
    I heard a low growl just behind me and I cursed myself for daydreaming. As I slowly turned my head, the biggest dog I had ever seen took another step toward me and growled again. We looked at each other for a minute, and I spoke quietly to him, “Hey boy, I’m not the bad guys. I am definitely friendly.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the left just a bit. Then he let out a loud bark and sat back on his haunches. I was still lying on my belly with the binoculars in my hand, so I decided to try and turn over so I could see him a bit better. As I moved, he growled. I decided to stay where I was for the moment and think about my next move. “So, who do you belong to buddy? You think I might get a chance to talk to them before you eat me?” 
 
    He cocked his head again for a second then resumed his stance. He had to be part wolf with the long legs and huge feet, but his head and neck were more like a mastiff. A thicker chest and body also made me sure there was a mixture of some sort. 
 
    “I see you’ve found a sneak, Hobo.” This came from my right. As I had been watching the monster dog over my left shoulder, and maybe a little focused on him, I hadn’t heard the old man come up on us. “It’s OK, boy, I got it now.” 
 
    Hobo stood up and moved off to the back of us a little, but he didn’t go far, and he kept a close eye on me. 
 
    “You may as well turn over there, mister, but be mighty careful about it. Sissy here is a might hair triggered, and I wouldn’t want you to startle me into anything I can’t take back.” He chuckled, but the rifle he was holding didn’t waiver a bit from my chest as I sat up and crossed my legs. 
 
    “Now what can I help you with that requires a scouting out of my property? A suspicious man might think you was setting up to do a little midnight gathering of some sort. Now, I am not, by nature, a suspicious man, and I’m happy to welcome folks to my fire if they are straight forward with me. You might say I’m right fond of straight shooting.”  
 
    He chuckled again and nodded toward the beast of a dog. “You’ve met Hobo, I’m Broward Council. You can call me Counce.”  
 
    He looked at me expectantly. “My name’s Shey, Mr. Council...” 
 
    “Please, just Counce. Folks start throwing misters out, and I’m looking around for my poppa.”  
 
    I smiled then and felt like maybe this wasn’t a dead end for one of us. “OK, Counce. I am also fond of straight shooting, as long as we’re still talking about conversation and not actually shooting. That big old rifle worries me a little, though; a person could walk right up the barrel with his boots on. I came over here for Jeremiah Caldwell. He has been a little concerned that no one has spoken to him for a while.” 
 
    He looked at me with an absolute blank expression for a second then chuckled again and smiled, but the rifle still didn’t waiver. “I’m right fond of my own shooting being just a bit straighter than my opponents’ when the lead starts flying. If you want to leave them pistols in their holsters, we can go down to the cabin and have the talk you mentioned to Hobo, there.” 
 
    I stood up, careful to keep my hands away from my weapons, and we walked back down the easy grade toward the cabin where I had seen the smoke. Council led the way and Hobo followed closely behind me. I guess he wasn’t quite as big when I was standing up. I was sure he was making a lot more noise than he had when he snuck up on me, and I expected he was doing it on purpose just to let me know how close he was. At one point he stepped on a stick, snapping it, and I swear Council chuckled. I glanced over my shoulder at him and he was watching me as we walked along. His mouth dropped open and his tongue hung out in a dog grin. That disturbed me a little, and I decided to think about it later. 
 
    “So, is all this place yours, Counce? The colonel said you all used to trade some beef and leather goods with them.” 
 
    “He did, did he? Well, we have traded with him a time or two. He has a smith there who can make good nails, and as you can see, we need ‘em once in a while.” He waved his hand in a gesture that covered the buildings sprawling across the little valley in front of us. “Haven’t had much need of them lately. Just a few of us left here nowadays, and we’ve been scaling back a bit on what we’re trying to keep up.” 
 
    “What happened to your other folks?” 
 
    He was quiet for a minute as he continued down the trail. When I thought he might not answer he spoke back up. “Some went out scouting or hunting and never come home, some died from a virus a few months back, and a couple folks just up and disappeared in the middle of the night.” 
 
    He looked back up at me. “Now I might have thought they got tired of being here and just run off, but one of ‘em was my cousin, Annie. She was one of ‘em that did the leather work. She and her husband settled this place back before the companies killed everybody with them nukes. They used to run a Dude Ranch here.” 
 
    “Really? Folks would come out here and camp and stuff?” 
 
    He snorted. “Folks would pay good money to come out here and do ranch work. Some would work cattle, some just wanted to get away from the city. There were some folks who would come out here in groups from their offices and try to live a week of ranching.” He laughed. “Most didn’t make the whole week before they changed their mind and moved over to the camping side, but some did pretty good.” 
 
    We came into the group of buildings, and what he had been saying was more obvious. Several were in need of a little care. Nothing was in bad shape, but a few were being kept up a bit better than others. The one I had noticed the smoke from was the best kept and, apparently, our destination. There was an old painting on the door of a Senorita in a really short skirt showing just a hint of butt cheeks and a big smile as she looked over her shoulder. Painted above it in faded colors were the words “Spanish Moon.” I chuckled and followed him in through the door with Hobo on my heels. 
 
    “Have a seat by the table if you like; I was about to have coffee.”  
 
    My ears perked up. “Real coffee?” 
 
    “Well, I reckon it’s kin to it in some way.” He chuckled and poured a cup for me, then one for himself. 
 
    “The cream is real though. One thing I do have is a milk cow to go with the beef out there.” 
 
    He offered it to me, and I took it. I tasted the coffee he had made, and it was strong and bitter. 
 
    “Chicory?” 
 
    “Didn’t figure you were old enough to know chicory.” He said as he looked at me again. 
 
    “My momma was a fan.” I smiled. It wasn’t quite a lie; just not the whole truth. “She used to have a guy who traveled up from New Orleans bring it to her. She was from down that way originally, before she joined the military and met my dad.” 
 
    “Been down there a time or two myself. A lot of goings-on down there in those days.” He smiled at the memories. Then the smile faded. “Not so much now I reckon. I haven’t left this place since the bombs were dropped except to hunt and gather.” He focused back on me. “Now what does the colonel hisself want with me and mine? He still got him a cute little blonde gal? Aimee, Andrea, something like that.” 
 
    “Well, when I was over there yesterday, he seemed to be pretty tight with a tall lanky gal with shoulder length brown hair, named Sarah. Her name was Sarah, not her hair.” 
 
    He chuckled again and sat down in the other chair at the small table. “I reckon you know them, so I’m gonna take you at your word for now. What is it Jeremiah needs from me?” 
 
    I spent the better part of two cups of the hot bitter brew telling him what had been going on outside his little world. I spelled out what the colonel and Sarah had told me about the other folks around the area and of the ones led by Domino. 
 
    “I seen some of them a while back,” he offered at the description. “I was out looking for herbs and anything useful when I heard ‘em making a racket over the ridge from me. Well I Cherokeed up to the top of that ridge and watched for a few minutes. There was a handful of ‘em sitting around a big ole’ fire roasting a couple of rabbits. Loud bunch, and not very careful with their tracks or nothing. When they left, there was still hot coals where the fire was,” he said as he shook his head. “I don’t reckon they know much about living in the out of doors.” 
 
    “Sounds like you know a bit about it?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I should say. I grew up in the mountains around the Carolinas, east Tennessee, and north Georgia. I spent more time out in them hills than I did indoors. I hunted, fished the streams and rivers, even did a little trapping. About five years or so before the bombs fell, I moved out here to help my sister and her family around this place. Her husband died in an accident with a bull. The Corporations were building so fast, it was overtaking all of the country I lived in and loved. Didn’t take no bushel of walnuts falling on my head to figure out what I needed to do.” 
 
    Hobo had been lying by the door, and he suddenly looked up. He watched the door and tilted his head to the side for a moment. The door opened, and a tall, gangly kid of sixteen or seventeen walked in with a bucket of milk I assumed had just come from a cow. He stopped and looked at me for a second, then looked at Counce, then at Hobo. After he figured I was alright, he nodded and went back to the counter in what passed for a kitchen.  
 
    Counce chuckled and nodded at the monster dog. “That dog is a good ‘en. He just showed up a few years ago. It was first thing in the morning, and he come walking in like he owned the place. He’s been worth his weight in garden seed ever since. Not like I own him or nothing, but I wouldn’t trade a wagon full of side-pork for him.” He snorted and nudged Hobo with his boot toe affectionately. “I wouldn’t give a quart of milk for two more just like him neither.”  
 
    Hobo looked up at him for a minute with his huge head cocked over to the side and tongue hanging out in a doggie grin, then laid his head down on his front legs and closed his eyes. I laughed and looked back toward the newcomer. He had pulled a couple of half-gallon glass jugs from a cabinet and a piece of cheese cloth. He spread the cheese cloth over the mouths of the jars, one at a time, and poured the heavy milk through it and into the jugs. After he had finished, he took a couple of lids and some short pieces of string from a drawer. He twisted the lids on the jugs and tied the string around the neck of each one then turned back to Counce. 
 
    “I’m going to put these in the creek. Need anything?” he asked as he darted a quick look at me. 
 
    “Nah, you head on out and check on the stock when you get done there. Round up Billy and Campo and tell them to work on the fence out in the east pasture today. Tell them to stay together and keep their eyes open. I don’t like that Marcel ain’t back yet, but he has been out for longer spells.” He nodded his head sideways at me. “This here’s Shey. He come over from the colonel’s to see how we was doing. I’m gonna talk with him a bit, then I expect I’ll show him around. We’ll be out there ‘fore too long if y’uns need anything.” 
 
    The youngster looked at me as he stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “My name is Samuel, sir. I’m happy to meet you.” 
 
    I stood up and shook his hand. “Glad to meet you too, Samuel. Always nice to meet good folks.” 
 
    He nodded and put a large bowl of the leftover milk, heavy with cream, down for Hobo to lap up. Then he headed out the back door and left me with Counce and the huge dog. 
 
    I spent a couple hours walking around the ranch with Counce. There were only five men and one woman left at the ranch. It was a big mystery what had happened to the last folks who had disappeared. Two had been taken right out of their cabins at night while everyone slept. Hobo had been gone with Counce on a hunting trip when one disappeared and out on a scavenging run with Samuel when the other one had gone missing. Both had been female, the last one, Counce’s cousin. It had been five days ago, and no one had been able to find a single track or clue as to what happened to them. Hobo’s nose hadn’t even been able to find anything.  
 
    “How about I take a look around on my way up to my next stop? I can spend a little extra time and see if I can find anything. I’ll range out a little further than you all normally do and maybe get lucky.” 
 
    Counce looked at me a minute and nodded his head. “We got nothing to lose. If you find something, how will you get word back? Don’t reckon you want to lengthen your trip any more than you have to.” 
 
    “Counce, if I find anything at all, I will come back and let you know. My trip can be as long as I need it to be.” 
 
    He looked at the ground nodding. “I do appreciate it, friend. I can’t tell you how much. We are just so limited to what we can do as a search party. There are only the few of us here and more work than we can really manage keeping the place up and watching the cows. And, truth be known, with Annie and Melody disappearing like they did, it spooked us all a little bit.” He looked up at me for a minute, then off into the distance. “If it wasn’t such a great place for a ranch, and so remote and hard to find, I’d just leave it and join one of these other communities. I expect everyone is struggling in one way or another though.” 
 
    “Everybody has challenges now-days, Counce. Some of it comes from other folks and some just comes from the nature of the fallen world around us. I think it’s important for us to work together to keep some semblance of civilization. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but there are some things that need working out. It’s going to take some doing and more than just a couple of people to get it done. I’ve been thinking about what it would take to organize this area into something a bit safer and with more trade to the towns around here. Jeremiah and I spoke about it quite a bit. It’s obviously something he and Sarah have been discussing for a while.” 
 
    “We can talk about it later. Right now, I need to plan my next move and where I should go from here. If you have a few minutes, I would like to get some supplies, and have you look at a map I picked up from Caldwell before I left. I want your take on what’s around here. I know this map is at least fifteen years old and from before those idiots tried to kill everyone with nukes. Needless to say, a lot has changed.” 
 
    He nodded, and the wry humor was back in his eyes. “I’ll show you where Marcel was planning on scouting around. He’s a tough man, Marcel is. If he found any promising sign, he would probably follow it. He’s smart, too, though, and I don’t think he would tackle a situation he didn’t reckon he could handle.” 
 
    We headed back toward his cabin where I had left my pack. I had a new plan to come up with and a new mission. It was really good to have things to do again that fit my skill set. The fact that Hobo had gotten so close to me up on the hill just proved to me, I hadn’t been in the field for a while and needed to get back into the groove. My focus and attention to detail needed honing, but I wasn’t overly worried. I already felt my situational awareness growing as I spent more time out in the field.  
 
    It didn’t pay to get soft in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the night in one of the cabins no longer being used and took off after a hearty breakfast of eggs and beef the next morning. Counce had shown me on my map where Marcel had planned on searching for signs of the missing folks. I figured I might be able to track him and at least see what was holding him up. The old man gave me an old cinch ring from the mantle above his fireplace to show Marcel. He also told me the story of how they were used a few hundred years ago to change the brands on cattle. Apparently, Marcel was an avid reader and liked the western novels of the time. They had often sat around the fire at night talking about the history of the region. 
 
    Right away, I picked up Marcel’s trail. With my nanite enhanced vision, and the fact I wasn’t exactly new to tracking someone, I could keep up a good pace and still stay on his trail. Counce had given me a bag of jerky and some bread he had made the night before, so I could keep moving. Along the way, I kept a mental note of where I was on the map. I made good time until he crossed a large creek, and I had to hunt for his trail coming out the other side. He had waded upstream, before crossing over. 
 
    After a few hours of trailing Marcel, I found a place where he had camped, and the coals were still a little warm. When I scouted around his campsite, I found where someone or something had also been following him. The tracks I found were obscure and whatever had made them was experienced at life in the wild and smart enough to be careful with leaving any tracks behind. There were two spots where some sand had been brushed around to hide his tracks. I decided it had to be a person as an animal wouldn’t have been that smart. I guess the hunter had become the hunted, and that made me pick my pace up a bit as I followed him out of his camp. 
 
    Marcel had been moving around in a fairly random pattern up to the point when he camped, but when he left the campsite, he was heading northwest and nearly in a straight line. I didn’t see what he had found to make this change in travel, but I did see where his follower was still on his tail. Now that I knew there was someone following Marcel, I knew what to look for and the trail became more obvious. He was staying off to the side of Marcel’s tracks but in some areas, he crossed over them and had smudged those out with his own. It looked like he was dragging a cloth or blanket along behind him to cover his tracks. More and more odd. 
 
    Another hour or so on their trail and I was close enough that I had to slow down for the risk of coming up on the hunter. I was just taking a short break on top of a ridge looking for movement down in the valley and munching on a salty piece of jerky when I saw Marcel. He was stalking toward a cave at the foot of the next ridge. I could see why he had decided to check this place out right away. It was a large-mouthed cave that looked as if it could go back into the ridge for a good distance. It also had a pretty good view of the valley floor and almost a direct ascent above it for about eighty feet. All in all, not an easy place to sneak up on. 
 
    Marcel was being careful, and he had his rifle ready for any surprise he might come up on. The problem was, I was sure the surprise was going to come up on him. I studied the way behind him for a couple of minutes before I saw movement under a huge cottonwood tree next to the creek running along the valley floor. With all of my enhanced vision, I still couldn’t tell what I was looking at with the shadows of the tree and all the underbrush around the creek. I focused on where I had seen the movement, and it was only a minute or so before I was able to make out Marcel’s stalker. I shook my head and looked again. What stepped out from behind the tree and moved gracefully through the brush toward Marcel was, the best I could tell, a hunched over Bigfoot. 
 
    Now, I knew there had never been any proven encounters with a Bigfoot. They were just the monster in the woods that parents used to keep kids from straying too far from home. I had grown up in a relatively rural part of the Texas hill country, and there were always stories from people who told stories, but this was right in front of my eyes. I decided I couldn’t dwell on it too long or Marcel was going to be in trouble. Even as I had been debating the reality of what I saw, could tell the Bigfoot was focused on Marcel and was preparing to make its move.  
 
    There wasn’t much I could do from here, so I started down the ridge as fast as I could and pulled the Sig from the holster on my right hip as I ran. I would never get there in time and there was no way I could make a shot at a half mile away with a handgun. But one thing I could do was make noise. I pointed in the general direction of the thing and fired all fifteen rounds as fast as I could pull the trigger. 
 
    Marcel jumped and looked in my direction at the first shot, but so did the Bigfoot. I learned two things right away. Marcel was a savvy guy, and the creature was not scared of gunshots. 
 
    Marcel saw the direction my gun was pointing and adjusted his focus pretty quick, but his stalker barely hesitated before launching at him with incredible speed. The man had nerves of steel though. He raised the rifle and only took long enough to draw a bead on the creature rushing down on him before he squeezed off a shot. I saw the rifle buck and heard the report shortly afterwards. The bullet flew true, but it only knocked the creature around before it bellowed like nothing I had ever heard and continued its charge. It was moving a bit slower, and Marcel had nowhere to go, so he worked the bolt and brought the gun up again to fire at what was very nearly point blank into the monster’s midsection. The Bigfoot jerked with the impact again and howled in rage as it leapt the last ten yards at Marcel as he worked feverishly to get the next round chambered.  
 
    Luckily, the two shots had slowed the creature just enough that I was able to launch myself from about fifteen yards out and grab the creature around its thick neck. Now, I know a man just shy of six feet tall and being of as average build as I am, should not have had much of an effect on an eight-foot tall, four hundred-pound Bigfoot. But, as I have mentioned before, I’m not quite as average as I look. I weighed nearly as much as the monster, courtesy of Teledyne nanites and what they had done to my bones and muscle mass. I also had a lot of momentum behind me when I hit him like a mini coal train, right as his leap began.  
 
    We both tumbled across the rock and grass for several meters before coming to a stop. He came up on his feet as he lost momentum, but I slid about three Shey lengths on my back. As I struggled to gain my feet, I realized I had bruised some ribs in my tumble. I guess it should be expected launching an attack while running full speed down a hill. A couple of other things I noticed as I worked to gain my feet and balance, it wasn’t a Bigfoot and it was a little disoriented from the tumbling we had taken and the bullets from Marcel’s rifle.  
 
    He came out of it quickly, however, and jumped straight at me as if he was going to stomp me into a little Shey puddle. I dodged to the side and kicked with both feet at his right knee as he landed. I felt the knee give, but he just howled and grabbed my foot. He swung me around by the leg and threw me into a tree.  
 
    As I rolled down from my impact with the tree trunk, he was charging again with another inhuman howl. I grabbed a rock and swung it into the side of that massive head as he engulfed me with arms nearly five feet long. The impact of the large rock caused him to loosen his grip enough that I was able to slide out of his embrace. I knocked him down with another blow to the head with my new favorite rock, and he rolled over and regained his feet as I steadied myself on mine. As he shook his head to clear it, I reached for my left hand Sig and had just got it out of the holster when the creature looked at me and howled that terrifying howl. Then his head exploded, and I turned to see Marcel working the action of his hunting rifle. The body stood there headless for a few seconds, then slowly tumbled over like a huge collapsing building. 
 
    As I stood there staring at the creature, I could tell I was going to be sore. I should take it easy for a bit and give my body time to heal, but there wasn’t time to just sit here. I holstered the Sig and headed back up to meet Marcel. He was standing there staring at the thing he had just killed. I got to the place I had jumped from and looked around on the ground until I found the 10mm pistol I had dropped as I launched my attack at the Geno-Bigfoot-freak. I grunted as I picked it up and replaced the empty mag with a full one from my jacket.  
 
    “What the hell was that thing? And who the hell are you?” Marcel was getting his bearings back. “Oh, and thanks for the assist. I was certain I was a goner until you hit him. I’m Marcel Calloway.” 
 
    “Hey, Marcel. I’m Shey. I came out here looking for you at the request of a mutual friend named Counce.” I pulled the cinch ring out of my pocket and handed it to him. 
 
    He took it from my hand and stared at it for a moment. I noticed the slight shake in his hand as he looked back at the headless creature on the ground. He looked back at me and nodded as he got control. “I should have been back yesterday, but I was out this way and remembered this cave from years ago. I got caught here in a storm once and spent three days in this valley.” 
 
    Marcel looked toward the creature we had just killed and then back to the cave. “As much as I fear what I might find in there, I really need to check it out. Counce needs to know about his cousin, Annie. We all do really.” 
 
    “Let me look first. I can check it out and let you know if you need to come in.” I looked at him as he debated whether to leave the search to me or take the responsibility on himself.  
 
    “Look, we just went through an ordeal here. You keep a look out and rest a minute. I used to do this sort of thing all the time.” It wasn’t totally false, just a little bit of a stretch. I hadn’t really dealt with Genos before as most of them had died out well before the fall. But I had dealt with a lot of human monsters. 
 
    He reluctantly nodded and began checking his rifle. I knew he was trying to keep busy so he wouldn’t think about what was in the cave. I also knew I needed to go on and check it out, as much as I dreaded what I would find. My enhanced sense of smell had already detected several scents adding to the dread. The scent of death was unmistakable among them. 
 
    “Marcel, will you take a good look at that thing? I am certain it’s a Geno, and that surprises me, as I was pretty sure they had all died out before the bombs fell. It looked like some cross of man and maybe gorilla or orangutan, but it was taller than either should be. I would like to know what your take is on it.” 
 
    He nodded as he racked another round into the chamber. “You bet.” 
 
    As I headed for the cave, something was nagging at the back of my brain. I just couldn’t grasp it and that was strange. Since Teledyne had injected the newest round of nanites into me just before launching the nuclear attack against Obsidian, I had been sharper and more focused than before. My memory was nearly perfect, and I just wasn’t used to not being able to retrieve the tickle at the edge of my consciousness. 
 
    I stopped suddenly as it hit me. The Geno hadn’t had any scent. There was the smell of his breath as we tumbled, and the hair on his body had been clotted with some minor nastiness, but the creature itself had no scent. It was just weird, but it must have been something the scientists had scienced out of it. 
 
    I stepped carefully into the dimness of the cave and immediately wished he had lived somewhere with less scent. I paused for my eyes to adjust to the dimness and heard some movement from further back in the darkness. As I moved forward my eyes adjusted quickly, and things started to come into focus. There were piles of stuff all along one wall and in the middle of the floor. Junk, rags, limbs, and trash comprised different piles with no rhyme or reason. There were broken chairs and pieces of old vehicles, lying next to parts of mannequins and shredded plastic and cloth. It appeared the Geno had just picked up stuff where he found it and thrown it in piles in his cave. Against the rear of the giant cavern was a row of cages made from whatever had been available, and some of them were occupied. 
 
    Carefully, I moved toward the cages, and as I got to the first one, I glanced in and had to move on quickly. The second cage was nearly as bad. I had gotten to the sixth one before I found a living person. It was a man and he was unconscious, so I moved on as I had noticed a pattern. Each cage held a person and each one seemed to be better off than the last. There were thirteen cages. Eight people were still alive and there was one mostly complete cage at the end of the line. There was also a pile of rubble, which was somehow different from the other piles. I realized as I got closer, he had been gathering pieces to turn into the next cage.  
 
    I started with the furthest person along and cut the ropes holding the cage closed. The man inside was tied and had a nasty rag wrapped around his head and in his mouth. As I freed him and he took the rag out of his mouth, he grabbed my arm. “We need to hurry, it could be back anytime! It’s horrible, it will kill us if it finds us here!” 
 
    “Calm down, friend; it won’t be coming back.” 
 
    He looked at me, unbelieving. “Seriously? It’s huge and not human.” 
 
    I nodded and patted him on the shoulder. “A Bigfoot? About eight feet tall? He is lying out there and about a foot shorter now without his head. He won’t be back. Now, can you help me get these others out of these cages? Some of them are going to need some help.” 
 
    He sat back and stared at me for a couple of seconds, then let out a sob of relief. He was done as quick as that, though and stood up. “Yes, let’s get out of this dungeon.” 
 
    “Good man. My name is Shey.” 
 
    He grunted as he stretched. “Thank you, Shey. I’m Fred.” 
 
    We started down the row of cages, helping the others out and getting them on their feet. The last two who were alive were unconscious, one woman and one man.  
 
    With the help of the others who could, we got everyone out of the cages and out to the edge of the cave. Marcel came running up with his canteen, looking closely at all of them and finally grabbing the two conscious women in a bear hug with one of the men. They were busy crying and hugging so I let them be for a minute or so while I looked around the cave. 
 
    This guy, for all of the trash and junk in the cave, had been oddly organized. The piles of refuse were all nearly the same size and the cages were as well. They were all evenly spaced apart. The cages all along the back wall of the cave, and the piles of stuff all around the immense open floor. One of the weirdest sights I had ever seen, a Bigfoot Genofreak hoarder with OCD. 
 
    Marcel came up to me with a smile and his friends in tow. “Shey, these folks are from the ranch. This is Melody James and Tom Marshall, and this is the ranch owner and Counce’s cousin, Annie Timms.” Marcel and Tom were helping the smaller Melody to stand. 
 
    I shook hands with Tom. Melody and Annie both gave me a huge hug. “We can’t thank you enough, sir! That thing was just awful. It was, I don’t know, collecting people I guess?” She looked at Marshall, and he was nodded as she continued. “He put us in those cages and then just left us. He never came back to feed us or offer water or anything. He never even looked at us after putting us in there.” Melody was on the verge of tears. 
 
    Annie took Tom’s place and put her arm around the younger woman. “I’ve heard of Genofreaks, but never seen one in person. I thought they had all died out years ago. This one did seem old, and it was like he wasn’t all there mentally as well. He was always just moving stuff around, from pile to pile. Like he was organizing it. Then he would work on building another cage for a while, then reorganize the piles again. It was the scariest and weirdest thing. He never even looked at us.” 
 
    The others had gathered around as she was talking and were taking turns at Marcel’s canteen. A tall man in jeans and a t-shirt, now filthy and ripped from his ordeal, spoke up. “I was here the longest, of those of us standing. He would bring someone new in every time he finished a cage. Within a day or so of finishing it, he would have a new person to add to his collection.” He shook his head. “I’m Cal Merriam, by the way. From the village up north called Weslow. We had lost a couple of folks out on hunts recently, and I had volunteered to go see if I could find them.”  
 
    He motioned back toward the cave. “Two in there didn’t make it; they were ours.” He looked down and shook a little all over. “It still seems surreal, you finding us and killing that...thing.” 
 
    “Well, Cal, and everyone, you’re safe for now. But, first things first, let’s get these folks who are unconscious out of this place and give them what help we can. Also, did any of you see more of those, or was he the only one?” 
 
    Melody gasped and there were several frightened people suddenly looking around. 
 
    “No, I only ever saw him,” Cal replied. 
 
    “Good.” I motioned for Marcel to step off to the side with me. “Marcel, can you take these folks back down to the stream and set up a camp? They will need water and food. I am going to go get some help. I think it will be late tomorrow before we can get back, but we will be. If you can just get them out of sight of this cave, you should be good. Keep them busy caring for the worst off and taking care of each other.” 
 
    He was nodding, but he had doubt in his eyes. “Can you find your way back to the ranch? I grew up in this area and know it as well as anyone, I might be able to get back there quicker than you. I think you’re being a little optimistic on the trip time. It is a full day each way and getting supplies together once you get there will take some time.” 
 
    I looked him directly in the eye to get his attention. “Trust me friend, I can make the trip quicker than anyone here. I will be there and have help back here by dark tomorrow.” 
 
    He looked at me for a second then nodded. “I saw you come down off the hill but thought it was adrenaline or the situation playing tricks on my brain. I reckon if it can be done, you’ll do it.” 
 
    I dug in the pack I had retrieved while we were talking and pulled out the remaining jerky. “Take this and make some broth for these folks. They’ll need water and as much care as you all can give them. We’ll bring more food and you should have plenty of water from the stream.” 
 
    He took it and nodded. “If you bring help for these folks, that will be more than most folks would do. Of course, you’ve already done much more than most would.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure about that, but I felt like I had to help when I could. I had wreaked enough havoc earlier in life; it was about time I made some difference in the other direction. Someone had to help in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stayed long enough to get everyone down into the valley, out of sight of the cave. It had taken a little longer than I hoped, but some of them were in bad shape. They were settling into a camp when I nodded to Marcel and Tom Marshall. They knew I was going, and there really wasn’t much need for any of us to say anything, so I stepped off into the brush. As soon as I was out of sight, I turned on the speed and headed south. 
 
    I had a good distance to make during the night and my ribs were still sore, but it had to be done. I didn’t know if either of the unconscious folks would make it. They were both in bad shape from dehydration and starvation. There was just so far down a normal human body could go and come back. As often as I had cussed Teledyne and my ‘enhancements,’ there were times when I was truly lucky to have them. I really had to make sure other folks could benefit from the fact that I had them. Which was exactly what I planned to do over the next couple of days. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sky was just starting to show a hint of light in the east when I smelled Counce’s fire. My feet hurt, and I was pretty drained, but I was truly thankful to hear Hobo’s bark from the cabin when I came into the ranch-yard. Counce had the cabin door open and his rifle in his hands when I trotted around the corner and slumped against the wall.  
 
    “Shey? What the hell?” 
 
    I held up my hand and stopped any further questions. “We found them. Marcel and I found Annie, Tom, and Melody. There are several more, and they all need help.” 
 
    Samuel had come up with his milk pale in hand. “I’ll get Moon-Ring and the others.” He put the can down and trotted off toward the other cabins.  
 
    Counce helped me into the cabin and onto a chair. “Damn, son. What’ve you been eating?” 
 
    Oh yeah, the weight. “Uh, well, that’s a long story for a different time. You all really need to get out there. Do you know where the Salt Cave is?” 
 
    “I do. Marcel took me over there a year or so back. Said he might build a cabin and farm the valley someday. Is that where they are?” 
 
    “Yes. There are seven of them, no eight. Nine counting Marcel. They have all been starved and dehydrated. Some are in terrible shape, Counce.” I sat back in the chair and took the pitcher of water and drank the entire thing straight from the jug.  
 
    “Annie?” Counce asked with obvious concern. 
 
    “Oh, no brother, she is fine. All of your folks are; they are helping the others.” I slouched for a minute, then caught myself and sat back up. “Do you have any more jerky? Or some eggs and a steak? I am starved.”  
 
    “I just got a mess ready right before you woke up Hobo.” The dog looked up from his slumber and gave Counce the big puppy dog grin. Counce got a plate and loaded it with eggs and a couple of steaks he had been cooking on the fire.  
 
    “Thanks, Counce.” I took the plate he handed me and dug in. The steak was perfect, and the eggs were the best I had ever eaten. At least, that’s what my starving, nanite-enhanced body told me. They were both probably overdone from setting on the fire while Counce helped me. 
 
    “Damn, son! No wonder you weigh so much.” 
 
    Samuel came back in right then with four others, three men and a woman. Counce started giving orders immediately, and I laid down on the bed. I heard him saying something about getting horses and gear together as well as food and... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up a little slower than I usually did. The smell of beef cooking filled the air, and I could hear someone moving around. I laid there for a minute as everything came back to me. The Bigfoot Geno, the cages, the run back to the ranch. I sat up suddenly, and the woman from earlier turned from her work at the table across the room. 
 
    “You should go back to sleep. There is some water there, get a drink and crash back out. You’ve only been asleep a couple of hours.” She looked at me with a direct look that suggested I follow her request. 
 
    “I really appreciate the thought, ma’am, but I need to get up and get going. I have to get some more medical help for those folks at the cave. What is that wonderful smell?” 
 
    She looked toward the back door and then back to me. “It’s jerky, on the smoker. I figured you would be asleep, and I could watch the smoker and still be here if you needed anything.” 
 
    I smiled and stood up. “Do you have anything to eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    She smiled back and lifted a bag of jerky off of the shelf. “If you are going somewhere, it must be important. If you are going, you will need some nourishment to take with you. There is a horse in the barn I can saddle while you eat.” 
 
    “No, thank you. I love horses, but I can move fast enough myself.” I said as I bit into the tough, dried beef. 
 
    She looked doubtful as she handed me a broken-up loaf of fresh bread, but I smiled. “Trust me. I got from the Salt Cave to here in a night in the dark; I can get where I’m going now in a couple of hours.”  
 
    She was still doubtful but nodded and tossed the jerky to me. “You do what you have to, but you’re gonna hurt yourself if you don’t get some rest. I’m Moon-Ring. Friends call me Moon.” 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am, once again. I’m Shey. I really do appreciate your concern, but those people out there, they really need some help. I know some folks who can help them better than your friends. If I get on my way, they will make it to the cave within a few hours of when your friends do.” 
 
    I stood up and looked at her. Her name, Moon-Ring, made sense. She had the long jet black hair and dark eyes and complexion of an American Indian. She also had the lithe figure and graceful movement of someone who could take care of herself. On the table where she had been sitting was a leather shirt she had been working on. It was very nice work, and I guessed where Annie had learned her leather craft. 
 
    I looked back at Moon-Ring. “I will get some help for your friends and the others out there. You take care of yourself here alone, or head to the colonel’s place behind me if you like. They will be headed out to the Salt Cave by this evening.” 
 
    She smiled and moved out from behind the counter. She was wearing a Colt Peacemaker clone on her right hip and a Browning automatic in a shoulder holster. 
 
    “I’ll be OK. Besides, someone needs to look after those cows.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded as I turned to the door and another long run. At least there was a road and trail this time, I thought as I looked down at the jagged rips in my denim jacket. I winced at the pain in my ribs and pulled another piece of jerky from the bag. Some routes are easier than others in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    I jogged up to the motor pool building as Jeremiah was stepping out the front door after his mid-day meal. The aroma of fresh baked fruit pie wafted through the air. I could hear the folks around the area as they went about their daily lives, and it hit me that this bunch of people had made a home for themselves under the leadership of this very capable man. He stopped suddenly as he saw me jogging up and smiled. 
 
    “I guess we still need to fix the hole in the fence you snuck through the first time.” His smile disappeared as he got a closer look at me. I was worn out from the run. It didn’t help that I really hadn’t recovered much from the all-night run the night before, or the fight with a huge Bigfoot Geno just before that run. The nanites were good, but they did need a little time and fuel. 
 
    “You look like hell, Shey. Come in here and let’s get you something to drink.” He turned back and held the door for me as I stumbled through and sat at the first chair I came to. It was an old wooden thing and creaked a loud warning as I settled in a little more forcefully than usual. 
 
    “Sarah! Bring some water quickly! Something to eat too!” He yelled back toward the galley. As he turned back to me, he said, “Tell me about it.” 
 
    I decided right then, I did really like this guy. I liked what he had accomplished, and I liked the thoughtfulness he put into caring for the people in his charge. I especially liked the quick thinking mind behind the bland and calm expression. 
 
    “Well, I have a story, but let’s wait for that water and some food. You might get your guard leader to come listen, too. I need to ask a favor of you and your merry men.”  
 
    He nodded with a hint of a smile at the reference to his people I had used before. He looked at one of his guards who had come up after seeing me. The young man nodded back without a word passing between them and took off at a jog through the back door. 
 
    Sarah came in with a large jug of water and a sliced lemon. I picked up the jug and looked at her apologetically as I started drinking. About a half-gallon of water later I put the jug down and leaned back in the chair. It creaked again. I smiled at them and looked a little sheepish. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the lack of manners, but I need to tell you all some things before I pass out. Would you happen to have a fruit pie in there, ma’am?” 
 
    She looked at me a little odd and nodded. As she turned and headed back in the kitchen, a group of three men came in the back door with the young man who had run off a few moments before. All three appeared to be capable folks, but the one in the front was a very no-nonsense individual. He looked at the colonel and nodded. “Colonel, how can I help?” 
 
    Sarah came back with a fresh, golden crusted pie still in the cast iron, and a large spoon. I smiled at her and took the pan when she offered with a smile of her own. “Be careful, Shey. It’s just out of the oven and still hot. It’s mixed berry by the way. We just baked several for supper tonight. They were going to be a surprise.” 
 
    Jeremiah watched as I started spooning down huge bites of the sweet berries and flaky crust. Sarah looked at me for a minute and a realization showed in her eyes. She put her hand on my arm and said, “We’ll talk later, Shey.” Then she turned back toward the kitchen. 
 
    I stopped eating for a second. “Please wait. You need to hear this too. There are some folks who really need your help, but it will need to be a group effort.” 
 
    I took the last bite of pie and drank another long pull from the jug of water. I looked around at the small group of folks. “Do you all know where the Salt Cave is?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up and looked around the small room. I recognized it as the room I had slept in the last time I spent the night here. This was Jeremiah’s place in the recycling center. He had a spare room he had let me use. It was dark, but my eyes grew accustomed to it quickly. I saw a jug of water and a couple of covered plates. After a long pull on the water with lemon, I uncovered the plates of meat and bread. I really liked thoughtful folks, and Sarah was one of the best. I ate two large sandwiches and drank some more water, then lay back down to sleep the rest of the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the morning sunlight peaked in the window around the drawn curtain, I got dressed and ready for another travel day. I wanted to go out to the Salt Cave and make sure everything was going well. At least as well as it could, considering the circumstances. I didn’t know who had gone there to meet Counce’s people and the folks who had been in the cave, but I would bet Jeremiah and his security head were the first ones on the wagon. 
 
    With any luck, I could be there before noon. Even if they decided they needed to leave right away this morning, which I really doubted, I should meet them on the trail. I really wanted to see them all as a group before they all split and went their separate ways. It wasn’t a great circumstance, but it could lead to some good relationship building among the villages around the area.  
 
    I got my bag and headed off to the motor pool building.  
 
    As I stepped through the door, the older gentleman who worked with Sarah was cleaning the tables with a damp cloth. He nodded to me and pointed to a table near the kitchen.  
 
    “Have a seat, friend; you’ve apparently been a busy man the last couple of days,” he drawled with a smile. “You would like some juice and breakfast I reckon?” 
 
    I smiled back at him and nodded as I sat down. “I most certainly would, my friend. I didn’t catch your name when I was here before?” 
 
    He chuckled and headed for the kitchen door. “Mike Coral, but everyone around just calls me ‘Biscuit.’ I’ll get you some juice and something to eat. Just make yourself comfortable. Folks’ll start piling in here shortly, but I’ll be right back.” 
 
    After a couple of minutes, he came back through the door with a pitcher of orange juice and a large bowl of oatmeal or porridge of some sort and placed it in front of me. 
 
    “Dig in, Shey. Sarah went with the colonel and about eight others yesterday afternoon to see what they could do for those folks you told them about at the Salt Cave. I reckon they would have gotten there late last night. They took horses and a buckboard wagon we have for carrying supplies and such. Sarah took a couple of her medical folks along with a half dozen security guys and gals. I imagine Clayton will be in here shortly, and I also imagine he’ll want to talk with you some.” 
 
    The older man went back in the kitchen and only a minute or so later Clayton came in through the back door. He saw me right away and came over to the table I was sitting at. “Care if I join you?” 
 
    I nodded around bites of sticky oats, and he took a seat. “Jeremiah and Sarah went off on this mission trip of yours. They should be fine. They took several of my folks along. Not that we expect anything, but I always like to plan for the worst even when we don’t.” 
 
    He took the glass and bowl Biscuit sat in front of him and thanked the older man. As he dug in, he continued, “Do you have any reason to think there are any other Genos out there?” He nodded vaguely toward the west as he chewed. 
 
    I swallowed the bite I was working on and shook my head. “No, I don’t. There was a man there from a village called Weslow. His name is Cal, and he said he had been there the longest. He also said he had only ever seen the one of them. Now, with that being said, I never thought we would run into any of them. They had all but died out and the fad had been abandoned several years before the Fall.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and took a sip of orange juice. “Exactly what I was thinking. We will just have to be more vigilant going forward.” He looked a little worried and thoughtful as he took another bite of the oats. 
 
    “I am a little worried about this Domino,” he continued. “I was not with Jeremiah either time he met with her. This experience with a Geno just reminds us that all our concerns are not easily seen. I assume you have not been in that direction yet, so you haven’t seen any of what they have? And, Fred Mills hasn’t come back, so I am assuming he is not going to.” 
 
    “Mills’ first name is Fred? Is he about my height, thin with black hair, and part of his left ear missing?” 
 
    Clayton stopped chewing for a second and looked at me. “That’s Fred. Have you seen him?” He spoke around the food in his mouth as he began chewing again. 
 
    “Yes! He was in the first cage I opened in the cave. So he is there with Jeremiah and Sarah. I didn’t even realize he was one of you all. He didn’t say exactly where he was from and only introduced himself as Fred. Well, there is a piece of good news at least.” 
 
    Clayton nodded and smiled as he swallowed. “Indeed. Well, I am going to work on some new security plans for this place. I am already focusing on fence repair and physical security. If you have any ideas, I am open to considering them.”  
 
    I stood as he did and shook his hand. “I am going to head back out to meet them at the Salt Cave. Do you have anything you need Jeremiah to know?” 
 
    He thought for a second and shook his head. “No. We have everything in control here. I am sure they will be back as soon as they can. You might mention to them to come in from the southwest. I will have the fence repaired and the gates locked down to the north and east by tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I would also like to talk with you a little more before we meet with Domino and her bunch next week, if you have a few minutes before then?” 
 
    He nodded and headed for the door. “When you all get back, we’ll do that. You and I, Sarah and Jeremiah, Davis, who is my second, and Jon the smith. We all need to be on the same page if it goes sideways, and I am afraid it will.” With a short salute, he was out the door, and I was alone long enough to finish the bowl of oats and pitcher of juice. 
 
    Biscuit shuffled back in as I was standing to leave. He had a bag of bread and jerky, a couple of apples, and a bottle of water.  
 
    “Here you go, Shey. I reckon this will do you until you meet up with them. You tell Jeremiah and Sarah not to be worrying about us here; just take care of them folks and get on back.” 
 
    I nodded to the older man and smiled. “I’ll do it. When we get back, I would love another piece of that pie you all had made yesterday. If I get a chance, I’ll even see if I can find some more of those berries.” 
 
    “Ha! A piece of pie was it? As I recall, you ate one of them whole things, all by yourself.” 
 
    I laughed and headed for the door. “I did volunteer to find some more berries.” 
 
    As I trotted away, I heard Biscuit laughing and telling the other folks in the kitchen about my experience with the pie. Oh well, the sugar had gone a long way toward fueling the nanites repairing my body. And it had been a really good pie. 
 
    There was one stop I wanted to make before I headed off. I had seen a nasty looking tomahawk hanging on the wall of Jon’s cabin. I wanted to trade out one of the Sigs for it. 10mm ammo wasn’t limitless and the tomahawk had looked sweet. Maybe not as sweet as that pie, but still a great addition to my small arsenal.  
 
    There was still some sweetness in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was drizzling lightly, and I moved out at a good pace, but one I could manage and still keep my situational awareness. They would be coming back this way, I was fairly certain. I didn’t expect them to be moving before I got there, however. They would spend at least one night there, and if there was enough food to be had, probably a couple. 
 
    It was obvious, my edge was back. I heard people talking and smelled the fire well before I came up on a camp. It was a ragged group and their wagon looked to be full of spoils from some raid. There were also several women and children tied to the back of the wagon. It looked like they had camped here and were getting a late start as they were just kicking dirt over the fire in a hap-hazard attempt to put it out. I settled down on the rise I was on and listened. 
 
    “Get those bitches and kids ready to move!” 
 
    “Pete, the one from last night croaked, I threw her in a ditch back there.” This was a short, stocky guy with a goatee. 
 
    “Ha! Good thing we all got what we needed.” Pete said as he stalked toward the horses they had tied around a tree off to the side. 
 
    “Milo, Shawn, get the wagon hooked up and let’s roll! Domino will be wanting us back before dark,” Goatee yelled at two of the others. 
 
    There were four women and six kids tied in the wagon, and I counted eleven men. What one of my trainers used to refer to as a ‘target rich environment.’ 
 
    Pete threw a rolled up blanket onto one of the horses, and it shied from the quick motion. He yanked the reins from the tree and started hitting the horse with a limb he picked off the ground. 
 
    I growled to myself as I held my place. I needed them to be close together before I attacked. I also wanted them to be mounted. Unless a horse is exceptionally trained, a person fighting from the horse’s back had to divide his attention between the fight and controlling the animal. I could tell these people didn’t know enough about horses to train them for that. 
 
    Oh, I had already decided to attack. Pete was going down first and then the one driving the wagon. The others would be targets of opportunity. I wanted to keep one of them alive long enough to get a little information. Well, I didn’t really “want to,” so much as I “needed to.” 
 
    Several of them had rifles, but they were all in saddle scabbards or slung across their backs. All of them had handguns, but again, they had them secured for riding. As they mounted and the one called Pete rode back toward the wagon, I knew my time was coming. I started moving down off the rise using shrubs and small trees for cover. I could have just walked right out in the open; they were not even paying attention to their surroundings. Everyone was watching Pete and the wagon. I was only about fifteen meters away when I stopped. 
 
    Pete had just gotten to the back of the wagon. “Looks like you folks are lucky today. There is one less, so none of you has to walk. Ha!” 
 
    A gasp and a couple of whimpers came from the group in the wagon. He laughed as he came around to my side of the wagon and rode toward the front. When I stepped out from the brush, I was beside and to the rear of the wagon. All the raiders had turned their horses forward and were just waiting for Pete to get to the front. They would be waiting a long time. 
 
    I took two quick steps and threw the tomahawk into the back of his head. There was a sick thud, and his horse jumped and took off through the brush away from the road. Pete stayed in the saddle for about two jumps from the frightened animal, then fell off the side. As he fell, his foot got hung up in the stirrup and his body bounced along beside the spooked horse. 
 
    Everyone was frozen, watching as Pete bounced along the ground, leaving a trail of blood and brains every time his head hit the ground. My first throwing knife stuck in the side of the wagon driver’s neck, and he slumped to the side. My second blade sank to the hilt between the next closest raider’s shoulder blades. The third took Goatee in the throat as he turned to see why his buddy had fallen off his horse. That was when they realized they weren’t alone. 
 
    My Sig was in my hand, and two more fell before their horses were spooked and jumping all over the place. At that point, the remaining five raiders were trying to control their horses and I was picking targets as they presented themselves. Two more went down with ten-millimeter holes in their chests. One more fell from his mount and was trampled by his friends as they tried to control their horses. Two more shots took the remaining raiders and the horses took off in different directions. I looked over to see why the wagon hadn’t taken off and one of the women was holding the reins in her tied hands, fighting the frightened horses as some of the others pushed the driver’s corpse off the side. 
 
    I holstered the Sig as I stepped up to the front of the horses and started talking quietly with a hand on their bridles. In a few short minutes they were calm enough, and I stepped back a little. They each smelled me, and I breathed in their nostrils as they learned I was OK. I let go of the bridles, and the young woman with the reins nodded thanks to me.  
 
    I reached down and pulled the blade from the driver and cleaned it on his shirt. Then I stepped up to the wagon and motioned for her to move closer. “Here, I’ll get those ropes off of you.”  
 
    She scooted over on the bench and stuck out her hands. As I sliced through the nylon rope, she kept the reins snug. After I got the ropes off, I offered her the knife and took the reins as she scooted back and started freeing the rest.  
 
    In a couple of short minutes, they were all free and had the gags removed from their mouths, then they got down from the wagon and gathered in a half circle around me. All of them tried to tell their story at once, and I had to hold up my hand. I looked at the one who appeared to be the oldest and asked her to continue.  
 
    They were all part of a family compound outside of a place called The Mill. It was a little village that had grown around a large creek in the area over the last several years. Their family had lived outside of the town on a small farming compound where they raised corn and other vegetables. There had been five families who lived in several small houses grouped together. 
 
    The raiders had shown up at daylight the day before and had taken everyone by surprise. They had murdered everyone older than her and all of the men. She was twenty-two and had been married to one of the other family’s sons for five years. Two of the children were hers. 
 
    I felt the cold anger continue to build, and I knew something had to be done. I had a bit of a quandary with them, though, as they all wanted me to take them to The Mill. They were worried about friends and family in other small farms like theirs. I understood their concern, but I needed to get to where Jeremiah and his group were to warn them about this situation. There was just no telling if more of these raiding parties were out and none of these had survived long enough to say anything except, “What the fu….argh!” 
 
    There was a special place in hell my momma used to teach me about for people like these. I intended to see they found the way there. Sometimes directions are needed in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we rolled into the valley that contained the Salt Cave, I heard a rustle in the leaves and Hobo walked out with his tongue hanging in a doggie grin. A couple of the younger children huddled back against some of the older women, and one of the horses we had collected shied a bit. “Hey there, buddy. Everything going OK?”  
 
    He cocked his head to the side then looked back down the valley. He looked at me again and started walking down the trail. We followed him the rest of the way back to the camp with me telling my new friends how Hobo and I had met. 
 
    Marshall, Marcel, and Jeremiah came out to meet us. As I shook hands with the men, Jeremiah looked at the kids and women in the wagon, the four horses we led and the one I rode, and the weapons in the back of the wagon. Then he looked at me and just shook his head. “Can you go anywhere without trouble following you?” 
 
    I smiled at him. “I kind of ran up on it this time. Actually, I don’t think it ever follows me; I think I just stumble on it.” 
 
    He chuckled and nodded. “Come on down to the camp; I’m sure your new friends, or, I should say other new friends, will want to say hello.” 
 
    I looked at Sandy, the woman I had cut free first. “These folks are the good guys, I promise. If you will take the wagon and horses down where the other horses are, I’ll get someone to meet you there and get you all something to eat. We will get all this worked out, and you all back home as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I’ll go with them.” Marcel volunteered, and they all started out down the gentle slope to the creek. 
 
    They had done a lot in the two days I was gone. There was a large tent Sarah must have brought and several smaller ones. Marshall was walking with us and nodded to folks as he passed. It was much the same way folks interacted with Jeremiah back at the recycling center. I watched it all curiously and an idea was forming in my mind. We would all need to sit down soon and have a planning session. But, first things first. 
 
    “Those women and children in the wagon were taken by some of Domino’s people. Those men killed all the men and older ones at the farm where they lived and took these women and kids. There was one other with them, who they raped and killed last night.” 
 
    Marshall was watching me, and I could see the muscles in his jaw working as he clenched and unclenched it. Jeremiah had his head down and was slowly shaking it from side to side. 
 
    “I didn’t know it had gotten that bad, Shey. I really thought we would be the ones they went after first. We are the closest to their home base after all.” 
 
    “Something will have to be done,” Marshall said between clenched teeth. “I can’t do it by myself, but if I don’t get any help, I’ll do what I can. There is no place for barbarism like this in the world I want to live in. This Geno was one thing, but people treating other people like this is not something we can have going on.” 
 
    It had been the most I had heard Tom say at one time since pulling him out of the cages in the cave. I felt like he wasn’t one to talk much, but when something needed saying, he would. I liked that about the man. 
 
    “Tom, I agree. I don’t think we will have to act alone, but I’m with you. Let’s table this for right now and get you taken care of, but we will not wait long.” 
 
    He nodded as he looked in my eyes. I could see the concern along with the anger and answered his unasked question. 
 
    “The ones who did this won’t be returning home or harming anyone else. That might give Domino and her folks something to think about.” 
 
    Jeremiah spoke up then. “Or it might piss her off. What happens then?” 
 
    I nodded and looked back around the camp. “I think we’ll have a little bit of time while she is wondering what happened to them. These people don’t appear to be very punctual. We need to get this operation finished up and get them back where they can recover in relative safety. This has to have been very traumatic for these folks.” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and started walking again toward the larger of the tents. “Sarah is in here and can give us a better idea of when it will be safe to travel. One of the unconscious ones has woken up, but the other is in bad shape. She might not pull through; it’s touch and go right now.” 
 
    As we stepped into the tent a lot of heads turned our way. There were also a lot of smiles and several folks walked over to us. Sarah was there first and gave me a big hug.  
 
    “These folks have told us what happened here. With Mr. Calloway’s and Mr. Council’s help, we’ve pieced together the story. You are the reason all these folks are alive, Shey. They are grateful beyond belief. We are all grateful. You, my friend, are a hero,” she said with a big grin and both hands on my shoulders. 
 
    As I started to argue, Jeremiah laughed and spoke up, “Well, he is a hero to some others who you need to meet, Sarah, if you can spare a moment from here? They are parking their wagon and taking care of their horses right now, with Marcel’s help.”  
 
    She looked at him for a second, then returned her gaze to me. “What have you been into now? Never mind, you can fill us in later. Will you accompany me, Jeremiah?” 
 
    “Happily, Love.” He looked at Tom and me. “If you all need either of us, just shout. We will be back shortly.” 
 
    As they headed out the door, we were surrounded by several of the folks from the cave. They looked much better than when I had seen them last, just a little over a day ago.  
 
    Counce was also there and filled me in on their trip up from the ranch. He slapped me on the shoulder and smiled. “Friend, I can’t tell you how grateful I am to have my Annie back. I had already accepted she was gone. If you ever need anything from us, all you gotta do is ask.” 
 
    “Counce, I’m just glad I was able to help Marcel get them back. None of us knew there was a Geno involved. As a matter of fact, I thought Genos had all died out years ago. The fad certainly had before the war. I guess there were a few left though.” 
 
    “Shey, Marcel told us what happened. If you think that bullshit about ‘helping Marcel’ is holding any water with us, you’re full of it. Like I said, if you ever need anything.” He slapped me on the shoulder again and turned back to the folks lying on the pallets.  
 
    The female, who was still unconscious, had an actual IV tube running to her arm. Not something I had expected, but I guess Sarah had a few tricks up her sleeve. The man who had been in a similar state was on a pallet beside her, looking at me. He motioned me over with a weak gesture. 
 
    I walked over and knelt by his pallet. He grasped my hand and I could tell some strength was returning to him. He had a bandage where an IV had been in his arm as well, and an empty bowl that probably had held some broth. 
 
    “You’ll be Shey, I imagine?” 
 
    I smiled at him and patted his shoulder with my free hand. “I am, unless he owes you money or something.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Nothing of the kind! I owe you. All of us do. You know if you need anything at all, just come over to Weslow. Cal feels the same way, so you remember, anything.”  
 
    I felt uncomfortable with the way this conversation was going. I was used to being the ghost who caused destruction and chaos, and then faded into the background. It was what I had been trained for and what I was exceptionally good at. All this attention was something new to me. 
 
    Sure, I had helped with our township down south. The thought gave me a pang of regret. I needed to be back on mission, but if things here weren’t straightened out, it was all for nothing. We did well, but there were goods and services here we just didn’t have. We all would benefit from a trade deal among us. We all really needed to get together and begin to rebuild civilization. I believed there were several here who believed the same as I did on the subject. Several who believed the same as the folks back home did. It was looking good, but there were hurdles.  
 
    “What’s your name, friend?” I asked him. 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “Jenkins. Al Jenkins. If you get over to Weslow, you ask for me. I would love to show you around and introduce you to some folks.” 
 
    “Al, I am going to go to Weslow tomorrow or the next day. I think you will probably be at the recycling center with my friends Sarah and Jeremiah for a few more days at least. Is there anyone I should talk to? Anyone you would like me to tell where you are and that you are OK?” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment and then looked down at the female beside him who was still unconscious. He nodded as he turned a steady gaze back to me. “My wife. Her name is Gabrielle, but folks call her Gabby. Please tell her what happened and that I am alive. I’m afraid she has given up on me. I don’t know how long it’s been, but she must fear the worst by now. Please let her know I will be there as soon as I am able.” 
 
    He looked at me pleadingly, and I felt for him. He knew what she was going through and wanted to ease her pain. Even though his physical pain had to have been intense, he was more concerned with his wife’s emotional pain. Compassion was something I had left in the hill country of Texas all those years ago when my family had been murdered. Compassion was something I was learning again. There was still a place for compassion in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    We sat around a fire in the evening with the creek gurgling in front of us, the Salt Cave looming behind us, and a clear sky of bright stars shining above. It was almost unbelievable what had happened here just a short time before.  
 
    Everyone who was awake was there and we were working on putting together the best plan. Sandy Burkes had been adamant earlier that they return right away to The Mill. After talking with Marcus, one of the people who had been in the cages, they decided to accompany him, with Jenifer, the unconscious lady, back to the recycling center. Two of Jeremiah’s men would go to The Mill on horseback and warn those folks. We felt it was important to let everyone know what had happened at the Burkes’ family ranch. 
 
     Cal was in no shape for an extended trip back to Weslow, so I was going to go directly there. We agreed they should know of their survivors and what had happened to the Burkes’ as well. I would spend no more than a day there before I headed back to meet up with Jeremiah and his folks.  
 
    Counce and his cousin would go with Jeremiah. The recycling center had more of a medical facility than any of the other places, and it was decided the folks who had been taken by the Geno would travel in the wagons back there. The rest of the folks who had traveled here from the ranch with Counce would go back and relieve Moon-Ring and fill her in. The only exception was Tom Marshall. He insisted he was well enough to ride back to the ranch.  
 
    “Well, I plan to turn in shortly. I did, however, want to get some opinions on something from you folks who are here,” Jeremiah said. “We have an abundance of clean water, metal, some citrus fruit, and a very accomplished metalsmith. We would also really like to bring some trading back into play.” 
 
    There were several nods around the fire. Glances between folks from the same towns told me it was something which had been discussed before.  
 
    Cal nodded. “Jeremiah, I would like to get a message to our town elders about it as well. It is one of the reasons I was out when I was taken by the…” His voice faltered for a moment. “The Geno. I was going to come over to your place and discuss that very thing after I looked around a bit for our folks who had gone missing.”  
 
    Sandy looked around the group. “We have been planting extra with the hopes of re-establishing the trade like we used to have. There was a very troubling meeting with someone from east of your place a few weeks ago, however. I wasn’t there, but our council had sent a representative. It was my father. He told us there would be trouble with them. He didn’t know how right he was.”  
 
    She paused for a couple of seconds, staring into the flames. “I heard some of Domino’s men say the attack on our place was, at least partially, to ‘put those dirt diggers in their place.’” 
 
    Tom stood up and spat in the fire. “Something has to be done about these people.” 
 
    I stood up, too, and gripped his shoulder. “Tom, I promise you, something will be done. They will not get away with this. They will be stopped and soon. We just have to make sure we stop them totally and don’t just poke the hornet’s nest. We need more intel.” He nodded, but his eyes were smoldering. 
 
    I turned back to the folks sitting around the fire. “Tom has been saying we need to ‘do something.’ Well, friends, we are going to do something. We are going to work together. We are going to develop a trade plan between our towns. We are going to establish some sort of order in the area. The first order will be to put a stop to the sort of shit Domino and her ilk are doing.” I let my voice drop to a dangerous tone I seldom used anymore. “A permanent stop.” 
 
    Jeremiah stood and held his hand to Sarah as she stood beside him. “We’re in, one hundred percent.” Sarah nodded. 
 
    Counce and his cousin stood up as well. “Shey, we’re in too. If you need anything from us. I said it before, and I still stand by it. Anything.” 
 
    As we stood there, everyone began standing up. Within a couple of moments, everyone was standing. Tom gazed around with a sheepish look on his face. I gripped his hand and looked into his eyes. “Tom, we will get this done. There’s no room in this world, in our world, for this.” 
 
    Nods and murmurs around the group told me everyone here felt the same way. The circumstances weren’t the best, but good had come from them. Like it tended to do when good people were bullied or taken advantage of, those same good people would work together to prevail over the bad. I nodded to myself and thought I would try and cement those feelings. 
 
    “Folks, the circumstances suck.” I nodded to Sandy and the younger women around her. “But we will work together to make sure there is no place for anything like this to happen again. We need to plan carefully, though. If we’re going to stomp this out fast, we need to make sure they don’t attack us individually. We need to be the ones running this show and not just reacting to them.” 
 
    I looked around the group, making eye contact with several of the folks standing around our little campfire. “Let’s all get some rest tonight. We have all had a long couple of days, and there will be more long ones before this is over. Let’s talk tomorrow with fresh minds.” 
 
    I nodded to Jeremiah and Sarah as the others drifted off to tents and bedrolls. “Do you all have a minute before you turn in?” 
 
    Both smiled and nodded and stepped off with me to take a walk as we spoke. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure it’s OK to use the recycling center for a meeting place, or a gathering place, if you will?” 
 
    Jeremiah spoke up. “It only makes sense, Shey. It is the largest and best equipped. We can host meetings in the motor pool and have places to shelter visitors for the night as needed.” 
 
    Sarah nodded once and looked at me with that direct gaze she had. “Yes, it does. And it is the closest to these other people. I am sure you had that in mind as well?” 
 
    I smiled. “Why, now that you mention it, it is located very well. Logistically speaking.” 
 
    She laughed, and Jeremiah smiled as well. “Shey, do you want to tell us more about yourself now? I know you left a few things out when you and Jeremiah were talking before. I also know we are past that. I hope you know you can trust us?” 
 
    I hesitated for a second then nodded to her with a smile. “I am fairly confident in it, actually. I believed it all along, but I am not used to sharing sensitive information with people I don’t know well. Comes from my training really, and a life I used to live.” 
 
    She was still looking directly in my eyes. “Are you an Agent, Shey?” 
 
    I was taken back for just a second then chuckled as I looked back at her. “No. You worked for Teledyne before the bombs fell, right?” 
 
    She nodded and glanced at Jeremiah, who was unnaturally quiet. “We both did. As well as several of the folks back home, although not all of them. Maybe half.” 
 
    “I did too. I worked for a section of the Corporation that was kept very secret. As I have found out since the Fall, even more secret than I imagined. We were called ‘Specialists.’ We were the Corporation’s version of Obsidian’s ‘Agents,’ and JalCom’s ‘Operators’ before that. Although there are quite a lot of differences between us and Agents actually. I assume you know about nanites and what they are capable of?” 
 
    Sarah nodded and gripped Jeremiah’s hand. “I am aware of them and some of what they can do. I know they were programmable to different needs. They were developed, or perfected, by the JalCom Corporation I believe, to fight cancer and other diseases the medical fields had not been able to eradicate.”  
 
    “All of that is true. They also had a lot of military and espionage uses as well. Not long after the nanites were successful at killing those diseases you mentioned, the Corporations began programs to make their soldiers and spies more capable. The nanites aren’t the same as the medical ones, but that’s where the research began. Hell, it could have been going on at the same time, for all I know.  
 
    “So, to answer your question about me, I am a Specialist from Teledyne.” I nodded to Jeremiah. “Until I did some traveling, I thought I might be the only one left. It was a very secretive program, like I said, even from those of us on the inside. I was, let’s call it ‘encouraged’ to believe, we were the only Specialist facility. Then I met a person who filled me in on some of the pieces I was missing. Another Specialist. It was one of the reasons I did the traveling. I needed to find out more about the scope of the program.” 
 
    Sarah looked like she was lost in thought. “Yes, the nanites could be programmed to fix something specific, and it would work in a very short time. If they were not programmed, they would do their best to bring the human body back to its natural, healthy state, but it could take time. Of course, there were nanites for animals as well. Mostly farms who had a bull or stud horse that was a rare specimen.” She paused and actually blushed a little. “Sorry, I was getting off topic. It was something I was interested in when I was in med school, but life happened, and then the world fell.” 
 
    “No worries, Sarah. While we are spilling secrets, one of the reasons I came here is because there is supposed to be several doses of the generic, non-programmed nanites at the facility at your center. I hoped to get some for a friend who has discovered that she has cancer. She saved my life when the nukes dropped, and several others since. She is a nurse, much like yourself, and is very dear to me and many others. I did want to talk about trade and such, but I had an ulterior motive as well. I am sorry for the deception.” 
 
    Jeremiah spoke up, “Shey, you have shown the measure of man you are. You did not have to save these people. From the Geno or from their state after the Geno was removed. I am willing to overlook the things you left out, if you are willing to continue to help us as you have been doing.” 
 
    “Of course. I have been working on a plan to get rid of the Domino problem, but like I told Tom, we do need more intel.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you concentrate on that and let us handle the townships?” Sarah asked. I could see why Jeremiah put so much faith in her advice. “There are enough of us who are healthy and can ride, and we now have enough mounts. We can get someone to each community and inform them of the survivors and of the dangers. We can also invite everyone to Delta Mike for a planning session.” 
 
    “Delta Mike?” 
 
    “Yes. The recycling center was just DM for a long time, but a couple of commanders prior to the last one we had, were very gung-ho military and loved the phonetic alphabet.” 
 
    “Ah, so Delta Mike.” 
 
    “It is easier than saying ‘the recycling center’ all of the time,” Jeremiah said with a smile. 
 
    “Yes.” I agreed. “I’m all about easier.” 
 
    Jeremiah chuckled, and Sarah laughed out loud. Jeremiah said, “Not as anyone would notice, my friend.” 
 
    “Yes, unless you consider tackling an eight-foot-tall giant Bigfoot bare handed, running for a day and a half with very little rest, taking on twenty murderers and rapists and killing them all, easy…” 
 
    I put an innocent look on my face as I looked at her. “I don’t know what you are talking about, ma’am. I don’t know who could be embellishing these things.” 
 
    Jeremiah took Sarah’s hand and tucked it in the crook of his arm. “Come along, my dear. I can see we are not going to get the truth here.” 
 
    She followed along with a smile on her face. “Embellishing is such a big word for him, don’t you think? Do you think he knows what it means?” 
 
    “I can still hear you. Nanites, remember? And yes, I know what embellishing means. It means ‘making a story more interesting or entertaining by adding extra details, especially ones that are not true.’ That’s right out of the dictionary.” 
 
    “See dear.” He told her as he pulled her along toward one of the tents. “He is more than just a pretty face.” 
 
    “OK, so he read a book. I may have been a little hasty. But there wasn’t any embellishment. There were witnesses.” 
 
     I called out after them just before they went inside. “There were only eleven of them.” 
 
     Some people have trouble with math, even in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we entered the recycling center, or Delta Mike, through the newly repaired fence, I counted four guards with automatic rifles within sight. A couple of tall buildings about two hundred yards inward provided windows for snipers. I didn’t notice any, but if Clayton was half as capable as I thought he was, some of those windows were occupied.  
 
    A work crew was busy putting together a steel fence that would slide on wheels to the side to let people in. It looked pretty sturdy, and I was sure it would slow folks down at least. It looked like they would have it up and working by the end of the day. 
 
    Jeremiah and Sarah, as well as the others who were with us from here, nodded to the people as we moved through the gates and headed up the main street toward the motor pool building. When we pulled up in the courtyard behind the building, a small group of folks came out to help unload the wagon. Sarah got down from the lead wagon and started directing folks to get the wounded inside. She went over to a low building across the courtyard from the motor pool and opened the double door. 
 
    “Bring the unconscious woman in here. You two go find me some more of the saline solution and get an IV set up in the first room. Wait, make it the third one. It’s where the better hospital bed is, and I think she will be in there a while. 
 
    “Biscuit, get us a couple of pots of soup going. Also, see if we can get a few more oranges and apples than usual for the evening meal. We have guests who need some good nutrition and lots of liquids.” 
 
    She kept directing folks on setting up housing for the visitors and a half dozen other things at once. “Jeremiah, I think I’d keep her around if I were you.” 
 
    He chuckled and took a drink of the water someone had handed us. “Why, Shey, I believe I will. Let’s go talk with Jon and Clayton. We’ll need to fill them in on the raiders. I am sure you want to speak with Jon about those blades you were wanting him to fashion.” 
 
    “Jeremiah, will you do me a favor and fill them in? I want to see if I can find the back door to the medical building.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I will meet you later this evening. Please let me know if I can help you with anything.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend. I’ll see you at dinner.” I slapped him on the shoulder and headed off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I made my way out behind the locked up medical facility to where the ditch I had seen was. It looked like a good location for an escape tunnel. Far enough away so people might sneak out there if the tunnel was needed and on the edge of the river. I had no idea what to expect or even what to look for. Hopefully it would present itself soon, but I wasn’t really hopeful. 
 
    The ditch itself wasn’t impressive when I got to it. It was obviously for drainage from the water handling system the town had used for the heavy rains they got during the wet season. There were underground access ways to the drainage system that led off toward the main part of the town, but nothing that looked like I would expect an escape hatch or a tunnel to a top-secret medical facility to look like.  
 
    As I looked around the area, it occurred to me this had been built way back before the weather to this area had changed. Back then, there had been heavy rains to handle, but not very often. This looked like it was built to handle the type of rains we got nowadays. At the time it was constructed, the access holes to the drainage tunnels underground didn’t need to be as big as they were. So, this would be a perfect place to put the escape hatch to such a tunnel as Sarah had described. I decided I was going spelunking. 
 
    I left my jacket and holsters on the ground next to one of the access holes and piled the throwing knife harness, tomahawk sleeve, and thick belt that held it all together on top of the jacket. As I shimmied through the cement hole to the underground drainage system, I had a flashback to an old video I had seen several years ago about a clown who lured children into the sewer to eat them. I reached back up and pulled the tomahawk down with me. You just never knew when you might come up on a creepy clown who needed his face chopped off. 
 
    It was dark and damp in the drainage tunnel, but there were access holes every twenty yards or so that let enough light in to allow my augmented sight to function well enough. A few pieces of trash and rubble lay about on the concrete floor, but most of the loose stuff had been pushed down to the end of the tunnel to the left of where I entered, toward where the river was. This was the end of the water drainage system after all. Everything that did not make it out the holes like the one I had just crawled through was pushed along to the end and settled against the wall and on the floor when the water subsided. Several inches of water were present down at the end and the stains of past rains extended down the concrete walls and across the visible part of the floor. 
 
    I could just stand upright in the drainage tunnel, so walking around wasn’t too difficult. After seeing the pile of rubble against the far wall, I turned and started off in the other direction. The tunnel moved fairly straight toward the old main part of town and the streets that were still there. As I walked along, I tried to keep track of, roughly, where I was as it related to the recycling center and the devastated town above me. One thing that became clear was all of the drainage holes leading down here from above were much too small for a person to crawl through. I guess it was a good thing, as this could have been a pretty bad security breach if someone could get access to it.  
 
    With that on my mind, I kept a lookout for anything hatch-like and also watched for any access from manholes above. There had to be a way to get a person down here for the periodic maintenance that would have had to happen back before the Fall. I gave up on the access hatch after a mile or so, it was too far away from the facility to be convenient. I did want to make sure there wasn’t any place someone could get down from the town above though. Where I entered wouldn’t be good for a full-on assault of Delta Mike, but it might allow for someone to move in and out stealthily enough to get information to an enemy who knew about this system. 
 
    As I moved along quietly beneath the ground, I became more convinced someone had passed through here. It was just too convenient. As my concern grew, I decided to take a little more time and study the floor on which I walked. It was concrete and kept fairly clean from the drainage that made its way through here, so there wasn’t much to leave footprints in. I studied the walls also and it wasn’t long before I saw something justifying my concerns. There were chalk marks along the wall at regular intervals. They had to be some sort of location markings, but I didn’t understand any of them. It made perfect sense though, as all of these tunnels looked so similar, if someone was going to use them for any kind of travel, they would need a marking system to tell the travelers where they were. 
 
    I decided I had gone far enough and had news I needed to get to Jeremiah and Clayton, so I turned back the way I had come. I was moving silently as I always tried to do, so I heard the person coming before I smelled the candle or saw the flickering light from the flame. Quickly and quietly, I stepped into one of the many crevices built into the smooth walls to slow the water flow and waited with the tomahawk in my hand. I didn’t really expect an evil clown; after all, he probably wouldn’t need a candle. But I also didn’t really expect to see someone I knew, so it was a bit of a surprise when the kid I had met right before I entered the fence at Delta Mike walked by me holding a candle up high to light his way. 
 
    He wasn’t expecting anyone, so I had that in my favor as I slipped in behind him. I put one arm around his throat and snuffed the candle with the other hand as I put him in a sleeper hold. He struggled for a moment then passed out as the oxygen was restricted to his brain. I gently lowered him to the ground and picked up the candle he had dropped. Then I heaved him over my shoulder, careful not to bang his head on the low concrete ceiling. I knew already it wasn’t going to be fun lifting him through the access hole I had climbed down. 
 
    It wasn’t all fun in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know him?” I asked the folks looking through the bars of the makeshift jail cell at the unconscious kid. 
 
    Everyone was shaking their heads when Fred Mills spoke up. “I have seen him scavenging around the old buildings out north of the center. I’ve never talked to him or even let him know I saw him. No idea what he could have been doing down in those tunnels.” 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty obvious to me.” Clayton said as he peered in through the bars. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t know what other reason he could have for being down there and coming this way,” Jeremiah put in as he thoughtfully studied the boy. 
 
    I nodded. “I tend to agree. I’ll have a word with him when he comes around. It shouldn’t be too much longer if you all want to go back to your meals. I’ll give a shout when he’s up and around.” 
 
    Sarah nodded and started for the door. “I’ll send Biscuit over with some food for you and a pitcher of water. He might need something when he wakes up, and I’m sure you can use some nourishment.” 
 
    I chuckled as they all filed out. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    As the door closed, I turned back to the still form in the cell. “You can get up now, I know you’ve been faking for a while.” 
 
    He opened one eye to peek at me for a moment, then sat up and looked around his room. “This is pretty comfy. Twice as big as the room I share with Momma and Tilly.” 
 
    I looked at him levelly and waited. 
 
    “You reckon she’ll really send some food and water? I’m right thirsty, and I haven’t ate anything but a hunk a bread this morning.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Hey, I know you. You was that guy that wouldn’t give me his boots! I’m surprised you’re still alive. I reckon you found what you was looking for?” 
 
    “I found a lot more than I was looking for. Why don’t you tell me what you were coming over here looking for?” 
 
    “Aw, it ain’t nothing like that, mister. I was just looking for a little food for my momma and little sis. She ain’t but five. My little sis; I reckon Momma’s a bit older than I am.” He smiled and it seemed to be real, but I still wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “Who sent you down through the drainage system?” I kept my face empty and my voice flat and emotionless. 
 
    “Nobody, I’m telling you! I was looking for food!” 
 
    “You weren’t looking for anything. You knew exactly where you were going and exactly how to get there. I’m only going to ask you one more time, then you will become one of those who don’t ever come back. Hopefully your momma can take care of the little girl,” I added as I looked him in the eye. “Wherever they are.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, now! I got to get back to them and bring them the food. She isn’t well, Momma isn’t. She can’t take care of Tilly on her own. She needs that food!” 
 
    “I thought you were looking for some food. What food are you talking about now?” 
 
    He sat back on the bunk with a pained look on his face. I could see the turmoil building in him, and, although I didn’t like it, I needed to use it. 
 
    I stood up and looked at the door as Biscuit opened it and walked in. He had a white apron on with berry stains all over it, and he was carrying a plate with meat and bread on it and a jug of water with two glasses. 
 
    I looked straight in his eye so the kid couldn’t see the left side of my face and winked slowly with my left eye. Then I waited until he gave the slightest of a nod with a sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    “We won’t be needing that. I’m done playing with this murderer. He had his chance,” I said in a flat menacing voice. “Did you get anything from those idiots we brought in yesterday?” I asked as I gestured toward the black stains on his apron. 
 
    I’ll say this for the old man; I wouldn’t want to play poker with him. He shook his head once and said in a low, flat voice. “Nothing yet, but I’m really just getting started. There are four of them left, and one of them is nearly broken. He will talk before I’m done with his friends.” 
 
    He put the water down and wiped his hand seemingly subconsciously on the apron as he turned and walked back out the door without so much as a glance at the kid in the cell. 
 
    I picked up the plate and started for the door. The food on the plate smelled really good, so I stopped and sat on the stoop of the doorway and started making myself a sandwich. As I took the third bite the kid spoke up from behind me. “Hey, I did warn you about this place, didn’t I? Don’t that get me something? I swear I don’t know nothing. Just tell them to let me go, and we can all forget any of this happened.” 
 
    I took another bite and chewed it slowly without looking at him. I looked off in the distance like I had just gotten an idea. I took another bite as I stood up and reached for the doorknob without looking at the kid. 
 
    “Wait a minute, mister! I’ll talk!” 
 
    I stopped and looked back at him. “You said you didn’t know anything. What can you possibly know to help us if you don’t know anything?” 
 
    I turned back around as if I was going to leave and started to pull the door closed. 
 
    “No! Wait! I do know stuff! It’s my momma and sister, mister. They are in that town and need the food they was gonna give me. I’ll tell you all I know; I just ask that you send them some food.” He looked down at the floor and sat on the bunk with his head in his hands. 
 
    “They won’t make it much longer without some help, sir. They just won’t.” 
 
    “OK, let’s see if you can help us. If you can tell us something worthwhile, we’ll see what we can do to help your family.” 
 
    I stuck my head out the door and nodded at Jeremiah and Clayton. They stepped past me and up to the cell with suitably dire looks on their faces, but Clayton had a twinkle in his eye as he looked at me and nodded. 
 
    “Do you think this is even worth our time, Shey? Can this kid really tell us anything we don’t already know about Domino and her crew?” 
 
    “Well, Clayton, I thought we could give him a couple of minutes to convince us and the boss.” I nodded toward Jeremiah. 
 
    “I can! I do! Know stuff I mean. I can tell you a lot about them. I’ve met Domino and her people. The ones in her trust I mean. Her people.” 
 
    I looked at Clayton and he shrugged. “Maybe he knows something, and maybe he doesn’t. The boss doesn’t have much time, though; Biscuit has one of those other rapists about ready to talk.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at Jeremiah. “Boss, I think this kid might know something, but I’m not gonna waste your time. If you think we can get everything we need from the others of his crew we have, I’ll just take him out to the river right now.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” The kid was getting pretty desperate now. “I swear, I was just helping her so I could get food for Momma!” 
 
    “Let’s see what he says.” Jeremiah spoke for the first time since he had come back in. 
 
    “Alright, kid. You heard the boss. You got one chance. If you tell me anything that I know is a lie…” I left it there and pulled one of the old metal chairs over next to the cell bars. “Let’s start with your name and then tell me about your momma and little sister.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We were gathered around a table in the motor pool building with the smell of smoked beef in the air and several glasses of water and sliced lemons in front of us. Clayton, Jeremiah, Sarah, Counce, Annie, and Fred Mills rounded out the group with me as we discussed what we had learned from Thomas, the kid I had brought back. He had known quite a lot as it turned out, but now we had the problem of rescuing his mother and sister, as well several others in similar circumstances. 
 
    Domino’s people were holed up in a little town southeast of us that had been abandoned several decades prior to the Fall. When the Corporations were rerouting rivers and changing the landscape as they had, many had become ghost towns. No existing infrastructure and no improvements around the area had left them useless to the Corporations and, thus, abandoned. 
 
    According to Thomas’ descriptions, all of her people were occupying a cluster of buildings on the southeast side of the town. There had been several, like him and his family, who had drifted in, thinking they might get some work or assimilate somehow into the population. Domino had none of it. They were used, abused, and cast aside.  
 
    Thomas had agreed to spy on us for some much needed food for his mom and sister. He was supposed to watch us to see what our daily routine consisted of and get a rough count of fighting-age people in our community. He was also tasked with seeing what we had that Domino and her ilk could use. In other words, what could they take from us and was it worth tackling us to get it? 
 
    His mother and sister were in a group of about twelve or fifteen people, mostly old folks and children under ten. They stayed in an old building next to a cemetery at the opposite edge of town. The building was stone and solid, but that was about all they had going for them. Any food and water came from the people with Domino, and they didn’t just give it away. 
 
    “Thomas said they had around seventy fighters, but I don’t know if I trust his number,” Clayton said as we continued our discussion. 
 
    “I don’t think he would deceive us intentionally, but he is a young man who is a bit scattered,” Sarah said from next to Jeremiah. 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “But we need to either plan according to his numbers or get some of our own. Whichever it is, I believe this is coming to a head soon, and we need to be ready.” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and said, “Do you think you can get verification of his numbers, Shey?” 
 
    Counce looked at me then to Jeremiah. “I am pretty good at moving around quietly, but I do believe Shey has a better way about it than me. I am also familiar with where they are, and it’s on high ground. What that means is whoever goes there will need to be better than I am to get in and sneak around unnoticed.” 
 
    He looked at me questioningly, and I chuckled. “You snuck up on me Counce, you and the monster dog.” 
 
    Counce chuckled himself. “That we did, my friend. But since then I have noticed you move awfully quiet and awfully careful. I reckon you learned a lesson that morning. Kinda reminds me of when I was a kid and used to squirrel hunt in the Virginia and Kentucky hills. You only had to miss a squirrel once and go hungry to learn a lesson good and hard.” 
 
    “I think you may be on to something there, and I don’t like to miss many meals,” I confessed. 
 
    There were several chuckles around the room. “I think I’ll go see what I can find out about them and their capabilities. If it’s alright with you, Jeremiah, I will sleep tonight and put together more of a plan tomorrow. I want to speak with Jon again and see how a couple of projects he is working on are going. I also had an idea a minute ago about the drainage system I want to check out again. I’d like to do it soon. I think I can get it done before dark, but it’ll be close.” 
 
    Jeremiah looked around and nodded as everyone else seemed to be nodding as well. “You do that, and I will see if Counce and I can get a map of the area you’re going to put to paper. We should all get some rest. We have had a few rough days, and I don’t see any smoother ones happening soon.” 
 
    We stood to leave, and Sarah looked at me. “I’ll get Thomas some food and water. I assume you will want him to stay there for now?” 
 
    Clayton nodded and looked between me and Jeremiah. “I think so. At least until we can verify his story?” 
 
    I nodded and Jeremiah did as well.  
 
    “I’ll talk to you before I turn in, Will,” I said to Clayton. I looked at Jeremiah. “I’ll see you again before I turn in as well. I’m going to borrow Thomas’ candle for my trip in case it is dark before I come out of there. I hope this idea isn’t in vain, but I need to check it out.” 
 
    We all went our separate ways, but not before I downed another glass of the water with a healthy slice of lemon. I mentally crossed my fingers and headed out toward the drainage tunnel again.  
 
    It seemed the work was never done in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I stood up in the drainage tunnel, I looked around again with a slightly different perspective. I always believed the view of someone first seeing something was a bit different from viewings thereafter. The saying was always something like ‘let a fresh set of eyes look at it.’ I thought it could be just as beneficial to study something a second or third time. What was actually there might not change, but your perspective absolutely could. I read once if a man stepped into a stream and then stepped back out, once he stepped in again, he was a different man and the stream had been forever changed as well.  
 
    I studied the wall at the end of the tunnel where all the debris had amassed. It was a flat wall and that didn’t make a lot of sense to me. It seemed like most of this debris would find its way out of the drainage holes if the wall had been angled correctly. Why would the tunnel end with a flat wall? 
 
    I started pulling sticks and limbs and rags away from the wall and it wasn’t long before I saw the hatch. It looked like a hatch from a ship with one exception. Where the large wheel was supposed to be, there was only the shaft for the wheel to turn on. It looked like it was made for a wheel to be attached, but it had been taken off to prevent entrance from the outside. This was a setback, but only a temporary one. I climbed back out of the tunnel and trotted off to talk to Jon. I hoped he might have some kind of tool to grip the shaft and open the escape hatch. 
 
    He was piling coals and wood onto the forge fire for the night when I walked into the pavilion turned forge. “Hey, Jon. You got a minute?” 
 
    The big smile on that large face brought one of my own. “You bet, Shey. Give me a couple of minutes to get this loaded, and I’ll be right there. There is a jug of water on the front porch if you would like a glass; this will only take a minute.” 
 
    He turned back to his task, and I walked through the back and over to the low stone building where Jon lived. There was water and orange slices on a dish on the small table. I poured myself a glass and then one for Jon. I had just dropped a slice of orange in mine when he came up. 
 
    “What can a lowly smith help you with today, my friend?” 
 
    “Well, I figured if anyone had tools in this town it would be you. I am looking for something to grip and turn a shaft that hasn’t been turned in many years, if not decades. It doesn’t look rusted or corroded terribly, but I know it hasn’t operated in a long time. Since well before the Fall.” 
 
    “I assume you’ve found the back door into the medical facility? Sarah mentioned you might need some help opening it if you found it.” 
 
    “I think that’s what I found. It’s in a good location for it to be an escape hatch. It also looks like it can only be opened from the inside. Easily opened at least.” 
 
    The big man chuckled and drank deeply from his glass. “I like a puzzle! Let’s see what we can find here and over at the lab. It’s where we moved all of the tools from the motor pool when it was decided to repurpose it to a meeting place and meal area. We should surely be able to find something.” 
 
    We both finished our water, and he slapped me on the back as we headed toward the motor pool. “I do like a puzzle!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I made it back down to the hatch just before it was dark outside. Jon helped me carry a few things back to the output ditch for the drainage tunnel, and we piled them on the ground just outside my entrance. 
 
    “I really appreciate this, Jon. I think I can get it from here. Besides,” I gestured toward the concrete hole and back to his large frame, “we didn’t bring any grease to get you through that hole,” I said with a grin. 
 
    The big man laughed and nodded as he looked at the tunnel. “I’m not a fan of closed-in spaces anyway.” 
 
    I chuckled at his tone and started placing the tools on the floor inside.  
 
    “No worries, my friend. I’m going to work on this a little while and see where it gets me. Would you do me one more favor and let Clayton and Jeremiah know about this? I told them I would check in before I turned in and this will probably keep me busy until after everyone else has gone to bed.” 
 
    “I will do that. I see the night guard coming this way, so I’ll ask him to let Clayton know, and I’ll stop by Jeremiah’s on my way back. I’m sure he’ll be curious after we made all that noise digging around in the storage building for this stuff. You be careful and don’t hesitate to get me if you need anything. Well, anything out here. And in the morning.” He chuckled and moved off to intercept the night patrol. For a big man, he moved quietly. 
 
    I slid into the tunnel and lit the candle. I placed it on a spot of higher ground and went to work on the door. It didn’t take as long as I had expected and with the help of a bench top vice and some pieces of steel tube for leverage, I had the pins free in a short time. The door was a couple hundred pounds of stainless steel, but it was balanced well and opened with a little physical insistence on my part and some creaks and groans from the hinges that hadn’t been oiled in over a decade.  
 
    As it hinged open and darkness loomed inside, I was a little excited about what I would find. I was also a little concerned. After all, I only had a rumor from a nurse who had worked here before the Fall and was passing through our settlement on his way south that what we needed was even in here. He swore it was and gave us a description of the room and how it was stored. I guess I would find out soon. 
 
    I crawled through the hatch into a long, narrow hallway. I could walk through it hunched over, but it wasn’t a very comfortable walk. With the candle to light my way, and my enhanced vision, I could see pretty well. The walkway took a couple of slight turns and after what I guessed to be a couple hundred meters, it began to open up. At the end of the walkway, it expanded into a small room with a normal-looking steel door at the end. I tried the handle, but it was locked, of course. Not knowing what to expect, I had brought a lock picking set in my bag o’ tricks, and it opened in a short time, and I stepped into a hallway that looked like the inside of any of a hundred different hospitals I had been in through the years. There were even flickering safety lights still trying to work. 
 
    The silence was odd, and the musty smell of being closed up for a decade was not pleasant. I decided to explore later and find what I came here for tonight. First, I had to find a frame of reference to use the description our visitor back home had given. I headed to the right and came into a large room with several beds and some miscellaneous medical equipment. There were computers and monitors as well as wheeled carts of machines I knew nothing about. This was apparently some operation or recovery room. Not what I needed so I moved on. Just outside one of the other doors to that room, I saw an EXIT sign hanging from the roof and decided to follow it. If I could get to the main entrance to the facility, I could find the storage room. As it was, I assumed I was on the main floor, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Following the markings toward the exits, I located the main entrance, or what I assumed to be it. From this side, it looked like a double steel security door locked with an electronic deadbolt. I figured ‘what the hell’ and unlocked it manually. The lock clicked with a heavy metal sound of a thick bolt being withdrawn, and the latch turned freely. The door swung inward to reveal a large blast door that had dropped from the ceiling. This would be more of a challenge, and I decided to wait for now.  
 
    I turned back to the hallway leading into the facility and recalled the directions the guy had given us. This would be the ground floor, so I needed to locate the elevator and stairwell. I went straight ahead through two sets of double doors and turned right through one more set. Sure enough, there was the unmistakable set of elevator doors to my left. Directly across from them was a blank door with no window or markings. This had to be the stairwell. I pushed it open and started down. 
 
    I stopped at the next two levels just to make sure the doors were open and looked up and down the hall. Each one looked identical to the last. The only difference I noticed was names painted on the wall in large, blue, block letters above the stairwell doors. I guess so you knew where you were when you exited the elevator. The level I was on read ‘Oslo,’ so I knew I had one more to go if my information was correct.  
 
    As luck would have it, the next level down was locked, but once again, my lock picking skills had me through the door in a couple of moments. The name of this floor was ‘Vienna,’ so it was the correct one. Everything he had said was correct to this point, but I knew better than to get my hopes up and let emotions drive me. 
 
    I headed off down the hall to my left. As I looked for the door I needed, it occurred to me that the emergency lighting down here was stable. They must have had some sort of solar power to keep the lights on for this long. That gave me more hope for the nanite storage safe. It was regulated for temperature, but not overly cold. The specs had been between 10-20°C, so it should be fine with the underground temperature of the facility. I realized I was getting my hopes up again, dammit. 
 
    I found the first door I needed with a plaque labelled ‘LAB’ about eye level. It was unlocked so I stepped in. The room was about the same size as the first large room I had been in, but worlds different in the equipment it contained. Large computer banks lined one wall with several workstations at islands throughout the room. Each workstation contained computer terminals and some other equipment I was unfamiliar with. As I looked around, I could see all of them were identical except for a number stenciled on each island. There was some sort of bench setup at the side of each terminal that had a single input. The input was not something I was familiar with either. It looked more like a fiber optic attachment than an electronic one, but that wasn’t right either. Cords ran from each workstation to the computer banks along the wall and into the bright metal drawers throughout the system.  
 
    I realized I was getting distracted and decided this could be explored later. Maybe I could come back down here with Sarah and Jeremiah. Sarah might actually know what all of this was. I moved across the room to the single glass door with the Teledyne logo stenciled on it. This one wasn’t locked so I stepped through into what looked to have been a sterile storage area. This had to be the room I was looking for. 
 
    One wall was storage cabinets that looked like huge refrigerators—solid steel doors with environmental seals all around the opening edge. Each one had a large label with scientific names in large block letters and a whiteboard with a dry erase marker. The first door had ‘F,’ the second ‘C,’ the third ‘B.’ Then ‘E,’ ‘MISC,’ and at the end ‘H.’ I had no idea what the initials were for. Fred, Charlie, Ben, Ed, and Harold? I looked around the rest of the room for some sort of clue about what these were for. I couldn’t get this far and be held up by something as simple as this had to be. ‘H’ could be horse and ‘C’ could be cat, but what about the rest? And what about the miscellaneous? Or maybe they were separated by disease! ‘C’ could be cancer, but what were the rest? 
 
    The opposite side of the room held a long desk with a computer terminal. Some books were in a small case off to the side of the desk, but they were all scientific journals or texts of one sort or another. The drawers proved to be neat and tidy with absolutely no hint of what the initials could represent. I decided I couldn’t put it off any longer; I needed to look inside some of the steel storage containers and see what they held. Taking a chance, I opened the one labeled ‘MISC.’ I assumed it stood for miscellaneous, but I wasn’t sure. 
 
    The inside of the container was clean and white with shelves from top to bottom. The top one had several small, steel containers I recognized from Dr. Li’s office. These had to be the nanites. The label on the shelve read ‘Porcine.’ The one below it was labeled the same but the third one down said ‘Hircine,’ and the one below it said ‘Piscine,’ then ‘Lupine.’ What the hell? Wait, I recognized Lupine as something to do with wolves. And wasn’t Porcine a pig? Piscine, like Pisces could be fish? I had no idea about ‘Hircine.’ Then I saw the sleeve on the door with paper sheets stored in it. As I thumbed through sheets, I found one labeled Piscine. It had several different species of fish with Roman numerals next to them. Well, that confirmed that.  
 
    I closed the door and opened the one with the ‘C’ on it. There was a similar sleeve on the door, but these sheets had common dog diseases. ‘Canine Distemper,’ ‘Canine Parvovirus,’ and ‘Canine Influenza’ were the first three tags. I quickly placed the sheets back like I found them and closed the door.  
 
    I went to the door labeled ‘E’ and opened it. The first sheet read ‘Rhinopneumonitis,’ ‘Equine Influenza,’ and ‘Equine Encephalomyelitis.’ ‘E’ stood for Equine! ‘C’ for Canine, ‘F’ must be Feline, and ‘B’ would be Bovine. Was the ‘H’ for Human? I shut the Horse door and opened the one I hoped was Human. Sure enough, the sleeves read some human diseases too, but the top shelf read ‘Un-programmed.’ Two shiny containers sat there gleaming at me, and I felt warm inside as I finally allowed myself to smile and believe.  
 
    I picked up one of the containers and looked it over. I remembered some of the treatments I had undergone, and they had all been injected with a syringe. I looked around the storage container and found nothing. Nothing in the room proved useful and I started thinking about what I had seen in the facility. The first room was one for treatments; maybe I could find something there. I took both containers and a small carrying case that was obviously made for them. Looking around the room, I didn’t see anything else, so I headed back the way I had come. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find what I needed once I got back to the procedure room. I pocketed two of the syringes that looked to be human sized and headed back toward the hidden exit. As I looked up and down the hall, I smiled as I felt a small surge of hope. This needed to get to Mak, but all the other canisters in those storage bins could really give all of us a leg up on survival. 
 
    All hope wasn’t lost in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I walked into the motor pool/dining hall with a little skip in my step and a smile on my face. I felt more positive than I had in a while. Jeremiah was already there with Clayton, so I walked over and sat down with them. Jeremiah smiled as he looked up. 
 
    “I’m guessing you found something good?” 
 
    I continued smiling and poured a glass of orange juice from the pitcher. “I did indeed, my friend, I did indeed. Nothing that will help us with our immediate problem with Domino, but our future just got a boost. I also found what I originally came here for. My friend now has a better chance of survival. The next step is I need to talk someone into taking it to her so I can focus on Domino.” 
 
    Clayton had just finished his breakfast and pushed the bowl back as he refilled his glass half-way from the pitcher of juice. “We have a few folks who can do that. We were just talking about an idea Jeremiah had been considering. Do you know much history? Ever heard of the Pony Express?” 
 
    I nodded and looked from one to the other of them. “I have. That is an awesome idea. Are you thinking a circuit per week of the participating villages?” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded as he smiled at my enthusiasm. “To start with, yes. It would be a fluid program for a while to see how it works, but my hopes are it would grow as our reach and influence does. Right now, we know of five communities—six if we count yours—that we can probably count on for trade in the future. I would really like to get a regular route of mail, probably weekly. I would also really like to get a regular trade route, probably bi-monthly or every three weeks, set up. Not the least, we will need some sort of law enforcement, which also means we would need laws to enforce. The law of common decency would work for a beginning. I want to have an in-depth discussion on these programs with all the leaders of the communities. Your support would go a long way, Shey.”  
 
    “My support? Jeremiah, you are the one with all these ideas and a seat on whatever leading council you all set up.” 
 
    He laughed. “That, my friend, is one of the reasons you should be a part of it. You brought up a council of leaders, and I hadn’t said anything about creating one, even though I should have. It will be one of the first items on our agenda. Not only that, but everyone respects you. The story of everything you’ve done has already made its rounds here, and I can only imagine it has in other communities as well. You are the primary reason we have hope of any of this working.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about all that. I’ve just done what anyone else would do. I have been granted some abilities other folks might not have, but if they could, they would.” 
 
    With a firm look on his face, Clayton said, “No, Shey. Most people nowadays are too busy looking out for themselves. You came here looking for something you needed to help a friend. That says a lot about your character already, but then you have gone so far above any quid pro quo that could have existed, no one will ever question your motives. And you are still talking about focusing on the most dangerous person around here since the bombs fell. This area has needed you to break us out of the stagnation we’ve been in for a while now. So, here you are. If I were a religious man, I might think you were some sort of divine intervention.” 
 
    I looked at him for a moment and shook my head. “Clayton, I don’t know how much you know of my past. I have been many things, but the only thing close to angelic was maybe an ‘Angel of Death.’ I was a bringer of chaos and an assassin. Evil was always close behind, if not actually riding shotgun. I do not deserve any respect. Not yet, but I am working toward it.” 
 
    He looked straight in my eyes for a moment, then said in an even, direct tone, “No one cares what you did before. No one sees what happened ten or twelve years ago. People see what you have done here, what you are doing, and what you will do. I will prove it to you. When we ask for someone to take this package to your friend, we will have a minimum of twenty volunteers. They will do it for you. They will sacrifice their time, effort, and safety to do something for you.” 
 
    “No, you might have a couple, but most folks are going to be too focused on what’s coming. My needs, and those of my friends who they haven’t even met, are not that important.” 
 
    “We’ll see, we will see.” He smiled at Jeremiah who nodded.  
 
    “He’s right, Shey. You’ll see.” He went on, “Let’s talk about what you found in the facility. What is it that’s going to give us such a boost?” 
 
    “Let’s get Sarah to come over so she can hear too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clayton wasn’t exaggerating. Thirty-one people volunteered to make the trip to take the nanites to Mak. Including everyone from the cave, every adult from the wagon, the few who were here from the dude ranch, and many I didn’t know or recognize. To say the least, I was humbled. It made me want to do everything I could to help these folks. It gave me even more hope for our world. 
 
    One of the women from the wagon turned out to have a lot of experience on horseback. She also had traveled some and claimed to have a great sense of direction, so we decided she would be the one to handle the delivery. She said her name was Divine, and Clayton chuckled.  
 
    “Shut up,” I told him out of the side of my mouth, but it just made him grin. She didn’t have any children and was free of any obligations back at The Mill, so she was anxious to help. 
 
    “Have you been south of here, Divine?” I asked once we had seated ourselves with some lemonade and fresh bread. Clayton grinned again, but I did a pretty good job of ignoring him. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve been to the remains of Nogales a couple of years ago, and I have been to the Dude Ranch a couple times to trade for beef.”  
 
    “First, please call me Shey. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. I’ll give you a little back story. My friend, Mak, saved my life when the bombs fell. She was later diagnosed by our doc with lymphoma. It’s a particularly bad kind of cancer. I came here to find a cure for her, because, well, she’s my friend, and I owe her that. She is also a medically trained person and has saved several people since we made it out of Baja during the immediate aftermath of the Fall. She has been an immense help to many people and has never asked for anything in return. It means the world to me to get this to her, but right now we have to do something about the threat of Domino and the ilk who do her bidding.” 
 
    She smiled and touched my hand. “Shey, all of this is great, but it isn’t important. The fact that you need this done, and I can do it, is all that really matters right now. I’m sure Mak deserves whatever this is, but I’m doing it to repay you. Me, and all of my friends and their children, would be dead or worse right now if you hadn’t intervened out on the trail. So tell me how to get there, and let me be on my way.” She winked and sat back in the chair. 
 
    I was taken aback. I sat there for a minute and looked into her smiling eyes, then shook my head. “OK, then.” 
 
    I handed her the carrying case with both steel vials and syringes. “These are for Mak, with a ‘K.’ Tell them that and they will know you are real.” 
 
    “Mak, with a K?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but when you get back, I promise to tell it to you. Now, if you go down the old highway, about ten miles before you reach the deserted town of Nogales, you’ll see a huge hulk of a hauler flipped on its side in the middle of the highway. A hundred meters or so past the truck, there is a trail that leads off to the west along a small creek…”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We saw her off with a couple of horses so she could trade out mounts along the way. I told her a good place to spend the night a short distance off the trail and about the old trees that had fallen across the road shortly before our village and how to get back into the little valley that wasn’t visible from the trail. With any luck, she would be there by tomorrow afternoon. 
 
    We sat around a table again with the water jug and slices of lemon and orange. Will Clayton, Jeremiah, Sarah, Mills, Counce, and Annie all had joined me. We sat around the table looking at a map of the area where Domino had made a home. It was a tiny town that had become a ghost town even before the Fall. But it was on high ground, so I was trying to decide how I should enter.  
 
    “I can probably come in through the area where the cemetery is. If the folks with Thomas’ mother are near there, I might be able to make contact with them. It might be my best place to start. Thoughts?” 
 
    Counce spoke up first. “It’s a day’s ride over there. If you time it right, you could spook in there real late at night or early in the morning before first light. You might talk to them about what’s going on, have a look around yourself, and get outta Dodge. I reckon that’s how I’d do it. If you’re right careful, you could be over there, snoop around some, and be back in under three days.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t want a horse for the ‘jog’ you took the other day, but I would recommend riding over there. You can picket the horse outside of town and then come back for him when you’re finished snooping.” Jeremiah put in. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. It wouldn’t be as hard on me physically, and I could doze before I went into town with the horse there as a warning if anyone comes up on me.”  
 
    Mills spoke up as he studied the map, “I don’t think there is much there for any kind of buildings, other than these two blocks. Most of the town was destroyed in a storm about twenty-five years ago, after which it was abandoned. It was popular for a while back before the corporate takeover, but then lost what tourism it had.” He pointed to an area on the map. “This is the cemetery and the museum building. It is just a hollow shell of concrete, with all of the glass and doors gone. These two buildings here are a little more intact, mostly because they didn’t have as many windows. The rest of this is rubble and free-standing walls. Mostly just partial buildings that have been stripped of wood and anything useful. I was through there a year or so ago, so that’s as updated as I can get you. It was before they were there and deserted at the time.” 
 
    “I appreciate the help, Fred.” 
 
     “What is your plan for helping Thomas’ mother and sister?” Sarah asked. “Will you bring them back with you?” 
 
    “I’ll have to play it by ear. If they can move on their own or with little assistance, I might be able to get them out. If she is much worse off than she was when he left, I don’t know. I don’t feel comfortable leaving her there, but we can’t risk a fight before we’re ready, either.” 
 
    She nodded once and sat back, but she wasn’t happy with the answer. Honestly, neither was I. We would have to see.  
 
    “When do you plan to leave, Shey?” Jeremiah asked as he gently squeezed Sarah’s hand. 
 
    “Tonight or early in the morning. I want to get there late tomorrow evening after all of them have settled in for the night. Then I’ll get some rest myself and follow Counce’s advice about an early morning snooping. Do you have a horse that will work for me? Keep in mind, I weigh nearly as much as your smith.” I smiled as folks around the table chuckled. 
 
    “We have the perfect one for you. He is big enough to handle the weight and savvy from living in the wild for the first few years of his life. He has it made now, though, so I don’t think he’s too upset about his current life.”  
 
    Jeremiah chuckled again and nodded. “Spot?” 
 
    “Absolutely! He is wily, but it makes him a great partner.” 
 
    “Spot? What kind of name is Spot? Doesn’t sound particularly ‘wily’ to me.” I wasn’t impressed.  
 
    Clayton slapped me on the back as he stood up. “Perfect fit for you. You’ll get along with each other just fine.” 
 
    He started out of the room and paused as he said over a shoulder, “Uh, you have ridden before?” 
 
    Sarah and Jeremiah laughed and that brought some smiles to everyone else’s face. Except mine. But after looking around the room at these folks who had become my friends, I couldn’t help but join in. 
 
    Levity was rare, so you had to take it where you could get it in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    A mist was falling as I left Jeremiah’s house early the next morning. I had met Spot the night before, and we had gotten to know each other a little. He had been named by one of the younger kids when they had caught him and brought him into the small herd they had at the Delta Mike. His body was all an even shade of mouse gray with black legs, and a black mane and tail. There was one white spot about the size of a person’s head on his right shoulder. I breathed into his nostrils as he was checking me out, and we became friends instantly. I had always liked animals, even in the darker years, and they usually seemed to like me back.  
 
    When I walked up to the shed-turned-stable, he nuzzled me as I gave him a carrot and scratched the bony ridge over his left eye. I gave him a scoop of oats and corn mixture from the bin as I had a feeling he might need his energy. I threw the blanket and saddle on him and cinched them down while he finished off his breakfast. He turned his head and looked at me out of one eye while he chewed the last of it. 
 
    “What? I told you we were going for a ride this morning.” 
 
    He kept looking at me.  
 
    “OK, maybe I didn’t say how early. I had to get up too, you know.” 
 
    He snorted and turned back to lick the bottom of the food dish. As I got the bridle, he took a long drink from the water trough and drooled on me while I put the bit in his mouth. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I wiped my hands on his neck.  
 
    He snorted, and I put the bridle in place. As I led him out of the stable, Hobo stood from where he had been lying outside. I swung onto Spot and chuckled at the huge dog. He lolled his tongue out and fell in beside us.  
 
    “Are you going along with us, pal?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and looked toward the cabin Counce and his cousin were sharing. Counce was just outside the door. He laughed at the dog and waved as he stepped back inside. 
 
    “I guess you are. Well, I can’t speak for Spot, but I’m glad to have you along.”  
 
    The big grulla snorted and shook his head. He was ready to go, and he didn’t really care who came along. I chuckled and let him have his head as we walked toward the gate. 
 
    We made good time and were within a couple of miles of our destination by late afternoon. I pulled up in a small wooded area along a creek bed. This would be a great place to rest for a while and to leave Spot when I went to do some looking around. There was some grass to keep him busy and trees to keep him out of sight. I doubted anyone would happen by this spot, but you never knew when lady luck would turn the ugly side of her face in your direction. 
 
    Hobo sat near the edge of the woods on the side of the town, so I stretched out under the trees with my saddle for a pillow. This situation reminded me of stories and books I had read as a kid, the old west of a couple hundred years ago. Odd thing was, this was one of the prominent areas of the time. Of course, it was mostly desert and cactus back then, but still, it had just been a man and his horse. And dog. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hobo and I headed off toward the edge of town, or what was left of the town. It had gotten dark and a lot of the cloud cover had cleared. With his doggie vision and my nanite-enhanced one, the starlight and moonlight provided us with plenty of light to see. We were on the northwest side so the cemetery should be the first thing we came to. My suspicions from the first time we met were confirmed as the giant dog moved like a ghost. He stayed to my left about ten meters or so, and, after the first couple of checks to see if he was still there, I just assumed he would be and stayed focused on what I was doing.  
 
    The cement building housing Thomas’ mother and sister came into view soon enough. One wall had crumbled, but there were three still standing and supporting about half the roof. I planned to look around a bit and get a feel for the place before I made contact with Elizabeth, Thomas’ mother. I would decide then what to do about rescuing her. I never liked to spend too much time planning when all the intel wasn’t gathered. And this was primarily an intel gathering mission. 
 
    We bypassed the area quietly and moved on into town. I stopped long enough to peek inside and verify there were still folks there. I counted four forms lying on pallets on the floor, covered with old rags. We had expected others to be there and four was not too many. I might still manage something. 
 
    Mills hadn’t been exaggerating about the condition of the place. Piles of rubble were all that remained where buildings had stood. I could still make out the roads, but only the concrete and asphalt remained. There were several scrub trees and old vehicles scattered around, so we had some cover. I wouldn’t have wanted to do this in daylight, though.  
 
    I saw a fire in front of one of the buildings Mills had described as where he thought they would be holing up at night. As we got closer, I could make out a couple of men lounging around the fire. It was around midnight, I figured, so folks should be settling down for the night. I thought how easy it would be to take them out, but we needed as much control of this situation as we could get. Control in this case included the element of surprise.  
 
    Off to my left, a shadow crossed an open spot between an old truck and a pile of concrete slabs. Hobo was getting a good look too, although I didn’t see how he was going to tell me anything he saw. I chuckled at the thought. He was pretty damn smart, but probably not that smart. Too bad; he was really good at this sort of thing. 
 
    I settled down to watch for a while and kept my guard up. One of the men stood up and relieved himself at the edge of the fire. He and his partner exchanged comments about something or other, then he turned and went inside. It was only a matter of minutes until the last guy stood and followed the example of the first guy. He kicked some dirt over the fire in a half-hearted attempt to put it out, then he went into the same building as the first guy. I decided to give them about fifteen minutes to settle in before I looked around. 
 
    As I moved off toward their buildings, I kept my eyes out for any sort of guard. I really doubted they would have any since they considered themselves the top of the food chain. The facilities were much as Mills had described. Two buildings that may have served as small motels in days gone by. Primarily concrete with the windows busted out and large holes where the doors had been at one time. The buildings were each two-story, but as I inspected what I could from outside, I couldn’t see a stairway or many inside walls in the one the two men had entered. Only the downstairs of that one was probably being used. I named the buildings in my head, the lower level only building as Building One and the other as Building Two. It made sense to me. 
 
    The second story had a continuous balcony system I could move around on to check out the interior. There was no way, even with my enhanced vision, to get a totally accurate count, but there were at least fifty people. It would be smart to add at least ten to that number to err on the safe side.  
 
    I could not tell for certain where the leader Domino was, but there was a room in the upper floor of Building Two I couldn’t see into. It was a corner of the building where the balcony had collapsed long ago. If I were a leader of a group like this, I would take that one. 
 
    Fifty to sixty people wasn’t insurmountable, but it wouldn’t be easy. It wouldn’t be without loss. I didn’t know how many fighters Clayton could manage, or how many of them were actually trained fighters. Even with people from all the communities, I didn’t think we could come up with an overwhelming force. If we came up with an even amount, would our people be good enough? These folks were obviously killers and worse. 
 
    I moved away from the buildings in an ever larger circle. Their horses were all in a fenced corral of sorts a hundred meters or so east of the sleeping buildings where there were some trees and a creek running along the fence. These people were not clean people. There was trash scattered about wherever they finished with it. The Bigfoot Geno would have stayed busy for a month straightening this place out, I thought, drawing a chuckle from myself. At least I still thought I was funny.  
 
    As I moved around to the south of Buildings One and Two, the smell was horrendous. It wasn’t long before I found out why. A couple hundred meters downwind from their living facilities was a pit. I hesitated for a moment before looking into it, but I knew what I would find. The smell of death was too strong for it to be anything else.  
 
    The pit had been dug years ago for some unknown reason, but now it was used to dispose of bodies of people they had no further use of. Pieces of animal carcasses were mixed in among the human bodies. I saw deer heads, cattle horns, and horse heads mixed in with the bodies of people, mostly women. The best I could tell, the humans were mostly intact. If there was a silver lining, these particular monsters hadn’t shrunk to the level of cannibalism. Yet.  
 
    I turned away and headed on around to the west. The rest of the town was very similar to what I had seen so far with the exception of an old barn or stable that was still partially intact. It was a short distance from Buildings One and Two, so probably a bit far to carry the wood for burning when there was still anything available closer. It was also fairly stable, pardon the pun, and wouldn’t be torn down too easily. Probably had to be to last this long.  
 
    Looking at it, I had a plan building. A lot would depend on what I found out when I spoke with Elizabeth. I needed to go on over there and see about that. It was still several hours until daybreak, but if I needed to do anything before then, we would need some time.  
 
    I quietly walked up behind the old museum building, near the cemetery. I knew it had been a museum, and there was a busted sign on the ground with the word ‘MUSEUM’ engraved on it. As I moved around to the end of the busted walls, I heard a small gasp from inside. I peeked around to see Hobo standing where the front wall used to be. He lay down on the ground and looked at me, and then back to something inside I couldn’t yet see.  
 
    “Puppy?” A small voice from inside said quietly. “Hi, Puppy.” 
 
    Hobo wagged his tail, and I peeked around the corner to see why he had shown himself. 
 
    There was a small person sitting by one of the other sleeping figures. I figured this was Thomas’ little sister, Tilly. Hobo stood up and walked a little closer, then lay back down with his head on his paws. He was at the very edge of the shadow of the roof where the moonlight stopped. He sat in the light to keep her attention and purposefully acted in a way to show he wasn’t aggressive. It was working.  
 
    The little girl stood up and walked over to him. She looked in his eyes for a minute then sat down cross legged directly in front of him.  
 
    “Puppy is big!” She reached out both hands toward the dog who was easily five times her weight, and he stretched his nose out to sniff her hand. Then he licked her finger and lay his head back down on his paws. She giggled and scooted forward to pet his head. 
 
    I stepped around the edge of the wall into the moonlight and whispered, “Hobo likes you. Are you Tilly?” 
 
    She startled but then scooted closer to the dog. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Thomas sent me to talk to you and your mother. Is she here?” 
 
    The girl looked over to where she had been sitting on the pallet. “Thomas said he would come back, and we could leave. But I don’t think momma can go. She was hurt by some of the men who stay here.” 
 
    I walked in and knelt beside her still form. The dirty rags she wore for clothing had been ripped, and it was obvious how they had ‘hurt’ her. Right in front of her little girl too. Anger started to creep in, and I took a deep breath to calm down. I checked for a pulse and there was none. This poor girl had seen her mom gang raped and had sat here beside her while the woman had taken her last breaths. A new plan formulated in my mind. It was not a pretty one, but very satisfying. 
 
    “Who are you? Please leave us alone,” a voice from the other pallet begged. 
 
    “Don’t worry friend, I am not one of them. I am here to help if I can,” I answered as soothingly as I could manage with the anger still fighting to come out. 
 
    “Help? How can you help? We thought these people could help and look at what they did.” 
 
    “I am not these people, and I am not alone. Well, I am alone right now, but I have friends and we are not going to let this sort of thing continue.” 
 
    “Have you seen them?” He was an older man with a shock of white hair. The young boy beside him held the old man’s arm to help him prop against the wall. 
 
    “I have. Like I said, this will not be allowed to continue.” I looked between the three of them and made my decision. 
 
    “Can you walk, pops? A mile or so in the dark?” 
 
    He looked at me for a second with a glimmer of hope shining in his eyes. “I can. Danny can help me. Why?” 
 
    “If the three of you can move, I can get you out of town where we can talk. Then we can get you to safety.” I looked back at the still form of Elizabeth and felt a stab of guilt. No, if I had come here first, the outcome would have been the same. I couldn’t have saved her a couple of hours ago, or even a day ago. 
 
    “Are you up for it? All of you?” 
 
    “What about Momma?” Tilly asked from next to Hobo. 
 
    “Tilly, I’m sorry,” the old man said as he stood up with help from the young boy. He looked at me with sadness in his eyes. “The men hurt her too much.” 
 
    “Is she dead?” The little girl still didn’t move from where she sat. 
 
    I knelt beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Tilly, she is. She would have been very comforted to know you were with her. But now, we have to go find Thomas so he can take care of you. You’ll need to take care of him too, but I have friends who will love to have you two stay with them as long as you want to.” 
 
    I looked at the other two as they stepped forward. “That goes for all three of you. Let’s get you out of here and to safety.” 
 
    The old man nodded, and we left Thomas’ mother where she lay. 
 
    You can’t always bury your dead in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    I led them back the way I had come a couple hours earlier. We moved as slowly as we could for their safety and for the sake of silence. As we made our way toward where we had left Spot, Hobo ranged out away from us to make sure we were alone. The old man did better than I had expected him to, and the boy with him helped with Tilly. The boy was probably eleven or twelve and had a pretty severe limp, but it didn’t slow us much, and I figured it was from an old injury. 
 
    “My name is Coz, friend. This is my grandson, Danny.” 
 
    “Coz, I’m glad to meet you. Call me Shey. What can you tell me about the people back there?” I gestured back the way we had come. 
 
    “Not nearly as glad as we are to meet you. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you a lot. They are all monsters of one sort or another. You saw some of it.” He kept his voice low so Tilly couldn’t hear from where she was up ahead of us with Danny. “They took some folks who had been there with us, and we never saw them again. They were a younger couple and were here before we were. I don’t even want to think about what happened to them.” 
 
    He shook his head and looked toward his grandson and the little girl walking in front of us. “We were coming from the south with a caravan that was attacked and massacred. Dan…Danny and I were out looking for berries and heard the screams and gunfire.” He was shaking, and I took his arm to steady him.  
 
    After a minute he continued on, “We saw the last of it from far enough off so they never saw us. After they had been gone for several hours, I left Danny out a ways, and went to scavenge anything I could from the remains of the wagons. I can’t tell you how hard it was, my friends and family, h…his parents. They had been tortured and murdered. Massacred and left to lay.” 
 
    He took another deep breath and went on as we walked, “I got what I could find, and we headed north. Only to come to this place. I knew there was a city somewhere over here, but this is all we found.” He looked again at the two younger people in front of us and lowered his voice. “I had no way of knowing before we got here, but I am sure it was these same people.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me after some of what I’ve seen.” I put a hand on his shoulder as we walked on. “Look, you only have to help your grandson for a little bit longer, then you’ll have friends to help both of you. The city you were thinking of is where we’re going now. A small part of it anyway. I have friends there and we are going to put an end to Domino and her bunch.” 
 
    He gazed at me a moment before he spoke again, “Domino is gone. She was killed by one of her men. Lago is his name, and he is much worse than she ever was. She was trying to rein them in some I believe, but now they’re worse. Much worse.” 
 
    The small bosque I had left Spot in came into view, and we walked on, each of us deep in our own thoughts. My plans had just changed again, and I didn’t like it.  
 
    “Coz, can you ride? I mean, can you ride well?” 
 
    He looked at me with surprise on his face. “I can. I grew up on a horse ranch and have ridden all my life.” There was a spark of something in his voice, maybe hope. “Do you have horses?” 
 
    “Well, I have a horse. But I need you to do me, and you and them, a big favor. I need you to take them back to Delta Mike. It’s where I was telling you about earlier. I need you to get them there to safety and tell Jeremiah and Clayton what you have told me. Tell them I am staying here to study the situation a bit more. I need them to bring whatever fighting force they have back to this place, right here. I’ll meet them here in seventy-two hours. Tell them it is imperative we stop these people here and now. Tell them what you’ve told me about Domino and Lago.” 
 
    He watched Danny and Tilly as they stepped into the clearing inside the woods where Spot was standing with his head up, watching us. Coz nodded and stuck out his hand. “I’ll do it, Shey. We’ll get there and get them back here. As quickly as we can. I give you my word.” 
 
    I grasped his hand and looked him in the eyes. “Coz, I believe you will. If you go north about ten kilometers or so then due west for twenty more, you’ll find the remnants of the small city. Delta Mike is a fenced area south and east of the city ruins. You can follow the river around to it. The gate is on the south side of the fence. Spot can take you right there.” 
 
    “Spot?” he asked, and Tilly giggled at the name. 
 
    “The horse. Don’t ask. He will get you there.” 
 
    We gathered around Spot as I saddled and bridled the big horse. Hobo came in and looked at me with his head cocked to the side as I helped Coz into the saddle. Then I picked Tilly up and sat her in front of him. I helped Danny up last and realized something when his foot slipped from the stirrup and he fell against me. Danny blushed as I helped rest ‘his’ foot in the stirrup. I looked at Coz and nodded. 
 
    “You’re almost there my friend. A day’s ride and you all will be safe.” I handed him a sack of jerky and my water bottle. He passed the bag to Tilly and handed the water bottle back to his ‘grandson.’ 
 
    Coz nodded as he guessed I had figured out their secret. He gave me a very thankful look and nodded. He turned the horse to the north and headed out at a trot under the bright starlight. Hobo stood next to me and looked after them. 
 
    “I guess it’s just you and me now, boy. Let’s go see how much havoc we can create for the next couple of days.” 
 
    He looked at me with his dog grin, and we headed back toward the enemy. 
 
    “Puppy, hmph!” I said as he trotted off to look around. “Puppy is big.” I chuckled. 
 
    The light was starting to glow on the eastern horizon as I stepped into the stable. I looked around to make sure there was no evidence of me having been here, then headed out to put the next part of my plan into motion. I didn’t like the idea of being stuck in one place all day, but I needed some intel. My plan was to position myself on top of Building Two, then listen and watch. The color in the eastern sky said there would be some rain within twenty-four hours. I hoped it would hold off until tonight at least. Hobo looked at me and moved out to do his thing. Yeah, he was a pretty smart dog. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rain started to fall a couple of hours before dark, and I was right about the people in this camp. They all moved inside with lots of swearing and complaining. Some put buckets and containers out to catch water and others moved weapons, saddles, and tack inside. 
 
    From my high vantage point, I had spotted Hobo a couple of times throughout the day as he wandered around. I didn’t see him now, and I figured he might be looking for something to eat. The thought made my stomach growl, so I pulled a stick of beef jerky from my pack and started to chew. This looked to be a long rain event, and it started me thinking. As I settled in to wait for darkness to fall, I thought about some of the things I had heard today. 
 
    Lago was a big man with a big attitude. He also had big plans. Plans I needed to stall. The rain was going to help me with some plans of my own, though, and I needed to get busy. Tonight and tomorrow was the time I had to get it done. If Coz got to Delta Mike tonight, and if Jeremiah and Clayton could get a force moving quickly, they would be here in just over two days at the earliest. A day too late to do any good, unless I could stall them.  
 
    They had planned to leave tomorrow morning to take The Mill. Everyone who couldn’t be forced into slavery was to be killed. Lago had been clear; he didn’t care how they died or how long it took, but they were all to be killed. He expected to use the supplies there to lure others to a trading location and ambush them.  
 
    Our major problem was that all of our fighting force, and much of the force from The Mill, was at Delta Mike for Jeremiah’s meeting of the minds. If I ran all the way back there and warned them, they would have to find Lago and his bunch before he got to The Mill. Not likely, and Lago would probably have a lead on them by then. If our fighters met up with Lago’s people on the road, it could be a surprise, but it would more than likely be a surprise for both sides, and Lago had a lot of weapons. Well, I would just do what I was trained for—causing lots of havoc. 
 
    A couple of men stepped out under the hotel eaves and were talking. They were talking about Coz and those folks, so I listened. 
 
    “I haven’t seen them beggars out today,” Loser One said. 
 
    Loser Two laughed. “Ha! Jack and Seth and them had a time with that woman yesterday. Her friends have probably been out there taking care of her today.” 
 
    “Is that what they were going on about? Well, they could a’ invited us. Maybe I’ll go over there for some fun myself.” 
 
    There was a slapping sound, then Loser Two laughed again. “You go ahead Tate. I’m gonna go drink some of the whiskey Rattler made and play some cards. I reckon that woman has about had it. She’ll probably be headed for the pit soon.” 
 
    The one called Tate laughed. “I might just drag her over there when I’m done. She ain’t a hunerd pounds. Then again, maybe I’ll just make the gimp and his papaw do it. Hell, maybe I’ll have a piece of the little girl. Have a slug of whiskey for me, I’ll prolly be back late.” 
 
    It was dusk and raining when Loser Two went back inside and Tate headed off toward the cemetery with his head low and coat pulled up over it. I silently dropped from the roof and followed him.  
 
    When he got to the old museum building, he walked right in through the broken down wall. “Hey, where’d your friends go? Hey! I’m talking to you bitch!” I heard him kick the dead woman. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about them,” I said as I stepped up behind him and pushed my knife through his back and into his heart. He stiffened for a moment, but I held him in place until he sank to the ground. I pulled his body over next to hers and pulled some of the ragged blankets over them.  
 
    I stepped back out into the rain and headed for the corral. Some of the horses eyed me as I moved around to the side of the makeshift fencing opposite Buildings One and Two. I pulled a bunch of rubble and sticks from the ‘fence’ in several places. I knew from experience it wouldn’t take much to startle the horses. Then it wouldn’t take much effort on their part to break through what was left of the back of the corral. These asshats would have a hard time without horses, and it would take some time for them to round the scared and half-trained animals back up. One more gremlin to drop in their soup, and I was going to take care of that soon enough. 
 
    I ghosted back up to Building One and took a look around. Most everyone was drinking and playing cards. The room where all of the weapons were stored was in the back corner of the building. This room had been something different than a guest room—maybe an office—but it only had one window. All the ammo was stored against the inside wall. The two men in the room were working by candlelight. They were cleaning a couple of the rifles and telling stories.  
 
    “Them wagon riders didn’t have a clue! We come up on them out of the canyon and they didn’t have a chance. They had two fellers and a girl with rifles, and none of them got off a shot before Lago and Matterhorn took ‘em down. That girl though, she was right fun, even with a big ole’ hole in her chest. Ha!” 
 
    I named him Throat-punch. 
 
    “Wish I had been along on that one. I went with Pete and his crew out to the mill farm. Me and Timmy rode off ahead to let Domino know what supplies and people we had collected. I got no idea what happened to Pete and them. They shouldn’t have been but a half day or so behind us.”  
 
    This one was Clueless. 
 
    “I reckon they went out on their own. It was them leaving that led to Lago killing Domino. Folks lost trust in her. Least that’s what he said at the time. I don’t remember anybody else saying anything about it.” 
 
    Clueless looked at Throat-punch and then at the door. “You better watch what you say out loud, Ricky. Lago won’t have nobody doubting his word. Or doubting him being boss.” 
 
    Ricky Throat-punch looked at the door quickly and back to Clueless. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    Clueless went back to putting the weapon he was working on back together. “Don’t worry about it; just watch it.” 
 
    They got quiet for a while, and I studied the cache of weapons they had. Easily fifty automatic or semi-automatic rifles and several bolt-action rifles leaned against the wall opposite the window. There were cabinets or bookcases against the other wall I could see, and several handguns were laid out on it, as well as ammo and other paraphernalia. Everyone I had seen carried a handgun of some sort, and a knife or some sort of blade. A pretty heavily armed group. 
 
    Sloshing steps sounded toward the front of the building, and I ducked around the corner as two toughs stepped to the side I had been on. They stood under the eaves with their backs to the wall and relieved themselves out into the rain. 
 
    Tough One said, “Where’s Tate? He should be in here losing his money too.” 
 
    “He went out to the beggars’ cabin to get a piece.” 
 
    “He ought to be back by now. Let’s go kick him in the balls and get him back over here. We got a long couple of days ahead of us. If he wants any hooch, he better get it tonight.” 
 
    “I’m getting a slicker. This ain’t letting up, and I ain’t getting soaked.” 
 
    “Grab me one too. I’m gonna yell at Slim and Strapper to go feed the horses. They’re new; they can do the wet, sloppy work. Ha!” 
 
    Decisions, decisions. The horse corral was closer, but Tate wasn’t going to be in the mood for ‘hooch,’ being dead and all. I ran off through the rain toward the museum, then stopped as Hobo came out from under an old flatbed. He cocked his head to the side and fell in beside me as I laughed and trotted on toward my destination. I don’t know why, but it made me feel good he was around and alert. “Sorry to get you up from your nap, Bud.” 
 
    We circled around the far side of the museum and waited. It wasn’t long before the two men stomped in out of the rain and yelled at Tate. “Get up Sleepy-ass! We got hooch and poker inside. Let’s go!” 
 
    I sunk my knife to the hilt in the first one’s neck and grabbed the second as he turned to see why his friend was gurgling. With a quick twist and a snap of the neck, he joined his two partners in whatever hell was waiting for them.  
 
    “Form up a welcome party boys. You’ll have some company soon enough.” 
 
    Hobo looked at the two and back at me. He fell in beside me as we headed toward the corral. Hopefully we weren’t too late. 
 
    I moved silently through the rain around the back of the corral. One man was throwing some nasty looking hay into the lone manger for the horses. He yelled toward the little shack beside the corral. “When you’re done taking a shit, we can go back. I already did all of the work!” 
 
    From the outhouse, his partner yelled back, “Suck it, Slim! I’ll be done in a minute. If Louie knew how to cook them birds, I wouldn’t be in here crapping my brains out in the dark.” 
 
    I looked at Hobo, and he headed toward the little shack. I shrugged and stepped out from the shelter of the corral. Slim saw me and made a bad assumption. “About time. I hope you wiped good. Your snoring’s bad enough; I don’t wanna be smelling shit all night.” 
 
    “No worries, mate,” I said with a cheesy Aussie accent. He froze, and I swung the knife from the hip and sliced his throat all the way across. He looked surprised for a minute then fell forward on his face as I stepped out of the way. 
 
    “I always wanted to talk like that,” I said as he grew still. I was pretty sure he didn’t care about the accent.  
 
    I checked to make sure he was done for, then moved toward the outhouse. I was still several steps away when the door swung open, and a big guy stepped out buckling his belt. As he looked up, a shadow leapt from the dark, and Hobo’s teeth sank into the big man’s throat as he half turned and fell in the mud. Strapper struggled for a minute with his throat ripped out, then lay still. 
 
    Hobo looked at me with his puppy grin. There was something a little unsettling about all the blood on his face, but I could live with it. 
 
    “You got a little something on your chin, Bud. You liked the accent, didn’t you?”  
 
    He cocked his head again, then turned and trotted off into the dark rain. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll clean up here.”  
 
    I grabbed a foot of each man and pulled them toward the pit. Before I shoved them over the edge, I took the weapons and ammo from their corpses. I also scored a Bowie knife from Slim. Both of them sloshed down among the carnage in the bottom of the pit. I moved out into the dark to scout around a little.  
 
    I needed to find a couple places I could fight from and have a way to evacuate. The stable was one, and the old truck Hobo had been napping under was another. I located a big rusty combine and a cellar that opened out the back into a low ditch. These locations would be good if I needed them. It was time to chaos some more, I said to myself. 
 
    The armory was empty when I got back, and folks had turned in, most of them drunk. I was going to have some opportunities overnight. The odds would be whittled down by the time daylight came around. 
 
    I slipped in through the window and made sure no one was close. All of the ammo I could use and carry went into my bag. I also took one of the bolt-action rifles, an older but well kept, Browning chambered in 7mm. I figured I would also get rid of some of their firepower. 
 
    I had three of the mini mines left that I had brought with me when I left the Specialist compound right after the bombs fell. They weren’t extremely powerful explosives, made for busting through walls and doors—but three of them should bring the second story of this decrepit building down. I turned all three up to their highest setting, then placed one in the cabinet on the inside wall surrounded by what was left of the ammo and firearms.  
 
    I stepped out the window to finish attaching the mines outside. I stuck one on the opposite side wall and then one on the rear wall about midway across. The timers I set for two hours, when I figured folks would be sleeping deepest. It would give me a little while to prepare. 
 
    Throughout the day I had gotten a more accurate count, and I was up against fifty-seven men. Minus the five I had taken down earlier tonight—well Hobo and I—that left fifty-two. Still not very good odds with only my knives, two 10mm’s, and the weapons I had scavenged here. I wish I had more explosives or more time, but if I was going to make a difference for my friends, it had to be done tonight.  
 
    I felt better that Mak would be taken care of. My primary mission had been accomplished, although ‘primary’ now had a new meaning. Since I had gotten involved with Jeremiah and Sarah, and Counce and Annie, and, well all of them, I had assigned myself some new responsibilities. The rain was letting up as I headed for the stable, but I didn’t know if it would be a good thing or not. No telling how people would react to their sleeping quarters crumbling down on their heads. 
 
    After a while the clock in my head told me I had only a few minutes to wait. Hobo had slid into the stable beside me and looked like he was sleeping. I nudged him with my toe as I placed the Browning across a beam. If the opportunity presented itself, I would take out a straggler or two with the rifle. I hadn’t fired it before, so the first shot would have to be a body shot to sight it in. The clouds had thinned, and a mostly full moon lit the darkness sporadically. 
 
    Hobo stood and raised his head to see where I was looking. He looked out for a minute then sat back down. 
 
    “You take it easy for a few minutes, Buddy. We’re gonna be busy the rest of this night. There’s no way they’re going to believe this was an accident so we will be busy tomorrow too.” 
 
    I looked at him as he stood up. He was watching something out toward the museum. I hoped a coyote hadn’t found the bodies out there. He looked at me for a moment then moved silently out into the night. 
 
    “Be careful, Hobo. There is about to be a lot of chaos created.” I chuckled right as the three mines went off simultaneously. The explosions were muffled as the mines were directional and pointing in, but the results spoke for themselves. Both end walls crumbled as the second story of the building collapsed on the sleeping men inside. I heard some of the horses screaming as they were spooked by the explosions and crashed through the corral where I had weakened it. 
 
    As I looked through the scope at the carnage, a few men stumbled out of the crumbling building. I sighted in on a man with his hand on his head and squeezed the trigger. The bullet flew true, so I picked a new target. Two more shots and two more dead, then men started running out of Building Two. I took two more shots and two more men crumpled. I was getting attention now so it was time to go. I tossed the rifle into a pile of wood and covered it with more sticks, then faded off into the dark. 
 
    I could still bring a decent amount of chaos in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was well past noon, and the sun was bright with very few clouds. The ditch where I lay was well upwind from the outhouse and corral, but not quite far enough to totally block the smell of the pit. The horses had all spooked when Building One fell, and all the attempts of Lago’s men to catch them had been unsuccessful. One of the men had let his anger get the best of him and shot one of the horses that ran from him. Lago had immediately drawn a big automatic from his holster and shot the man in the back of the head. I had a feeling there was a lot of anger going around. 
 
    “Find the son of a bitches who did this! I want heads on pikes by dark, and if you whore babies can’t get me some, I’ll use some of yours!” 
 
    I had not been close enough to anyone yet to take any more actions against them, but none of them had seen me either. 
 
    Three men stopped just above me, about ten meters away from the edge of the ditch. They were speaking in low voices as they looked around in all directions. “Where the hell does he want us to look? Are we just supposed to shit some heads for him? This is fucked up! Those people are long gone by now. They would have to be pretty stupid to stay in the area with all of us looking for them.” 
 
    We were a hundred meters or so from the main group and this ditch ran away from them and into a clump of wrecked vehicles on the edge of another drop off. Or, I could sprint down the ditch closer to the corral. I made my decision and stood up with my right-hand Sig already drawn. 
 
    “Guilty, as charged,” I said quietly and fired three shots into three heads. I was back down in the ditch and sprinting toward the corral before the three men hit the ground. There was a lot of yelling and people running toward the three dead men. Everyone was looking in that direction, so no one saw me step up behind the outhouse and continue on behind the corral. 
 
    I ran across to the remnants of Building One and stepped around the corner as a man with a large mustache was coming around in my direction. “Watch it, Dickhead!” he said as he pushed by. I stepped aside, and, as he went past, I put an arm around his neck and the other on the back of his head and twisted. He landed in a lump, and I sprinted to the stable.  
 
    I pulled the Browning out of the pile of sticks and reloaded. I placed it on the ground and reloaded the partial magazine in the Sig. As I holstered the big semi-auto, a couple of toughs ran past the corral looking down the hill into the brush. I took them out with two shots, working the bolt smoothly and efficiently. 
 
    With a couple of quick moves, I had the rifle back in the hiding place and ran to the derelict flatbed truck. As I slid under the truck, I heard a muffled scream down in the brush below the corral, then it was suddenly cut off. That would be Hobo doing his part. I chuckled at the big dog and gave another ‘thank you’ for him to the powers that be. 
 
    Then I heard an automatic weapon open up from near the museum. It sounded like a Tommy gun, but I hadn’t seen one of those in the armory. It wasn’t from where I thought Hobo was, so maybe they were spooked and shooting at each other? I laughed at the thought. 
 
    There were a few sporadic shots, then the Tommy gun again, then it went quiet. Curious. 
 
    There was a lot of yelling over where my initial contact with the three amigos had been. A moment later the whole army came around the crumbled Building One and started for the museum. The sharp report of a rifle sounded from the stable. I was surprised to see Tom Marshall standing by the large post that was holding the remainder of the roof up. He was using it for a brace as he sighted through the small scope on a military style rifle. It cracked again and a man dropped from the crowd who had changed direction and headed toward Tom. 
 
    I slid from under the truck and raced back to the stable with bullets flying all around me. Tom nodded as I stepped in beside him and fired again. I recovered the Browning and fired off the last two rounds I had for it, dropping two more men. He looked at me and chuckled.  
 
    The Tommy gun opened up into them again from our left but closer than before. From the sound of it, whoever had the Thompson had stick magazines instead of a drum, but thirty .45 caliber slugs could do some damage.  
 
    I heard a light step behind me, and Moon-Ring stepped up to the other side of Tom and started firing an identical rifle to his. I laughed and focused out front. They came charging in and both Tom and Moon drew their revolvers in a flash of hands. I fired my 10mm’s, one at a time. Left, right, left, right, men dropping with each shot.  
 
    From the direction of the museum, a person sprinted up, at incredible speed, to a pile of rubble on my left. She lay prone with her arms extended and opened up with a big 1911. Every shot hit someone, and pretty soon we had no more targets.  
 
    I looked around at the people gathered around me and smiled. “I am really happy to see you all. How did you get here so fast, and who’s your friend?” 
 
    Tom looked at Moon and then at the woman who came walking up holstering her 1911. She had a Thompson machine gun strung over her back with a strap. 
 
    “I thought she was with you,” he said, and Moon shrugged. 
 
    I turned back to the newcomer and she smiled. “I’m Jess, Jess Shannon. Man, you have sure caused some chaos here the last day or so. It has been a joy to watch someone of your skill at work. That huge creature of a wolf/dog too. Damn!” 
 
    A gunshot and a scream sounded from the other side of Building One.  
 
    “Well, shit. I had hoped this was all of them,” I said as I started forward. My leg almost gave out as I took a step and I realized I had taken a bullet in the thigh. I stepped back and leaned against the pole and did a quick mental examination. I felt the stickiness of blood on my shirt too and wondered when it had happened. 
 
    Moon was holding onto the rail that I had fired the Browning over earlier and looked a little sick. Tom grabbed her arm and sat her down. Hobo came trotting across the battlefield of bullet riddled bodies with fresh blood on his face and a big puppy grin. I felt a strong arm keep me from falling and lower me gently to the ground. As I leaned back against the post, Hobo trotted up and put his face incredibly close to mine to look into my eyes. I fought off the smell of the blood on his face and looked at Jess Shannon as she stood back up from helping me sit down. 
 
    “Damn, you’re s….s…strong.” I tipped over at Hobo’s feet. “Puppy is big.” I tried to laugh but passed out instead. 
 
    Plans. They’re too damned dependent on the enemy’s cooperation, even in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was foggy as I pulled myself awake. Something was wrong. I usually came awake fully alert. I remembered the musty smell of blood and a lot of gunshots. Hobo had been there with Tom. Moon had been hurt! I tried to sit up and felt the pain in my abdomen. I guess Moon wasn’t the only one.  
 
    “Easy, Shey. You’ll tear Sarah’s work open, and she will be angry with you. She was quite proud of her field sutures, you know.” Jeremiah had his hand on my shoulder as I finally came out of the fog. I could feel the movement of a wagon under us. 
 
    “Please express my gratitude,” I said as I smiled at the small man with concern on his face and in his eyes. 
 
    “I will do just that, my friend.” He smiled back, and I could see some of the worry leave his face. 
 
    “What about Moon? I think she was shot as well. Is she OK?” 
 
    He patted my shoulder and reached for a water bottle. “She is mending. It’s where Sarah is now. Moon-Ring was wounded on the left shoulder, but it missed most of the bone and went through. Sarah had to remove a few fragments, but says Moon will recover fine as long as we keep infection away. Sarah asked me to keep an eye on you while she sat with her. Sarah felt you have some advantages over young Miss Ring in that ability.” 
 
    I accepted the water bottle and drank deeply. “Tom and Hobo? And the other woman who showed up from nowhere?” 
 
    “They are all just fine. Your dog friend had a graze along his shoulder from a bullet, but Tom and Miss Shannon are fine. They are all sleeping in the third wagon. Except Hobo. He is down at your feet sleeping.” 
 
    I sat up with a little help from Jeremiah. Sure enough, the huge dog was taking up half of the floor of the wagon. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any food, Jeremiah? I am suddenly really hungry,” I inquired as I looked around for my bag. 
 
    He laughed and handed me some bread and meat. I smiled sheepishly and dug in as he refilled the water bottle from a large orange cooler. As I was chewing on the much-appreciated food, he filled me in on what all had been happening. 
 
    Coz and the two girls had made it to Delta Mike late the night they left me. The old man had told them all about the situation and had even offered to lead them back out. Tom and Moon-Ring had just gotten in from the dude ranch that evening, so they decided to leave early in the morning. It was why they had been there before the rest of the group.  
 
    Clayton had called an emergency meeting in the courtyard and asked for volunteers to come out with the Guard the next morning. As the visitors from both The Mill and Weslow were in town with some of their fighting force, he had plenty. 
 
    Tom and Moon left in the wee hours, before anyone else was awake. Clayton and a force of sixty-five fighters left about an hour after light. Sarah and the wagons left shortly thereafter. As luck would have it, Clayton and his army arrived outside of town as the last firefight was happening at the stable. They were in time to round up the few who survived, all with some sort of bullet wound. Lago was found near the corral with his throat ripped out. 
 
    “What about the girl with the Tommy gun? Jess Shannon. Who the hell is she, and where did she come from?” 
 
    Jeremiah hesitated a moment as he handed me the water again. He pulled a wrapped package from the shelf and handed it to me. “Sarah said you might want this. It’s one of her pies.” 
 
    I laughed as I unwrapped the sweet berry deliciousness and took a huge bite. 
 
    He smiled and continued his story. “Miss Shannon is a bit of an enigma. She is from The Mill, or at least has lived there for several years. She lived at the farm that was ravaged by Domino’s men, but she was in town on an errand when it happened. She arrived at the farm the day after the attack. Apparently, she set out to track down the men who had done it, but you caught them first. I’ll let her fill you in on the rest of it. I don’t doubt her story, but I feel she isn’t telling everything.” 
 
    I nodded around bites of pie and mumbled, “I’ll talk to her shortly. How far are we from Delta Mike?” 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “We should be arriving within a couple of hours. Clayton sent some riders on ahead.” 
 
    I wadded the wrapper up and put it on the floor beside the empty water bottle. “If it’s OK with you, I am going to follow Hobo’s example and sleep the rest of the way.” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and stepped up to the front of the wagon. He looked back at me and Hobo then chuckled and stepped through the heavy curtain to the driver’s seat. 
 
    I looked down at the monster dog and smiled. He was snoring quietly and didn’t even look like he had woken up. Well, it was a solid idea. I carefully slid down on my back and closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We rolled into the south gate a little after dusk to a crowd of folks who had gathered around to unload the wagons. Several went to work immediately moving Moon-Ring into the infirmary. Jess came over to help me down from the wagon as Hobo hopped down and trotted off to do dog stuff. Her arm was very firm under my weight, and I remembered how she had also helped me when I first realized I had been shot. 
 
    “I would love to have a few minutes of your time once all the hubbub has settled down this evening if you wouldn’t mind?” I asked her as she acted as my crutch.  
 
    She smiled. “I thought you might. I’ll find you then.”  
 
    I settled onto a bench in the meeting/eating room and watched her as she walked away. Interesting. I had thought I was the only Specialist left when I left the facility right after the bombings. Agents, I had hated and wanted to kill. I wasn’t sure which she was, but I owed her. I didn’t feel any animosity toward her, and I was also oddly interested in her story. 
 
    Sarah walked up and looked at me for a moment. She broke into a wide grin and wrapped me in a huge bear hug. Not the simplest thing for someone quite a bit smaller than a bear, but she managed it. 
 
    “Shey, that was a stupid thing to do,” she said as she stood back and slapped me on the shoulder. “I don’t care about all the little things crawling around in your body, you are not immortal. You can be hurt and killed.” 
 
    I gestured around my midsection where I had taken two bullets. “Well, obviously hurt. I’m not sure, though; I think I might be immortal.” I grinned innocently at Sarah as she slapped me on the side of the head this time. 
 
    “Seriously, it could have been a lot worse. You are very lucky Tom and Moon-Ring were able to get out there quicker than the rest of us. And, from what Tom has told us, you are in even deeper debt to your new friend Miss Shannon.” I wasn’t certain, but there seemed to be emphasis on ‘miss.’ 
 
    I nodded, still smiling. “I know. It would have been a lot worse. Hobo was there though. He had my back.” 
 
    Sarah obviously did not see the humor, so I went on quickly. “How is Thomas taking the news about his mom’s passing? And what about Coz and his…Danny?” 
 
    Sarah smiled and put her hand on the side of my head where she had recently slugged me. “Thomas is being strong for his little sister. I think he expected it. He knew she was bad off and he knew the kind of people who lived there. Coz and Danny, or Danielle, are doing fine. They have been sleeping and eating mostly. He is getting around some now, and she is by his side every step.” She smiled at the thought. “They can’t say enough about you and how you saved them.” 
 
    “Well, I only…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. ‘I only did what anyone would have done.’ Do you ever get tired of downplaying all you do?” 
 
    I smiled and probably blushed a little. “What do you know about Miss Shannon?” 
 
    “Miss Shannon is from The Mill. She actually lived on the farm that was destroyed. The girls you rescued were very happy to see her. They thought she had perished with the rest of their families.” 
 
    “I believe she has some of those same little things crawling around in her as I do, and it makes me very curious.” 
 
    “Really?” She looked out toward the courtyard where Jess had gone. “It wasn’t obvious, but she is very graceful.” 
 
    She focused back on me, and her tone got a little darker. “Now don’t change the subject, mister. What exactly was your plan? Back where we found you. I am not a brilliant strategist, but it looked like you were a little outnumbered.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t really have a choice. Lago—he was the leader after killing Domino and taking control—he was planning to leave and attack The Mill. His orders were to enslave or kill everyone. He also was fine with rape and torture. They were to leave about the time you all left Delta Mike, so your paths wouldn’t have crossed. They also had a lot of weapons and a lot of ammo, so that wouldn’t have turned out well either.” 
 
    “And what was your plan? I am repeating myself, Shey. You know I don’t like to repeat myself.” 
 
    Jeremiah and Clayton walked up and saved me for the moment. Jeremiah smiled and extended his hand. “We are grateful to you my friend. Again. The folks who are here from The Mill want to talk to you, but I have asked them to wait until tomorrow. I imagine you need rest and nourishment.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t mind a sandwich or something. I have only had jerky and a couple of apples for the last few days.” 
 
    Sarah turned and headed for the kitchen with a loud sigh. 
 
    As she walked away, I looked at the two men. “She just heavy sighed me. Did you hear?” 
 
    Jeremiah chuckled, and Clayton just smiled. Jeremiah said, “I would expect whatever conversation you were having is far from finished.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right. But what do I tell her? It was a force of well-armed men, nearly sixty strong. They were going to torture, rape, enslave, and/or murder everyone at The Mill. There was no other way to stop them. Then after The Mill, they were planning to lure other people there for trade, only to do the same to them. I was in a position to do something, so I did. Tom, Moon, and Miss Shannon showing up when they did, I am sure, is the only reason I am still alive.” 
 
    “I believe that is the reason Sarah is upset. She knows you took on a suicide mission. She isn’t naive, but in some ways she sometimes still is.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go through it with us?” Clayton asked as he sat down across from me.  
 
    Jeremiah sat next to his head security guy and looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Well, alright.” I looked from one to the other of them. “I got there to find Thomas’ mother dead. She had been gang raped and tortured the night before and had died in her sleep, with no medical help and her young daughter holding her hand. I sent Coz and his, uh, grandson, with little Tilly back here with a message and instructions on where I would meet you all. Then I went back to get some intel. What I heard of their plans made it imperative for me to act.  
 
    “Lago, the new boss, had plans to attack The Mill. I guess he was tired of trade and wanted to take. If there were any survivors, they were to be made slaves. The plan was to leave the next day and it would have been a full day before you could get there. I waited as long as I could and made my move. Tom, Moon, and Jess showed up at the perfect time to pull my ass out of a no-win situation. But, even if they hadn’t, Lago and his bunch would have been stopped, or at least slowed down for long enough, and with enough casualties, to keep you from losing too many people.” 
 
    Jeremiah looked at Clayton and nodded once. “About like you called it, Will.” 
 
    Clayton looked grimly at me for a moment, then he also nodded and stood up. “You need some rest, I’m sure. We’ll talk some more tomorrow. One thing though. What is your take on Jess Shannon?” 
 
    I looked at Jeremiah with a raised eyebrow, and he nodded. “Will knows about the nanites.” 
 
    “I think she is a Specialist like me, or an Agent. Just to say, I am sure she is similarly enhanced with nanites. I don’t know what else to think at this point, I have only met a couple others since the Fall. She is going to come talk to me shortly, and I hope to learn more then.” 
 
    Jeremiah stood, too, and they both looked at me seated at the table. Jeremiah’s face was serious, but the look in his eyes grew warm as he spoke. “Shey, we already owed you, but now…Now I can’t even express our gratitude. My gratitude. You have become a true friend to all of us here. The circumstances the last week or so could have been devastating for us and for what we have planned for the area. Yet, your actions have pulled the communities together and we are all discussing the future. Serious discussions and plans for follow-up meetings.” 
 
    I was a little embarrassed at his gratitude. “Well, it wasn’t all me, Jeremiah. You all are the ones who helped when needed, at every turn. I think people realize it and are grateful to you as well.” 
 
    He shook his head once. “Only because you put us in the position to do so. Which, by the way, you can stop doing any time.” 
 
    Clayton laughed at the dig. “Yes, Shey. Any time.” 
 
    Jeremiah slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s see if we can help organize all of the chaos this young man has created, shall we, Will?” 
 
    Will Clayton laughed and shook his head. “Chaos indeed.”  
 
    As they walked out the door, he chuckled again. “I would have just stolen the horses. They couldn’t have gotten anywhere then.” 
 
    “I’m right here. I can still hear you.” 
 
    They both laughed as they walked on. 
 
    “‘Young man,’ he says. I’m probably older than both of them,” I muttered to myself as I stood and limped toward the kitchen.  
 
    I raised my voice so they would hear me. “And I did steal the horses.” 
 
    “Sarah? Can I have something to eat?”  
 
    Chaos and hunger seemed to be directly proportional in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jess Shannon appeared to be exactly what she claimed. She searched me out in the courtyard the next evening, a couple of hours after dark. A large fire blazed in the pit, and the smell of a campfire smoke wafted on the breeze among the trees and buildings.  
 
    We spoke for over an hour about how we had each come to this point. “I was an Agent for Obsidian. Well, I was the Agent’s ride. The body they uploaded other people into. It’s a bit confusing if you don’t already know something about the process.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know a little, but I never really understood how it worked, or what they actually did.” 
 
    “They used a machine called an imprinter. Someone like me would enter the machine—they looked kind of like a tanning bed—then the Controller would imprint another person’s personality into me.” 
 
    “I don’t get that at all. How can they imprint someone else? And then what happens when the mission is complete? Do they just suck them back out?” 
 
    She laughed, and it made me smile. “No, not quite. It’s like reprogramming. My personality would be saved or uploaded into the database, then I would be put back into my own body after the mission.” 
 
    I looked confused, I know, because she was still smiling at me. “Look, it’s how we did it where I was at anyway. The rides,” she gestured from her head to her feet with a hand, as she continued her story, “the bodies, needed time off between missions. So, the personality, with the knowledge and skill set, was moved back to the database, and the original was reloaded for physical R&R. The physical bodies suffered from the stress of the mission and needed rejuvenation.” 
 
    “So, you signed on to let the company use your body for dangerous missions that could cause you damage and even death, then when you got your body back, you would do the healing and de-stressing?” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, it sounds worse than it was. Look, there were several different levels of missions. We volunteers were only used on the low level ones. But we got the enhancements, the nanite treatments for the basic Agent, and we got paid very well. We were also on vacation most of the time. At least most of the time we were ‘awake.’ One other perk was the muscle memory of the skilled personality would remain after they left. At least, partially.” 
 
    “That does sound a little better than how I put it,” I admitted. 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “I’m not saying there weren’t risks. A few people disappeared and never were heard from again. That was a problem. We were promised to have a body similar to our own if it happened, but I never met anyone who successfully reintegrated after such an incident.” 
 
    I was starting to get it. “What about the imprints? What were they, some sort of AI?” 
 
    “No, they were the best of the best. They were the special forces, super spies, and in some cases, super assassins. I had heard rumors there were even serial killers and such who were used as imprints. Of course, those were probably just rumors. Some of them were from a long time ago. I’m not sure when the program started, but there were rumors of imprints who had been in the system for over fifty years.” She shrugged. “Rumors again, I know.” 
 
    Well, it was a lot to sink in. If what she said were true, wow. No wonder we had been losing that part of the war. I wanted to talk more about this with her, but I needed to consider what I had learned already. I also needed to rest. 
 
    “Jess, I really appreciate your help back there. How did you happen to be there when I really needed it?” 
 
    She nodded and a look of sadness, then anger moved through her eyes. “I lived on the McIntyre Farm at The Mill. The one those bastards had hit. I was off in town for a supply run when it happened and didn’t get home until the next day. I came home to a massacred family. It took a while to sort out what happened; I never had the training of a field Agent. Not really. We trained in basic weapons and physical stuff, as we had to keep the vehicles of the Agents in shape for the work. But I was never taught how to be an Agent. 
 
    “Anyway, I knew some from growing up in a rural community in Missouri. And I have learned a lot from the McIntyres since they took me in after the Fall. So, once I figured out everyone wasn’t dead, I knew I had to find the ones they had taken. I didn’t know if I could do anything, but I had to try.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said, nodding for her to continue. 
 
    “I had some weapons I had found in an old cache a few years ago, so I went and collected them and set out on the trail.” 
 
    “The Thompson and 1911.” 
 
    “Yes. My dad had a Tommy gun and a 1911. Probably why I had taken them, out of all the weapons there. So, I followed the wagon until I found where a couple of the raiders had broken off over some rough country. I decided to follow the wagons and try and help my friends and the children. When I came up on the scene of your intervention…” 
 
    “How did you know it was me?” 
 
    She smiled that smile again. “I didn’t at the time, but I learned about it on the way back here. So, when I came upon the scene, I knew they were out of the hands of the bastards who took them. Trusting whoever had rescued them would keep them safe, I went to follow the ones who had separated from the group. I didn’t know then if I would kill them, or just find where they went and take the info back to the folks at home…at The Mill.” 
 
    The sadness was back with the mention of home. I found myself taking her hand to comfort her. “I am truly sorry for what happened to your family.” 
 
    She nodded with a sad smile. “Thank you. You’ve ensured it won’t happen again. I thank you for that. And, to be honest, they had only adopted me into their group. Don’t get me wrong, they were like family to me. But I was always a little bit of an outsider. The rest of the people there were real family, by blood or marriage. I was like the distant cousin or a close friend of the family. They were all I had, though, and I was very happy to see the girls and their children safe here.” 
 
    We sat there for a while listening to the sound of the night and the other folks around the square. Counce and his cousin were with some of their friends and a few others up close to the fire talking of what had happened over the last week or so. 
 
    “Well, I knew it wasn’t a Sasquatch the minute I seen it.” That was Counce with his Appalachian twang. I was pretty sure there was a story coming the way the twang got a little twangier as he spoke. 
 
    “How did you know?” This one sounded like Samuel. 
 
    “Yeah, Counce. How did you know that? I thought it was one until Shey told me otherwise, and I shot the son of a bitch.” 
 
    “On account of I seen ‘em before, and that wasn’t one.” 
 
    “You’ve seen them before?” Annie, his cousin, sounded skeptical. 
 
    “I shore have! You remember when I was younger and working up in the northwest? Back then I was guiding tinhorns up the river to see the wilds of America, or what was left of ‘em anyways, and we used to see ‘em regular. Now, they never used to come down this far south, but with the weather changing like it has, and all the other changes, they could be up in the Superstitions nowadays. That ain’t too far from here. But yeah, I used to see ‘em fairly often.” 
 
    “Sure, you did.” Marcel clearly sounded doubtful. 
 
    “I did, I tell you! Why this one time I had a raft full of youngsters, and we were rowing upriver, just looking around. We come around this corner in the river and there was a young one a couple hunerd yards upstream. I held us there a watching it for a few minutes as it scooped big brown trout out the water and tossed ‘em up on the bank.” 
 
    “Tossed them on the bank?” I wasn’t sure about this voice, but it could have been one of the girls from the wagon. Counce had everyone hooked now. 
 
    I glanced at Jess and could see she was listening in like I was. 
 
    He continued his story as he stirred the fire and tossed in a couple of sticks. 
 
    “Yep, like I said, he was a young’en, they do all the hunting and fishing you know. You young’ens could take a lesson from ole’ Bigfoot and take care of your elders a mite better. Anyways, he was scooping fish out of the water and throwing it up on the bank to take back to that Bigfoot village, I reckon. I heard a commotion on the opposite bank and looked over that way to see a big ole’ silver tip grizzly coming out of the woods. Now grizzlies and Sasquatch, they don’t get along a’tall. This grizzly seen his mortal enemy fishing in his own favorite fishing spot and let out a howl like you never heard. Then he charged right in the river at that young Sasquatch. The young’en now, he wasn’t afraid of no silver tip, and he wasn’t about to lose his morning’s fishing, so they tore right into each other like nothing you ever seen!” 
 
    His voice was getting louder and his arms were swinging around as the story went on. 
 
    “There was fur and hair flying, screams and howls of fury and pain, and pieces of fish being flung all over the place. Why, there ain’t no telling what they would a’ done to each other if I hadn’t waded in there between ‘em and broke it up.” 
 
    “Aw, geez!” Annie was the first to react. 
 
    “You are so full of shit, old man!” That was Marcel, somewhere between laughing and crying. Everyone around the fire was in a similar state. 
 
    Samuel threw his hat at Counce as the old man laughed at his own story and everyone’s reactions. 
 
    Jess had her hand over her mouth, but her eyes were laughing. 
 
    Tom Marshall and Moon-Ring broke off from the crowd as they saw us back in the shadows. Tom was carrying a large plank that had clearly seen its better days, and Moon was using an old aluminum crutch as she limped along beside him. 
 
    “Hey, Shey. Miss Shannon. I wanted to show you this old sign we used to load you in the wagon, Shey. Are you familiar with this area and the history of a couple of hundred years ago?” 
 
    I shrugged as I thought about it. “The ‘Old West’ days? A little, I guess. I’ve read some and seen some old vids about it, but never really studied it much, why?” 
 
    He turned the old board over, and I could just make out the letters on the front of a very old sign. 
 
    O.K. CORRAL 
 
    I looked back up at Tom. “Seriously? That can’t be, can it?” 
 
    He laughed and looked at Moon as she spoke, “It is. The town used to be called Tombstone. It was the site of the original ‘Gunfight at the OK Corral.’ Now it is the site of ‘Part II.’”  
 
    She laughed as Tom put the old sign down. She was looking much better and it was good to see the wound hadn’t been serious. They strolled off, with Tom holding her hand in his. 
 
    I laughed as I shook my head. “Could I talk you into a hand, Jess? I need to get into my room and get some rest, so this all heals, and you’re the strongest one around.” 
 
    She smiled and stood up offering her arm in assistance. As we made it into Jeremiah’s cabin and to the door of my room, I hesitated. “I think I can get it from here but thank you so much for your help.” I was sincere and not used to being the one thanking someone else. “I mean it. For your help just now, but especially, for your help the other day out at Tombstone.” 
 
    She smiled and looked into my eyes for a moment. “You’re welcome, Shey. I’m glad I was there.” She turned to leave but stopped just before she pulled the door closed. She looked back over her shoulder and smiled again. “And, I’m glad I am here.” 
 
    The door closed behind her before I could say anything, but I stood there for a couple of moments with my hand on the door jamb to my room. I had a couple of thoughts pass through my mind that I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Jess Shannon was a beautiful woman, but she was Obsidian. It didn’t matter now, though, did it? No one cared about what you had done before the Fall, or so Will Clayton had said. The people here took me at face value; they accepted me for who I was trying to be now. Could I do the same? 
 
    The picture of her smiling face looking back over her shoulder at me stuck in my head, and I nodded to myself. “If all of those people out there are willing to do it for you, you damn well can for her,” I admonished myself. And maybe, it wasn’t just for her. 
 
    As I stretched out gingerly on the mattress and lay my head on the pillow, I nodded to myself. Her dancing eyes and smiling face were in my thoughts as I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Was there hope for even someone like me to be happy in this Fallen World?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days had passed since the Gunfight at the OK Corral, Part II, as Moon had dubbed it. Folks had come in from the surrounding communities, and we were meeting tonight for dinner. Tomorrow we would be sitting down for a more formal affair to discuss the future. I was really hoping someone from home would show up. There had been no news from Divine or anyone else since she had left. It wasn’t a real easy trip, but I had been studying some old maps Jeremiah had been saving in his office. It looked like a trip through the area near the Salt Cave could possibly cut off a half day’s travel, but it needed to be explored. 
 
    I was moving around fine on my own and eating more than two or three other folks. Sarah just smiled and shook her head when I showed up for a meal. I made it a priority to pick berries or gather something from the garden any time I was going to eat. At least I felt like I was doing something to offset the extra portions, but I think I was the only one who cared. 
 
    Jess had been around, and we had spent a lot of time together. I promised to give her some training so she could make the best of her nanite enhanced body. She seemed to be looking forward to that, and if I was being honest, I was too.  
 
    Apparently, I had gotten hit once as I ran from the old flatbed to the stable, and then twice as we stood facing the gunfire there. The leg wound had healed the quickest, but it had been a through and through with mostly just blood loss. Both wounds to the trunk had been bad, although one of them had passed through as well. The other had gone in my back, high on the right side and clipped a lung. By the time we made it back to Delta Mike, I had done a lot of healing, but parts of the bullet hadn’t gotten totally broken down by the nanites yet, and I felt it. 
 
    I had been through gunshot wounds before, but never with no modern facilities. However, I was sure the worst was past, and I would heal quickly now. 
 
    Clayton gave me a hard time about using cover when I was fighting overwhelming odds. I just smiled and told him I hadn’t seen any overwhelming odds. He would huff and walk off, but I was sure he was laughing inside. 
 
    I decided to go explore the medical facility again and asked if Sarah would like to go as well. She and Jeremiah met me, with Jess and Annie, at the courtyard. 
 
    “I have a few candles here if you all want them. The emergency lighting was still mostly operational when I was down there last, but there are a few spots where these might be needed. Honestly, it may be darker than I believe it is. My night vision is pretty good.” 
 
    Sarah chuckled and took a candle. “We all aren’t cyborgs like you.”  
 
    Then she looked at Jess with an apology on her lips, but Jess held up a hand and laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I will excuse myself from any insults you send his way, on the grounds that I am a much better person. I am sure he deserves any and all of them.” 
 
    Sarah hugged her and laughed. “I knew I would like you!” 
 
    I looked at Jeremiah, trying for a sad look, but failed as I was trying not to laugh. “I feel so demoralized.” 
 
    He smiled as Sarah spoke up again. “You really shouldn’t use such large words, Shey. They just don’t fit.” 
 
    I shook my head and looked at the ground in a dejected manner. “This way.” 
 
    They all laughed as we walked toward the drainage ditch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Sarah? Did you have anything to do with this stuff?” 
 
    She was looking around and shook her head. “No. I never came down below the second sub-level. All of this is for the nanites. These stations are for programming them. I would say these stations along the wall were for the animal nanites and these in the open area and closer to the storage room were for the human ones. See these markings? I believe those denote animal stations. You don’t want to get them mixed up.” 
 
    “What would that do?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it wouldn’t harm the person or anything. They just wouldn’t work.” She looked back at me. “How did you hear about this?” 
 
    “A man came through our camp a few years ago, and he told us about the facility. We had an older gentleman who had recently passed from cancer. He had said there were one or two doses of un-programmed nanites here that could be used to cure it. Of course, it was too late by then, and with cancer being eradicated in the past, we never thought of it being a problem again. We also didn’t have any claim to it or any reason to believe it still existed. If it hadn’t been Mak who was affected, we probably never would have considered it. She has helped so many, though, beginning with me.” 
 
    Jeremiah and Sarah held their candles high as we walked into the room with the storage containers. There was enough light from the emergency lighting system for me and Jess to see fine, but the others needed a little bit more illumination.  
 
    Sarah opened the container with the human nanites and looked through the documents on the door.  
 
    “There were several here that could have proven useful. In a perfect world, we would never need it, but this world is far from perfect. Unfortunately, all the human ones are gone.” 
 
    We checked out the other cabinets next.  
 
    “This is some awesome stuff in here, Annie.” Sarah said as she picked up one of the small metal containers. “These could help with some of the more common illnesses in cattle. There are also some un-programmed nanites as well. These could be good for general health in bulls. A container of these little guys will boost a poor bull to a healthy and virile one.” 
 
    Annie was looking in the other container. “Here are some for pigs, goats, dogs and cats. There is even one in here for wolves; that’s weird. Why would someone need wolf nanites? All of these others are livestock or pets.” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “There is no telling what they were doing here before. They were utterly corrupt and could do whatever they wanted without fear of reprisal from the authorities. What we have here, though, is a large number of antidotes for common sicknesses in livestock. These nanites will not only fix the specific issues they are programmed for, but they will change the host, right down to the DNA, to prevent the issue from coming back. Not only in the host, but in all of the host’s offspring. It’s one of the main differences in the animal nanites versus the human ones. The animals can pass them on through reproduction. Human ones were never made to do that.” 
 
    Jeremiah was standing back taking notes on a little pad. He looked up at me and smiled. “Shey, my friend. We have so much here that could be of a benefit to so many people. These nanites can help us to build farms and ranches. They can help us to improve the ones we have and expand enough to actually have an excess. Shey, you have done us another favor that could prove to be immeasurable. Again, my friend, we are in your debt.” 
 
    “Jeremiah, I came down here to find the ones my friend needed to survive. This other stuff, it was totally unintentional. This was not something I did for you; it was just accidental.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” Sarah said as she smiled and took my arm. “We would never have found them if you hadn’t come looking. Just accept it, my friend. You are our hero and will continue to be our hero.” 
 
    I looked around at the people looking at me. They were all smiling at my discomfort. I shook my head. “You people are trying to make me into something I’m not. You just don’t understand. I am far from a hero. There are fifteen years of my life…” 
 
    “Shey, stop,” Annie said as she stepped in front of me and looked directly into my eyes. “When will you understand? How many times do people have to teach you something before you learn it? You are a reasonably smart person, Shey. Pay attention to me right now. No one cares what you did before. Everyone sees the kind of person you are now. Live with it, accept it, be thankful for it. Everyone here is. Everyone here is thankful for you.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped up to Annie and hugged her. “Thank you. I am trying to help people to make up for things I did before. I just have a hard time believing those people appreciate me. Even now, after ten years, it’s a new feeling for me.” 
 
    Each of them stepped up and gave me a hug, even Jeremiah. It was one of those moments in life that stick with you forever. I couldn’t ask for a better bunch of friends. 
 
    “Alright. Enough of this mushy stuff, I have a reputation to keep up you know. Let’s get back up top and have a talk with the others. We have a lot of planning to do for our future.” 
 
    Jeremiah slapped me on the back and laughed as he pocketed his notebook. “That we do, friend. That we do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We got back to the motor pool building as Biscuit and the other cooks were setting out a large buffet for visitors and Delta Mikeians alike. We smelled the grilled beef and chicken long before we got there, and my stomach was making rude noises as we walked in the door. 
 
    Jess giggled and elbowed me in the rib. “Hey, I am injured you know. Is there no respect for the injured anymore?” 
 
    Annie snorted and put her hand over her face. “Sorry, that was very un-ladylike. I must have swallowed a bug or something.” 
 
    Jeremiah was smiling and Sarah just looked at me with a straight face. “I guess an injured person should just have some broth or soup. We wouldn’t want to aggravate ‘the injury.’” 
 
    Jess spoke under her breath, but loud enough for everyone to hear. “Real or perceived.” 
 
    Clayton walked up as everyone was laughing. “Jeremiah, we have everyone getting together right after lunch tomorrow. I figured here in the courtyard. It’s public, like you wanted, so anyone who wants to listen, can. I’ll have several of my people moving among the crowd to keep folks calm.” 
 
    “This is great, Will. Who will be directing them?” 
 
    “I will, of course. I can do it as I walk around and monitor the crowd.” 
 
    “You should be with us, Will. Your advice is invaluable as the most experienced among us in your field.”  
 
    “I don’t think you need me there, Jeremiah. I am only a grunt…” 
 
    “Will, you are much more than that. You have run the security here for years and know what it takes. I need you there, now. Taking on a larger role.” 
 
    “Well, would you look at this?” I said giving the big man my best Cheshire Cat grin. “I get to tell you, Will Clayton, you are needed and appreciated. Now, it’s your turn. You just need to accept it.” 
 
    “OK,” he said and turned to fill his plate. 
 
    “What?! Just OK? No argument and self-deprecation?” I exclaimed. 
 
    Sarah touched my arm and looked at me with concern in her eyes. “Shey, he can accept it, unlike some people who have to be told over and over. Oh, and what did I tell you about big words? Now let’s all get something to eat.”  
 
    She walked away as I stood there with my mouth open and everyone else just smiled and moved for the table laden with food. Well, alright then. I was obviously hungry. 
 
    A teenaged girl walked into the courtyard with an older man. When she saw me, she ran up to me and wrapped her arms around me. I realized, in mid hug, she was Dani, Coz’s granddaughter. Coz came behind her with a huge grin and stuck out his hand as she let go and stepped back looking up at me.  
 
    “Shey, we are forever in your debt, my friend,” Coz said as he wrapped an arm around Dani. 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. Shey! You saved my grandpa’s life and mine too. And Tilly! She’s doing really good with her brother. They’ll be here soon, and I know they’ll want to see you.” 
 
    I smiled at them as Coz wrung my hand and looked in my eye. “You know what would have happened to Dani if they knew. We can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “You all clean up pretty good,” I said as I smiled at them. “You were smart to keep her hidden, and the fact it was right in plain sight was the most awesome thing. You are both survivors and anything I could do to help you all, was more than deserved.” 
 
    Coz slapped my arm and finally let go of my hand. “Anything you need, young man. If we can help you, we will gladly.” 
 
    “Us too!” A small enthusiastic voice said from behind me. Tilly and Thomas came around and joined us. Tilly wrapped my legs in a huge hug and Thomas stood there grinning. 
 
    “Thomas, I am so sorry about your mom. She was gone by the time I got there, and there was nothing else I could do. Tilly though, she was the bravest person I have ever seen and was there to comfort your mom when she needed it most,” I said as I picked up the little girl and hugged her back. She squealed and ran off to the food table when I dropped her back on the ground. 
 
    Thomas’ smile was a little sad as he watched her run off to eat. “Tilly was brave,” he said as he looked back at me. “I really expected Momma to go a couple of weeks ago. I think she held on as long as she could to try and get us somewhere safe. She would be happy knowing we are here now.” 
 
    He stuck out his hand and shook mine hard. “What Tilly said is true Mr. Shey. If we can do anything to help you in any way, you got it!”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Thomas. As long as I can keep my boots, let’s call it even?” 
 
    He laughed and followed his little sister, with Dani alongside.  
 
    “Coz, why don’t you all go grab something to eat. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    He smiled and followed Dani and Thomas toward the table. 
 
    Jess stepped up and took my hand. Her face lit up in a smile as I looked down at her. Her eyes danced, and I felt something in my chest again. I smiled back at her. “Let’s get something to eat Miss Shannon.” 
 
    “This is a really good spread, Sarah,” Counce said as he admired the table full of food. 
 
    “Thank you, Counce. We all appreciate it, and I’ll be sure to tell Biscuit and his crew.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he continued. “Now back in Carolina, when I was a kid, we didn’t have many spreads like this. We had to fetch our own food. We shot what we ate and ate what we shot.” 
 
    Thomas and Dani had sat next to each other and were looking at Counce as he spoke. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, we had to be a better than fair shot, too. We was expected to bring at least one critter for every bullet.” 
 
    Dani looked at the old man. “Are you a good shot, Mr. Counce?” 
 
    “Why yes ma’am, I get by. Now there was this one time when I was about your age…” 
 
    “Oh, here we go!” Tom Marshall exclaimed from a couple of spots down the bench. 
 
    Counce continued as if Tom hadn’t been there, “I was in the mood for some squirrel meat, and we had them big red ones down there, you know. Only when I went to get my rifle, we only had two .22 shells left. Now I wasn’t too worried, but I had hoped for a half dozen squirrels to fill the skillet.” 
 
    Thomas was leaning forward listening like Counce was an old preacher, teaching the gospel. “Could you really get a squirrel with each bullet?” 
 
    “Why, I usually could do just that. There was this one feller I knew who hunted them with a slingshot and little steel balls. Now this day I got more lucky than usual. As I was injuning around in the woods following a couple of big fat squirrels, I come upon a tree with five ducks a sitting out on a limb.” 
 
    “Five?” Dani was just as engrossed as Thomas at this point. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Now I got a little excited when I seen them ducks and I dropped one of my shells in the leaves as I was trying to load that old single shot J. C. Higgins. I knew I had to be extra good, ‘cause if I didn’t bring back a couple of critters, I wouldn’t be eating at supper time. So, I crept around, trying to get a line that would get me two of them ducks with one shot.” 
 
    “No way!” Samuel chimed in, getting caught up in the story like everyone else was. 
 
    “It wasn’t unheard of. You just had to be careful, and a bit lucky. Now I was excited and worried at the same time, and I was focusing on them birds. That’s when I made a rookie mistake and wasn’t watching where I stepped. So, I slipped on the wet leaves and damn near fell on my as….my backside. Well, that ol’ rifle went off and my last bullet went flying out the end of it.  
 
    “That day, though, lady luck was with me. ‘Cause the bullet hit the base of the limb, the one that had all them fat ducks sitting on it. That old limb couldn’t take all the strain and just broke right off. Well when it fell, it pinned all five of them ducks right underneath of it. But that ol’ bullet wasn’t done. It ricocheted off that tree and hit both of them squirrels I had just been tailing. 
 
    “Well, I got so excited I started jumping around, and I slipped again and went rolling down the bank right into the creek. When I stood up out of that creek soaking wet, I had so many fish in my coveralls a button popped off and killed a rabbit sitting there in the bushes watching the whole thing.” 
 
    Marshall was laughing so hard he nearly choked as he fussed at Counce. “Old man! You are so full of it!” 
 
    The food was great, as always. Biscuit had brought out some water and a bowl of lemon slices, and we dug in. As everyone was enjoying food and talking, I looked around and studied the group. A couple from The Mill sat and spoke with Tom Marshall and Moon-Ring. An older woman of sixty or so from Weslow sat with the Jenkins’ and Jon Whitehall laughing about something Jon had said. As I looked around the room, I could see the future being made right here, and a warmth spread through me.  
 
    Camaraderie and fellowship could still happen over a good meal in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Riders at the gate!”  
 
    We were finishing up a breakfast of tortillas, eggs, and tomatoes when we heard the shout from the guard. Jeremiah stood and moved toward the door with Clayton. I took a last bite of tortilla and stood up as well.  
 
    “Are you good if it’s trouble, Shey?” Jess asked with an edge of concern in her voice.  
 
    I smiled at her and lowered my voice so no one else would hear. “After last night, you’re concerned now?” 
 
    She turned a little red as she slugged me in the chest. “Fair enough,” she said as she stood and walked beside me to see what was going on. 
 
    When we walked up to the gate I was already smiling. A couple of recognizable people were standing on the outside talking to Clayton and Jeremiah, who had just gotten there. One was a young woman with jet black hair, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. She wore the peacemaker clone on her left hip, butt forward, and carried the AR carbine in her right hand like it was part of her. She saw us walking up, and her face lit up like the summer sky. 
 
    “Uncle Shey!” She waved and jumped up and down. 
 
    I stepped between Jeremiah and Clayton, and she jumped up on me with her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Girl, you’re gonna kill me!” I hugged her back, and she suddenly realized a lot of people were watching. She hopped back down and stepped back with a huge smile on her face, still looking up at me. 
 
    “Sienna, let me introduce you and your other, uncle, to some friends of mine. Jeremiah, Will, these are some dear friends from south and west of here. This young upstart of a girl is Sienna.” 
 
    “I’m not a little girl, Uncle Shey!” 
 
    “OK, this young woman with no manners, then,” I continued as she slugged me in the gut. “And the gentleman here with a canary-fed-cat grin on his face, is her real uncle, and our doctor/Mayor, Miguel Francisco. Miguel, Sienna, this is Jeremiah Caldwell, the curator of this fine establishment, and his head of security, Will Clayton. They are also very good friends of mine.” 
 
    The four of them shook hands, and I turned to Jess as she coughed to get my attention. “Of course, this is my, uh…friend, Jess Shannon. She is from one of the villages not far from here and is also very dear to me.” 
 
    Jess smiled and shook hands as well, as Jeremiah and Will shared a knowing look.  
 
    Before they could say anything that would embarrass anyone, I added, “Let’s all get back up to the barn and park these horses, shall we? There is a lot for us to discuss.” 
 
    Jeremiah smiled and nodded. “Yes. Let us do that. I am sure your friends should know what you have been up to in their absence.” 
 
    Clayton laughed. “I don’t know, Colonel. They may know what kind of chaos he carries around with him. Could be the reason they kicked him out and sent him up this way.” 
 
    I groaned, and Jess laughed. “This is going to be a good day,” she said as she took the horses from Miguel and Sienna. “You all catch up, I’ll rub these beauties down and get them some hay.” 
 
    “For some, I’m sure,” I said under my breath and she laughed again. 
 
    I turned to Miguel first. “I assume you got the nanites. Did they work? Is she going to…? I mean, will she be OK?” 
 
    His smile turned to a huge grin, and I knew the answer before he said a word. “Si, mi amigo. She is going to be fine. She was improving greatly when we left and we had to tie her to la cama, the bed, to get her to stay and finish healing. She is a stubborn woman, that one. But I am ever grateful you brought her into our, into my, life. I am ever grateful a second time that you have saved her from a certain and painful death. I am in your debt forever, my friend.” 
 
    “Humph! Yeah, they know him, alright,” Will said as he stomped off toward the kitchen. 
 
    Jeremiah laughed at his friend and slapped me on the shoulder. “Shey, bring your friends up to the dining room, and we’ll get them some food and cool water.” He nodded to Sienna and Miguel and hurried off after Clayton. 
 
    “How many came with you?” I asked as I looked at the wagons and horses following toward the stables. 
 
    Sienna was still smiling. “We brought enough for security. We also brought some sugar cane and a few other things,” she said, then she motioned toward the stable where Jess had disappeared with their horses. “You got a girlfriend now?”  
 
    I felt my face heating up a little. “Maybe. I really like her, and she did save my life.” 
 
    Miguel stopped in his tracks. “Saved your life? Isn’t that usually your role?” 
 
    I shook my head and continued walking toward the motor pool/dining room. “She did. Her and some other friends. It’s a long story, but I am sure someone will be glad to fill you in. Probably with some exaggeration and elaboration.” 
 
    This last was said as we walked in the door, and Sarah had just come out of the kitchen to meet us with a huge smile of her own. “Shey, my friend, introduce me. And what have I told you about those big words? They just don’t fit you, and I am worried you’re going to use one wrong and look silly.” 
 
    I shook my head as Sienna and Miguel both laughed loudly. “I like her!” Sienna said. “I am Shey’s unofficial niece and best friend, Sienna. This is my real uncle Miguel, who is also our doctor.” 
 
    “Sienna, it is great to finally get to meet some of the people Shey has told us about. You’ll understand, I’m sure, we didn’t really know if you all actually existed until this moment. With one like him, you never really know what to believe and what might be total fabrication.” 
 
    Sienna leaned close to me with a gleam in her eye and said, just loud enough for all of them to hear, “That means made up. Like pretend friends.” 
 
    They all laughed, and I had to smile after going for a hurt look and failing miserably.  
 
    Sarah turned her attention to Miguel. “I am relieved to meet someone else in the medical field. I’m Sarah Denis. I was a nurse practitioner before the Fall. Most people just call me a nurse now, but you will know the difference.” 
 
    Miguel smiled his brilliant smile and took her hand. “Indeed, I do! I am also happy to meet someone of a similar background. Of course, nowadays, it only matters what we can do to help where we can, not our actual label.” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll talk some later I am sure. Let’s get you folks some food and something to drink, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As expected, stories were told over their meal. Several people took it upon themselves to fill in Sienna and Miguel on all of the adventures I had taken place in recently. The story of the ‘Bigfoot’ seemed to be a favorite, but they told about the midnight run to the ranch, the wagon full of slaves, all of it. Then they told about the gunfight at the OK Corral, Part II. Tom made sure to tell everyone it had taken place at the actual OK Corral. He also seriously played down his and Moon-Ring’s parts as well as Jess’. I was made out to be a huge hero, and it was all very uncomfortable. Jess sat there by my side and held my hand. She also made sure I didn’t find some reason to leave. 
 
    Miguel and Sienna told how they had camped about five miles from Delta Mike because it had just gotten too dark to continue last night. They also hadn’t wanted to show up in the dark and arouse suspicion in case I wasn’t here. 
 
    It had worked out well. They arrived in time to settle in a little and get to know some of the folks prior to the meeting. Miguel was a well-respected man in our little community, and I knew he could speak for everyone there.  
 
    All the folks who had arrived with them I knew and was happy to see. It was a bit of a surprise Divine had stayed behind to learn more of us, but it was also a good sign. Miguel figured Mak would insist on traveling here within a few days, and Divine could be her guide. I knew he was right. With him out of her sight and her able to travel again, it was only a matter of time before she would be on the road, guide or not. 
 
    We sat most of the morning away, catching up and getting to know one another. Before anyone really knew it, the folks from the kitchen were setting out the tables for lunch. The courtyard had been set as the meeting place, and we moved out there to get out of Biscuit’s way. 
 
    People from all five communities were here and would be able to sit and discuss the future. Jeremiah, Sarah, Jon Whitehall, and Will Clayton would represent Delta Mike. Annie, Counce, Tom Marshall, and Moon-Ring would represent the Suggs Ranch. Al and Gabby Jenkins, Cal Merriam, who had been a prisoner at the cave with Al, and an elderly lady named Suzanne Martin would represent the town of Weslow. Jenn Marks and Marcus Kidd had been in the cave, and Al Peters had come over from The Mill with his father James. With Miguel and Sienna here, I would have others with me to represent our little community of Cane Valley. No one really knew what to expect, but we were all going to talk and see what kind of ideas we could come up with for moving forward. 
 
    As it turned out, The Mill had several small farms with different crops. They had been working to increase their production for just such a meeting as this, and they fully expected to be able to increase it even more in the years to come. Especially with farm implements Jon Whitehall said he could make in the near future with improvements to his forge.  
 
    Annie had over a hundred head of cattle and expected to be able to double the count within two years, with the help of the nanites we had found. They also had several head of milk cows they would be willing to trade. She really wanted to get more pigs and chickens. If they could come up with several pigs and a couple dozen more chickens, she thought they could supply enough meat for the majority of the communities. She suggested all of us have chickens of our own for an egg supply; it didn’t make sense to try to transport eggs over the distances involved. 
 
    Weslow had a lumber mill and a smaller forge as well. The Jenkins’ suggested trying to relocate the forge here, since this was going to be the supply of most, if not all of, the raw material. Jeremiah figured they had enough to last for several years of growth before we had to depend on scavenging from other places. Cal suggested trips into the Superstitions for hunting and gathering on a regular basis. He had hiked all over the area and knew it as well as anyone, he figured, so he would be happy to guide those.  
 
    Delta Mike would be the supply point of raw materials from the recycling stores, but it could also act as a central meeting place for all of the communities if they liked. It was the largest and had housing for visitors. It wasn’t the most central but did have the best facilities for medical as well. Miguel suggested a monthly trip around the communities, for wellness checks and such. This was well received from everyone, and Sarah suggested she could be a fill in for him if he couldn’t do it for some reason. 
 
    Sienna showed the folks around the table what they had brought from Cane Valley. She held up a couple pieces of sugarcane and some potatoes. She then lifted some sweet potatoes and corn. The folks at home had been expanding our crops in a similar fashion as The Mill, with the idea of trading with neighbors. “These are our large crops this year, but we have been working toward making seed for other crops and storing them as well. We have room for more but are short handed to handle more work.” 
 
    “We run into the same issue,” James Peters spoke up. “Now with a farm down from those bastards attacking us, we are even more short-handed. We have room to grow more crops; we just need more workers.” 
 
    Counce cleared his voice and spoke. “It seems to be a common problem right now. We could handle more livestock easily enough, but how few of us there are to work it limits how many we can take on, too.” 
 
    Jeremiah looked around. Not at the people at the table, but at all of the people who were listening from out in the courtyard. He stood up and waited until everyone had gotten silent. 
 
    “We have an abundance of people. We have had to man a security force for some time, and that has kept many of them busy, but our friend Shey has negated the need for so many in the future. We have better physical security in the form of a good fence now, and, hopefully, not as much of a need for it.” He looked around at his people. “If there is living space and welcome hearts, who among you would volunteer to help the farms, and by extension, help us all? We would keep a voluntary force of people for security on an as-needed basis. A militia if you will. Like it was in the beginning, with a force of citizen soldiers, who would put down the plow and pick up the rifle when needed. Who among you would be willing to step up and do that? Who among you would move to one of the farming communities in need and make a difference? Who among you would volunteer for the good of all? Who among you will be a ‘Volunteer?’” 
 
    A few hands went up immediately. Then a few more, and a few more. Within a couple of moments, there were too many to count and then there were cheers. Loud yells of ‘Vol-un-teer!’ sounded through the courtyard and echoed off the buildings. Everyone at the table stood and smiled and looked around at the commotion. I slapped Jeremiah on the back and joined the applause. 
 
    There was still volunteer spirit in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    
 When everyone had cleared away for the evening, all of the central group of folks sat around the table in the courtyard and talked about details. There would need to be some future discussions about how to go about governing things. No one wanted anything elaborate, but the need was there to ensure fairness and safety.  
 
    “I think we should have a place for all to meet,” Annie said as she looked around the table. “I believe we could send one person from each community to speak for each community and bring any news or concerns. Maybe once a month or twice a month to start with. Then, as things become settled and everyone grew accustomed to belonging to a larger community, we could schedule them further apart.” 
 
    “We had talked about some form of weekly communication as well. A ‘Pony Express’ sort of set-up, I believe, was the term used.” Clayton looked at Jeremiah. 
 
    “Yes. Will and I were discussing the logistics of such an operation. I believe our communities are near enough that a person could make the trip in a day from one to the next. There might need to be some rerouting, but we could make it work. This would provide for messages between villages, and even among friends as we will have some separation now. The Suggs Ranch and Cane Valley are the only two who are further out that direction, but we might find a route.” 
 
    “I was thinking of the Salt Cave valley,” I said, and I looked for reactions from the folks around the table. As expected, the few who had spent some time in the Geno’s cages squirmed a bit and looked uncomfortable. “I believe Counce and Marcel had talked about building a cabin there at one time?” 
 
    Counce nodded and looked at me. “At one time Marcel had spoken of it. I don’t think he is interested any longer though.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, but it is also unfortunate. The valley isn’t large, but it has a natural water source. I would bet it is a very fertile area. Looking at a map, it looks to be on a straight line route, more or less, from Cane Valley to The Mill, and about midway. As a matter of fact, it would be a day’s ride to Cane Valley, The Mill, or Suggs Ranch from the Salt Cave valley, and less from there to here, at Delta Mike. Then that just leaves Weslow out at the peak of a triangle about equal distance to The Mill and Delta Mike. I’m just saying, it could prove a good overnight point and may be big enough to grow something or ranch something.” 
 
    Jeremiah was looking at a map he had unfolded on the tabletop. He moved his fingers from point to point and nodded. “It would be about midway between those communities. I think it’s something we need to consider. We obviously won’t ask anyone to go there who doesn’t want to. Most of us saw or heard about it and understand. Let’s table it for now and bring it up again at a later time.  
 
    “Now, one thing we will need is a peacekeeper and a decision maker. Someone who is impartial and also ethical. My idea is this person will be a policeman and judge combined, if you will. Someone who can go where needed and make a decision about matters that can’t be agreed upon without some sort of litigation.” 
 
    “Whoever it is, we will all need to agree to give him or her the authority,” Annie said as she looked around the group. “We—all of us—need to agree on that. There can be no squabbling over his or her decisions. Once they have spoken, it’s decided. Because of that, whomever we choose to fill this role must be absolutely trustworthy.” 
 
    “I was thinking about this a while back,” Jeremiah said. “If each township/community has a person on a board or a panel, we can meet and discuss the more severe issues. Then all of the weight wouldn’t need to be on one person. He or she could make immediate decisions when necessary. Then, anything with serious repercussions could be decided by the panel or whatever we call them.” 
 
    There were nods all around the table. No one said anything for a few moments as everyone considered who they would like in the position. I was afraid of what someone would say, and my fear was justified as Will Clayton spoke up, “I think there is an obvious choice for the constable, or sheriff. It should be Shey.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “You have my vote.”  
 
    All around the table, people were nodding, smiling, and looking at me. 
 
    I held my hand up until everyone was listening. 
 
    “I can’t be the person you put in charge of something like this,” I began. “I am not that person. Look, you all saw, or heard, what I am capable of at Tombstone. What you don’t know is that I was totally in my element during those couple of days. I was taught how to kill. I was made into a weapon you point at a problem and step aside. Not the type of person you want in charge of making the kind of decisions you’re talking about.” 
 
    Jeremiah wasn’t nodding. “Shey, you have proven over and over that you aren’t the person you used to be. You know it; we have had this discussion.” 
 
    “Jeremiah, I know. That isn’t what this is about, though. When I decided to take on those bastards, there was going to be only one acceptable outcome. I went into a group of men with the plan to kill every one of them, as quickly and efficiently as I could. I wanted to punish them for what they had done, yes, but I also wanted to punish them for what they were going to do, for what they might do, for what they were capable of doing. It didn’t matter to me in the least that some of them might not know what they were getting into. It didn’t matter to me that some of them might not be who the worst of them were. It didn’t matter to me that some of them might be redeemable. I was going to kill them all. To the last man. 
 
    “Folks, it is who I am. I’m not the person to make a judgement over some minor issue. I was the weapon you use to punish someone who was above the law, or out of reach of justice. I was the bringer of chaos and wrath, deserved or not. That isn’t what is needed here. I am not what is needed here. I know no one here really cares about who and what I was, and I’m learning to deal with that. But I’m also working to make up for all of the chaos I was the cause of. I’m not quite there yet. I’m not ready to forgive myself yet, but I will be, and you all are helping me get to where I will be. I’m not ready for this though. I am not the person for this, but there is someone here who is.” 
 
    I looked around the table and saw some realization in some faces. I looked at Jeremiah and he gave me one small nod. I said, “Who we need in this position is Tom Marshall. He has proven to all of us that he is ethical, he is caring, and he is blessed with a level head. He will also ride all night to drag someone’s ass out of a no-win situation. My vote is for Tom.” 
 
    There were a few chuckles, and a few nods immediately, but they picked up as folks really started considering someone other than their first choice. 
 
    I looked at Clayton and was a little concerned about what he would think since I hadn’t nominated him. He looked back at me and nodded. “He’s right. Tom is a man we all can count on to do the right thing, no matter what. Tom was the first one to want to go after the people who attacked the farm at The Mill. He was the one, along with Miss Ring, who went after Shey when we heard what was going on there. Tom is the man for this job, and he has my support.”  
 
    I looked at Tom, and he was looking at me. “Tom, you would be a great person for this role. You know right from wrong and, although I haven’t known you for a long time, I believe in you, and I believe in your word.” 
 
    He nodded once as he looked around. Everyone was looking at him, and he stood and cleared his throat. “I believe I could and would do this job to the best of my ability. I also believe I have several people I can talk to if I need an open mind and a willing ear. One of the biggest problems when someone is put into a position of authority, however, is it can go to their head. If you choose to put me in this position, I would ask any of you who feel my job is going to my head to tell me. Or, tell Shey.” 
 
    His meaning was clear, and it sent a chill down my spine. He had just told everyone at that table to have me stop him if he were to go rogue. It was really all they needed to hear to trust him at his word, if they hadn’t already. 
 
    Jeremiah smiled as he stood up. “Alright, friends. I believe we have a decision on the holder of the peacekeeper position. Let’s put it to a vote right now, if it suits you?” 
 
    Several nods from around the table let him know it was. 
 
    “Let’s do this with a show of hands. All for Tom Marshall for the position?” 
 
    Every hand rose. 
 
    “All opposed?” 
 
    No hands rose. 
 
    “Congratulations, Tom, or perhaps condolences.” Several chuckles came from around the table. Jeremiah clapped Tom on the back and continued, “Let’s enjoy the evening. I noticed Al brought his guitar, and maybe Gabby will sing for us.”  
 
    You had to enjoy your music where you could get it in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This place is pretty amazing.” I looked around the grounds. A partially torn down chain link fence surrounded the area. The fence must have been ten feet tall in its day, and it was still pretty impressive. Ragged pieces of concertina wire lay around on the outside of the fenced area, with weeds and grass growing through the wire. Antenna arrays, some tilting at broken angles and others looking at the sky, stood guard over the small building at the entrance. A huge concrete slab sat in the middle of the cleared area. 
 
    Jess smiled and nodded. She winked as she started toward the small building, motioning me to follow. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”  
 
    We went around to the back of the building to a chained double door with debris piled up to the top of the door jamb. Jess started moving the debris from the doorway. “Well, come on. This stuff isn’t gonna move itself.” 
 
    I laughed and stepped up beside her. We had the door cleared in a few minutes, and she pulled the chain out of the handles of the door. The lock had been broken long ago, but it hadn’t been obvious with all of the debris piled up over it. 
 
    “Did you do that?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “I was out here exploring a few years ago and got caught out in a storm. I had to find some shelter, so I broke the lock. When I left, I decided the owner wasn’t coming back, so I may as well keep the contents for myself or my people.”  
 
    She paused for a second, then continued, “My people have grown in numbers recently. Still getting used to it.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” I laughed, then looked around the area again. “It’s just amazing to me, the destructive power of the nukes that used to be housed in these silos. I hate to say we were lucky, considering the outcome, but imagine if these had been what were fired off instead of what were.” 
 
    Jess pulled the door open and stepped inside. This was the back entrance to the above ground portion of the complex. I knew from things I had read and seen on vids, this was primarily an underground structure, but I had no idea how much still existed. 
 
    “Come on in, we’ll check out the upper portion first. I didn’t go all through the downstairs, but it is large by comparison to what’s up here.” 
 
    We walked into the storage room of a long closed museum. There were a couple of full-length wall lockers standing open and a table with an old computer terminal and a desk chair. A couple of filing cabinets and other odds and ends stood undisturbed around the room. Enough light for us to see shone through a dust covered window. The smell of concrete and paint was mixed with dust and other smells of abandonment. A caged area on the side of the room with no windows held various items a museum might have extra of.  
 
    We passed on through and into the main lobby of the building. Statues of old nuclear ICBMs filled one display, including the one that had resided here around a hundred years ago. Posters of warning signs and media of the time littered the walls. A couple of mannequins had been pushed off to the side of the room, but for the most part, everything was undisturbed. 
 
    “This is some interesting stuff, Jess. I could spend a while in here looking at all of this history.” 
 
    “Look in here,” she said as she took my hand and led me toward another door. “This is a small room, but it is focused on the history of the area.”  
 
    This room was the size of a small bedroom but had racks along every wall. Historic documents and posters also were strewn about. A poster of an old vid with some famous actors of the time, hung on the wall. ‘Tombstone’ was in large letters across the top, with four heavily mustached men in long coats and period dress, standing in an old dirt street. 
 
    “Is this the one about the OK Corral?” I asked Jess. 
 
    “It’s one of them, there were several. I guess this guy would be you. This one would be Tom and these two would be Moon and me,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    “I think we were a little better armed,” I said as I looked at all of the revolvers and shotguns in the poster. 
 
    “Well, we had a few more opponents than they did.” Jess pointed out as she picked a couple of items off the shelf and stuck them in her pocket. 
 
    “What do you have there?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “I’ll show you later. Come look at this, though. I think you’ll be impressed.” 
 
    We walked back through the lobby and into the back room we had entered through. She stepped up to the cage door and pulled a key from her pocket. 
 
    I looked at her with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I was here for a couple of days. I had time to look around and find the appropriate keys.” 
 
    “Unlike the outside lock, which you just busted,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Well, it was raining, and I didn’t want to melt,” she answered as she swung the door open. She stepped into the caged area and pushed a rack of spare computers and office supplies to the side to reveal another door. This one took a different key and slid open silently on well-oiled hinges. 
 
    She looked at me a little sheepishly. “I did a little maintenance and cleaning while I was here too.”  
 
    I chuckled as we stepped into a stairwell. The stairs went down and turned a corner. She lit a candle and started down so I shrugged and followed her. A dark hole in a completely strange location that used to house weapons powerful enough to destroy a city? What could possibly go wrong? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This place is amazing!” I said for about the fifth time. 
 
    “You should work on increasing your vocabulary, Shey. You are beginning to sound like a stuck recording.” 
 
    “Well, in my defense, Sarah gets on me for using big words. And this place is pretty amazing.” 
 
    Jess laughed and led me down the staircase to the third level of the launch control area. This one was a bit different than the other two. While they had been fairly undisturbed, this one was completely different than it had been, I was sure.  
 
    “This place is…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, amazing. I know, you mentioned it before.” 
 
    “Where did all of this come from? Whoever lived here was a serious prepper,” I continued, ignoring the jab as I looked around the room in amazement.  
 
    The emergency lighting was still working, and Jess said there was a small solar array up on the roof. I guess it kept the batteries charged enough for the low voltage emergency lighting. It was plenty for us. 
 
    Racks of AR carbines stood against one wall. Shelves of handguns stood beside them. Another had a few large plastic drums with no labels and several large caliber rifles. 
 
    “These first two are Barrett M-82s. Then the three over here are McMillan A4s. These are some serious sniper rifles. Then these ones here—there are three of them—are also McMillans, but in .338 instead of .50 BMG. They are sniper material too, though. The rack of ARs is impressive…twenty-seven of them. And all of those handguns. Damn, girl!” 
 
    “Now, when you can wipe the drool off your chin and focus, look over here,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I stared at the McMillans for another couple of seconds and then followed her instructions.  
 
    “What?! Look at this ammo! And reloading supplies! Holy shit.” 
 
    “I have never done any reloading, but I figured this was equipment for it.” 
 
    “I never had either, before the Fall. I’ve learned a little since then. Let’s see if this is powder in these drums. If it is black powder, we are probably good, if it’s smokeless, well, let’s be really careful.” 
 
    I unlatched the ring and carefully lifted the lid. The smell of sulfur was strong, and I knew before the lid was off what was in the drum. The drum was about half full of black powder, one of the oldest explosives in the world. If we could find the materials, we should be able to make it. After all, people had been making it for thousands of years; surely we could figure it out. 
 
    The other two were full and all three were black powder.  
 
    “Jess, this is quite the stash you have here. What do you plan to do with it all? I’ll help you, whatever it is, but I would love to turn this over to Will Clayton for his militia, but it is your find, so salvage rules apply,” I said as I smiled at her. 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, then looked around the underground facility full of weapons.  
 
    Then she reached out to me and pulled me close. “Why don’t we sleep on it and decide in the morning?”  
 
    As she kissed me and pulled me to the cement floor, I said, “This place is amazing.” 
 
    She slugged me in the ribs and laughed. 
 
    This guy, or I suppose gal, was getting ready for the long haul. It made me wonder what happened to them. Someone who had prepared this much was a careful sort. There had been no one in here for several years, though.  
 
    There were many things to make you wonder in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hobo was lying on the grass beside Spot and Sully, the pinto gelding Jess rode, when we came out of the museum a few hours later. We decided to repair the fence enough to let the horses roam around the inside the missile complex property while we were here.  
 
    My plan had been to head over to Cane Valley and see how Mak was faring. The stop here had been Jess’ suggestion before we left Delta Mike, and it made sense as it was about midway there. We decided to spend another day or so here and fix it up some. To be honest, we were enjoying the privacy and each other’s company as well. 
 
    We thought this might be a good location for a horse swap station on Jeremiah’s Pony Express route. We would have to build a barn or stable for the horses and figure out a water source. With all of the preparations the previous owner had made, I felt certain there was one nearby; we just had to find it. 
 
    Hobo found it for us. As we were working on the fence, he came up to me with water dripping from the hair around his mouth. I looked at him and shook my head. His face was still dripping, so it couldn’t be far. 
 
    Jess started around one direction, and I went the other. It was only a few minutes before I heard a whistle from where she had gone. 
 
    I trotted back up the way I had come and found her and Hobo standing over a small cistern, or cement tank, alongside of the ridge that ran north and south along the back of the complex. There was a steel tube sticking out of the ridge with a small but steady stream of water spilling out of it. The tank and pipe were blocked from view at the buildings by several large rock formations. You had to wind into and around a couple of the large rocks to get to the tank. 
 
    It was a good start, but we would need to build a rainwater catchment as well. Luckily, we had both helped build some of those since the Fall. There were plenty of supplies to build one at Cane Valley and Delta Mike; we would have to make a supply run with a couple of wagons soon.  
 
    Jess had decided to share her find with everyone but reserved the right to keep any items she decided to, once we had brought Will and his people down here to sort through and gather the weapons and supplies. She had made me earn one of the McMillans in .338 when I mentioned wanting one for myself, but I didn’t mind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We headed out for Cane Valley late the next morning with Hobo scouting around us as we rode. I had the McMillan strapped to my saddle and thought I should see if I could get a scabbard from Moon or Annie when they had a chance. 
 
    I also had a couple hundred new rounds of 10mm and about fifty for the McMillan, so I felt loaded for bear. I still carried my throwing knives, the tomahawk I had scored from Jon, and the bowie I had taken from one of the men at Tombstone. Jess had swapped her 1911 and Tommy gun for one of the ARs and a Browning Hi-Power in .40 caliber. The Browning had a higher capacity and was a better fit to her hand. She had a kukri in a sheath on her left side, and a brace of throwing knives as well. 
 
    We had only ridden a few miles when Hobo came trotting out of the brush and stood looking down from a rise about a kilometer in front of us. We rode on up carefully and pulled to a stop beside the big dog. There was a wagon with two passengers and two outriders coming up the trail in our direction.  
 
    I looked at them for a second, then smiled. “Come on, Jess. Looks like Mak couldn’t wait for us to come to her. That’s her in the wagon with Divine. The two riders are Luke and Carol. They’re brothers from Cane Valley, and friends.” 
 
    As we started down the hill, the wagon pulled up and the riders trotted toward us. The brothers were cautious and spread out a bit. They also carried their rifles across the front of their saddles, casual, yet ready. I smiled approvingly and kept the pace up to meet them. Jess and I had our hands visible and weapons holstered. 
 
    As we pulled up to wait for the brothers, Carol let out a “Whoop” and nudged his horse into a gallop. He came running up with a huge grin on his face and slung the rifle over his back. 
 
    “Shey! Man, we were wondering if you’d just forgotten all about us!” He pulled his horse up next to Spot and grabbed my hand in a stout handshake. He was still grinning as his brother rode up next to him and grasped my hand next in a huge shake. 
 
    “Brother Carol, I told you he wouldn’t forget about his friends back in the valley,” Luke said with a huge grin of his own. “Shey, you wouldn’t believe the lack of faith this lousy brother of mine has shown in you. Why, he even said one time that he figured you had either gotten killed or married.” 
 
    Jess laughed. “Well, he isn’t married as far as I know, but he did nearly pull off the first one, if a couple of friends and I hadn’t shown up and hauled his ass out of the fire.” 
 
    I shook my head and put a serious look on my face. “Now that just isn’t fair. I had them all right where I wanted them. Hobo and I had them surrounded and had just begun our attack when you and Tom and Moon showed up to take the glory.” 
 
    Carol looked at his brother and grinned. “That sounds like a story we need to hear, brother.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Yes, it does. We should probably hear it from this young lady, though, as we know how Shey tends to embellish his own actions.” 
 
    Jess smiled at the tall, lanky brothers. “I’m Jess Shannon, Shey’s bodyguard. You sound like you know him so I’m sure you all know he can hardly take care of himself. I agreed to come along and make sure he stays out of trouble and doesn’t fall off his horse or anything.” 
 
    Carol looked at her gravely and nodded. “You have a respectably difficult job, ma’am. But you seem quite capable. Just for your information, though, the entire village of Cane Valley has not been able to do those two things simultaneously.” 
 
    Luke nodded and said with an equally grave look on his long face, “It seems like, whenever we begin to think he may have matured and learned how to stay out of trouble, he finds something new to get into. Kind of like a puppy, now that I think about it.” 
 
    Jess nodded and looked back at me for a second. She winked and turned back to the brothers. “Maybe I should ask the boss for a raise.” 
 
    I decided they had had enough fun at my expense, so I started Spot down toward the wagon. “I’m going to go see my friend, Mak. With a ‘k.’ She’ll be happy to see me at least.” 
 
    All three laughed and fell in beside me. “My name is Carol, by the way, and this is my brother Luke. Shey isn’t too good with introductions either. Sometimes I wonder how he’s made it through life this long. He must be one of the luckiest individuals I’ve ever known.” 
 
    Luke waved from the back of his horse and smiled at Jess. “Neither of us is married either.” 
 
    Carol leaned over and smacked his brother on the back of the head. “That didn’t sound desperate at all. Besides, I expect Shey has already told the lady some story or other about his heroics and suitably wooed her off her feet. Luckiest person I’ve ever known, remember?” 
 
    Jess laughed and looked at me. “Well, he has told me how rich he is and all of this ranchland he owns. Since he owns most of Cane Valley and lets a few dreadful types hang around and work his land, it really sounds like he needs a female in his life. You know, to keep things in line.” 
 
    “Wow! Luke, did you hear? ‘Dreadful types,’ she said. Hmpf!” 
 
    Jess was on a roll. “Yeah, you know. Ne’er do wells, troublemakers, and semi incompetents. He does it to help them out, he says. It helps that he doesn’t have to pay them much, too. That way, we…I mean, he can keep all of his money.” 
 
    This kept on until we made it down the hill to where Mak sat on the buckboard seat with Divine. When she saw it was me, Mak jumped down from the wagon and started toward me with a huge grin on her face. I hopped off Spot’s back, and Mak engulfed me in a bear hug. By the time she stood back and looked at me, a tear was making its way down her cheek. 
 
    “Shey, I can’t thank you enough. I just can’t.” 
 
    “So, you’re feeling well? Do you know if it worked?” 
 
    “I believe it did. I feel better than I have for years! I didn’t realize how weak or frail I was getting.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about all of that. You’ve always been one of the toughest people I know. Mentally as well as physically. From when I was a kid and Gwen brought you over the first time, I’ve just known it.” I looked at her and nodded. “You look a lot better though. You’ve got more color and more energy.” 
 
    I turned to the three people still mounted, who had all gotten quiet and were smiling at our conversation. “This is Jess Shannon. We met a little while back when she and a few other friends pulled my ass out of the grinder.” 
 
    Jess smiled and nodded to Mak. “I have heard a lot about you, Mak. I have been looking forward to meeting someone who knew this guy as a little kid.” 
 
    Mak nodded and smiled up at her. “If he has opened up to you that much, you are special to him, indeed. I am very pleased to meet you, Jess. It seems I owe you my thanks as well, for saving this one’s butt. He is nearly a brother to me, and I love him dearly. Thank you.” 
 
    Jess smiled as she dismounted. She stepped up and gave Mak a hug too. “From what he tells me, you are the reason he is here at all. It was a miracle you were there when he woke, and even more of one, it was you. And, to be fair, he has been saving a few asses of his own. I don’t know the count, but it’s probably in the hundreds by now.” 
 
    Mak smiled affectionately and looked from Jess to me and back. “That is Shey; it’s what he does.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t we go spend the night in a missile silo and then get up to Delta Mike? I want Mak to see what the developments have been, and I am sure she wants to see Miguel. And he, her,” I said around their praise. It made me a little uncomfortable so I was ready to be moving. 
 
    Divine had joined us as we stood talking and smiled at me. “I’ve filled Mak in with the Bigfoot and wagon of girls stories. I also told her about his marathons. Has he done something else since I’ve been gone?” 
 
    “Oh, girl, let me tell you about the Gunfight at the OK Corral, Part II. And the days leading up to it!” Jess said as we mounted up to head back north. 
 
    As I put my foot in the stirrup and swung up to mount, Spot stepped to the side and I nearly fell. Jess happened to be standing behind me and steadied me. I looked at her then at the horse. Spot was chewing some grass around his bridle bit and eyed me out his left eye. 
 
    I shook my head and swung up onto his back without the stirrup. Jess smiled as she mounted the pinto. “See, I got to make sure he stays in the saddle.” 
 
    Everyone got a good laugh as we moved off toward Jess’ missile silo. 
 
    There were still stories and storytellers in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Riders at the gate!” I heard as we got near the south gate of the recycling center. I rode out front with Jess riding next to the wagon. The brothers had been riding out a hundred meters or so on each side but moved close in as we neared the gate. Hobo came trotting up and stayed even with Spot’s right shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, Thomas, how’s it going?” I said as I waved at the young man.  
 
    He waved back before turning and shouting, “It’s Shey and Jess! They have some friends.” 
 
    He rolled the gate out of the way with the help of a couple of other guards, and we rode through. It was an odd feeling, but it really felt as much like home as the valley had. It was a good feeling. 
 
    Jeremiah, Sarah, Clayton, and Jon all came out to meet us. It was getting near dark, so the town had been doing the last of the daylight chores.  
 
    Sarah smiled at me and Jess, then went up to the wagon. “It’s great to see you back, Divine.” I swear I heard Will chuckle. “You must be Mak! Shey has spoken of you often. Were the nanites successful? You look well.” 
 
    Sarah was always the direct one. 
 
    Mak blessed her with a wide smile. “I am, and you’ll be Sarah. Shey has spoken of you as well. Thank you all for helping him, and by extension, helping me. I believe I’m in better health than I have been in a long while.” 
 
    “It was well earned.” Jeremiah stepped up and took Mak’s hand in his. “Shey has done more for all of us here in the few weeks he has been part of our lives than most of us have done for ourselves since the Fall. I am Jeremiah.” 
 
    Mak smiled and patted his shoulder. “That is Shey; it’s what he does. It seems I am in debt to you as well, Jeremiah. I hope you all will let me know if there is anything I can do to repay your kindness.” 
 
    “Lady, there is no repayment necessary. As I said, Shey has done more for all of us than anyone could ask for, or expect. You are welcome here for as long as you would like to stay. I’ll make sure your friends know of your arrival and we will get a place for you to sleep in beds tonight.” 
 
    I smiled as I looked at my oldest friend and my newest friends interacting. They were good people and it gave me a good feeling about this plan Jeremiah had for the future. 
 
    “Well, let’s get these horses settled in before it’s too dark, and we’ll have something to eat,” Sarah said as she reached for Spot’s reins. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, Sarah,” I said. “If you’ll show my friends up to the eating room, I’ll get these animals in the stables and be along shortly.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Jess volunteered and we led the mounts and wagon off toward the stables. 
 
    Jon came along with us and led a few of the horses. “I have some blades ready for you if you would like to see them,” he said around his infectious grin. “If you are interested. If not, I’m sure I can sell them to one of the guards, or Biscuit might be able to use them in the kitchen, I guess.” 
 
    “Don’t give that old man anything sharp. We would love to see what you’ve got,” I said as my face was infected with his grin. 
 
    “Ha, don’t let him hear you call him old.” Jess laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, I would hate to have my ass kicked by an old man,” I admitted as we led the horses into the barn. 
 
    We bedded them down and walked over to Jon’s cabin as the last light hovered over the western horizon. Jon lit a candle and lifted a couple of cloth-wrapped objects from his shelf of goodies. Jess and I were like a couple of children at Christmas while he placed them on the large wooden table near the candle. He took his time arranging them and moving stuff around that wasn’t really in the way. Jess finally got impatient and slugged him on the arm. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Jon. I’m dying over here!” 
 
    Jon laughed from deep in his chest and put up his hands. “OK, OK. Here, let’s take a look at this one for you first.” 
 
    As he unrolled the cloth, Jess inhaled sharply and reached out like a mother to a baby. Inside were two identical kukris about 15” long with the traditional ‘bent’ blade. The portion of the blade further from the hilt was easily twice the width of the blade at the grip. The grips were an oiled black wood with brass rivets and pommel. There were beautiful weapons. The sheaths were dark-stained leather with short fringes and two smaller pockets for the kardas, or smaller utility blades, and the chakmaks, or sharpening tools. 
 
    Jess lifted the weapons from the cloth and stepped outside to see how they felt. I watched her go with a grin of my own then turned to Jon. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend. She has been nursing that piece of crap she has for a long time. These are clearly well made, as well as the leather work. Who did it?” 
 
    “Coz actually did most of it, with a little help from Moon. He apparently owned a leather shop before the Fall and is quite good.” 
 
    “Where did you learn how to make a kukri?” 
 
    “I spent six months in Nepal as a teenager. It’s where the love of weapons really grabbed me. These were really fun to make, and it is always nice to have your work appreciated.” The last was said as he watched Jess out the window, putting her new blades through the motions. 
 
    He turned back to me with his huge smile and nodded to the other cloth wrapping on the table. As he unwrapped the cloth, I felt a big smile of my own, growing on my face. “Is this a jian? It is beautiful.” 
 
    “It is,” Jon said with a broad smile. “Most people think it’s a Roman short sword, due to the length.” 
 
    The weapon was very nicely made. Both edges were sharp, and the handle was an tightly wrapped leather thong. The flat pommel was hollowed out and dark steel, just enough wider than the rest of the hilt to help retain a solid grip on the weapon. 
 
    “Jon, this is an awesome blade! You really do some fantastic work.” 
 
    His smile seemed to grow even more as he looked at the weapon in my hand. “I’m glad you approve. I haven’t had much opportunity to make weapons here. I started on a new tomahawk for you as well. It will be a few inches longer than the one you have now and somewhat heavier. But, with your enhanced strength, it shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    “That’s awesome, Jon. I can’t wait to see it.” I looked out the window at Jess moving around the yard in some of the martial arts moves we had been working on. She was incredibly quick to pick up on the different disciplines. We figured some of it came from the muscle memory of her previous profession. When the Agents occupied her body for a mission, she came away with the muscle memory of their skills, if not the actual skill itself. It made her a fantastic student.  
 
    “Should we gather up the ninja out there and go get something to eat?” I asked him with a wink. 
 
    He laughed his booming laugh and slapped me on the shoulder as we went out the door. He stopped long enough to extinguish his candle, and then we were off.  
 
    Safety was still important, even in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Counce was talking to his bunch of folks as we strolled into the courtyard the next morning. We had spent a good deal of time talking with Jeremiah, Sarah, Miguel, and Mak the night before. We all seemed to be on the same page regarding the future of the area. Jess had told them about our findings in the abandoned prepper stash/missile silo, and we had presented Will Clayton with the first delivery of weapons also. He was pleasantly surprised at the ten ARs and the three sniper rifles we had brought. Along with several boxes of ammo, it had increased the firepower of his militia by nearly fifty percent.  
 
    “Nobody made ‘shine like my uncle did, back in Carolina,” Counce was saying. “I used to take a pint jar fishing with me on those cool spring days.” 
 
    “So, was it smooth or did it have a bite?” Thomas was having breakfast with Tilly, Coz, and Dani, as usual. 
 
    “Oh it had a bite at the end, but it was smooth up front. Of course, the first sip always bit the worst.” He laughed as he continued his story. “I was down at the lake fishing this one time, not having any luck, when I saw this ole’ cottonmouth swimming across the lake toward me. Now a cottonmouth is a mean SOB. These rattlers out here, they aren’t so bad. They’ll warn you if you get in their space. Copperheads, they’ll get out of your way if you give ‘em time, but a cottonmouth is just plain ornery.  
 
    “Well, this one, he had a big old frog in his mouth. I guess he wanted to come over to the shore to enjoy his lunch. You know what else likes frogs though? Bass like frogs. They are a favorite of largemouth and smallmouth. So, when ole’ cottonmouth got to the bank, I reached down and picked him up right behind his head.” 
 
    “You picked him up?” Dani sounded shocked. 
 
    “Why I wasn’t worried none, he had his mouth full. I just put a little pressure on the back of his jaws and his mouth popped open. That frog just flopped out on the ground and I had me a guarantee of a big fat bass. 
 
    “Well, I realized about then that I had put myself in a little bit of a pickle. Ole’ cottonmouth was upset about me taking his lunch, and I had no place to put him where he wouldn’t be able to display his displeasure of my actions. I looked around and seen the ‘shine and had me an idea.  
 
    “I squeezed that old snake’s jaw open again and poured a couple of good, long slugs down his throat. It wasn’t but a minute ‘til his eyes rolled back in his head, and he went all limp. So, I threw him back out in the lake and went back to fishing.  
 
    “Well, in just a little while I felt this tug on my pants leg and looked down. There was ole’ cottonmouth, ‘cept this time, he had two big ole’ frogs in his mouth.” 
 
    Marshall, who had just taken a drink of orange juice, spit it all out in a huge spray as he nearly choked. He was just quick enough to turn his head and miss the other folks enjoying breakfast and Counce’s story. 
 
    We were all laughing, and Dani had her head on her arms on the table and was heaving as she laughed. “I’m going to pee my pants,” she said, barely audible as she laughed. 
 
    Jess was smiling beside me as we sat with our juice. Sarah had come out in time to hear most of the story and was shaking her head from side to side with a sad look on her face. 
 
    “Who invited this windbag to our otherwise civilized neighborhood?” she asked as she winked at Tilly. 
 
    Tilly giggled and said, “I like Mr. Counce.” 
 
    “I had such high hopes for you, Tilly. High hopes,” Sarah said as she ruffled the girl’s hair on her way back out to the kitchen.  
 
    Biscuit brought out a large bowl of oatmeal, and we all dug in. Sarah came back out shortly with a platter of fresh bread and a pot of chicory coffee. I perked up at the chicory and poured a cup for myself and one for Counce. Jess shook her head when I offered her some. 
 
    “I never really acquired the taste for coffee, or whatever that is,” she said as her eyebrows squinted together in the middle and she turned away like she had smelled something foul. 
 
    “Girl, how is this gonna work if you don’t like chicory? I may have to rethink my girlfriend choice.” 
 
    She snorted and took my hand in hers. As she looked into my eyes, her other hand darted out and took the piece of bread I had just placed on my saucer. 
 
    I laughed and kissed her. 
 
    “Eww!” Tilly squealed and several laughs sounded around the table. 
 
    Jeremiah sat across from us as he dished himself a bowl of oatmeal and took a slice of steaming bread. “What are your plans now, Shey? I was hoping to have someone go out to the Salt Cave and see if it will work for a horse stop on the route. It is positioned right, I believe, but we need a set of eyes on it and a little exploration. I had thought about sending a team out there to clean the cave out as well.” 
 
    I was nodding as he spoke and had to chuckle at myself. He seemed to nod a lot when he was considering something, and here I was responding to his ideas just like he usually responded to others. I respected the man and his accomplishments since the Fall. He was a true leader and this place had been fortunate to have him here when he was needed most. 
 
    I looked at Jess and raised my eyebrow. “What do you think? Are you up for some exploring and a few days of hard work?” 
 
    She smiled as she chewed a large bite of the bread she had snatched from me. “Why not? You just have to promise to do your share. I’m not going to clean the place up and build a corral and clear ground to plant crops, all while you work on your suntan and drink lemonade.” 
 
    I put a hurt look on my face as I responded, “Now that hurts. I would never worry about a tan.” 
 
    She laughed and smacked me on the arm. “Let’s do it,” she said and shrugged. “We could probably use some help out there though.” 
 
    I looked at Coz and asked, “What do you think? Would you and Dani want to come along? And Thomas, what about you and Til? It’s gonna be some hard work, but we could get the place up and ready to work as a rest point in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Coz looked at Dani who was looking at Thomas who was turning red as a beet. Tilly laughed and Coz smiled. “I think we could do it, Shey. A little work would be good for both of us, and we have some experience building a place from scratch.” 
 
    Counce, who had been listening in, spoke up, “We have a lot of tools back at the ranch that’d be useful to y’all out there. I’ll head back down there and bring a wagon up with a bunch of ‘em. We’ve got some carpentry supplies and a couple of axes I can bring, as well as some livestock to keep in the valley. I reckon I could be there in a week or so with a couple of other hands. We have several folks who went back with Annie, so we’ll be alright down at the ranch.” 
 
    “Counce, it sounds like just what we need,” I said with a nod to the older man.  
 
    Jess was a little sad when she spoke. “There is a pretty large cache of supplies at the farm we could use. Maybe I could get a couple of folks with a wagon to ride out there with me?” She looked at Jeremiah as she asked. “Then, once we deliver them to the Salt Cave valley, they can bring the wagon back here. It will take a couple of days to make the trip. Let’s say three, so I can stop in at The Mill and let them know what’s happening. We’ll see, too, what their plan for the farm is. It is too big of an asset to just leave empty for long.” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and looked around the table. “I think we can spare four or five folks to ride with you and get it done. It sounds like this plan of action is settled then. I’ll leave the details to you and let Will know you’ll be using the big wagon, a team, and several of his militia guards. I do have one other thing to speak with you about.” 
 
    He pulled a shining object from his pocket and tossed it to Tom Marshall. Tom plucked it out of the air easily and looked at it for a second. He shook his head as he pinned the metal star to his shirt. “I guess this makes it official?” It was a star from the museum at the missile silo, with a horseshoe shape in the middle and the words ‘U S Marshall’ stamped around the horseshoe. 
 
    Jeremiah chuckled and nodded. “My friends, I present to you our new Marshall, Tom Marshall.” 
 
    I had to laugh as I stood up and moved around the table. I grasped his hand and laughed as I shook it. “Congratulations, Marshall Marshall.” 
 
    He just shook his head as everyone around the table joined in on the laugh at his expense. 
 
    There were still some things to laugh at, and people to laugh with, in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had rained for the last two days since I had returned to the Salt Cave valley. Two days I had planned to spend clearing and exploring this valley to see how to best use the land here. Instead, I had spent them clearing away a lot of garbage from the cave that Mr. Geno Bigfoot had collected. 
 
    The third day found me down in the lower end of the valley with a scythe and an ax, clearing some tall weeds and small trees. Spot was out near the woods line, munching on some grass he had found and fertilizing the plot for later use. The scythe was well made and sharp, so I could clear a good wide swath with every swing. It was methodical work. It allowed me to think while I was working and not concentrate too much on what I was doing. Swing, step, swing, step; methodical. 
 
    In the middle of some plans for the missile site, I caught the movement of Spot lifting his head and looking toward the trail from above the cave with his ears pointed forward. Not a worried look, just attention. 
 
    I stopped my scythe work and looked in that direction. A wagon with a few riders was just cresting the rise and starting down the slight grade toward the clearing in front of the cave. I recognized Jess and Sully riding up front and smiled. I put two fingers in my mouth and whistled loudly. Both looked in my direction and Jess threw a hand up in a wave.  
 
    A glance at Spot told me he wasn’t leaving the grassy area, so I shouldered the ax and scythe and headed up the valley. I scooped up an armful of some of the finer grass I had cut down for the horses as I went by.  
 
    Jess was already putting the horses in the big corral we had built the last time we were here. “It’s about time you hauled your ass up the hill. I see you’ve been busy doing absolutely nothing while I was working my butt off,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    I looked behind her and grunted. “You didn’t get all of it.” 
 
    She laughed and slapped me on the shoulder. “That is a nice spot you’ve got cleared down there. I’m thinking there is plenty of room for some crops and irrigation. The lower end where you were just working looks perfect.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said as I gazed back down the valley. I had gotten a lot more done today than I had thought. “You would know more about that than I would, hon. Living on a farm all those years. I’m just happy if I can stay on my horse.” She laughed again, and I smiled. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve missed you. And, it rained the last two days straight, so I’ve been stuck cleaning the cave. I think I’ve swept all the dirt off the dirt floor.”  
 
    “Ah, there is the truth. You just don’t like cleaning, do you? I see how it’s gonna be.” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. “Well, you are the woman.” 
 
    She punched me in the gut quicker than a person ought to be able to move, but the twinkle was still in her eye.  
 
    “I am not going to be the housekeeper and the farmer. What did I tell you about that before we left Delta Mike?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Seriously though, I am really happy to see you. What did you bring with you in the wagon? More work for you I’m sure,” I said with a smile as we walked toward the wagon. 
 
    “Ha! No. More work for you. We brought several farming tools and some seed the folks at The Mill had been holding. It is coming up to the time of year for planting. As a matter of fact, we will need to get quite a bit more ground cleared in the next week or so. Then we can get some planting done.” As we looked down over the valley, she continued, “A few folks from The Mill will be over in a week or so to help us get a good start on these crops. With the help of the people Counce should be bringing, and the knowledge of the Mill folks, we will be alright.” 
 
    “Hey, Shey!” A young voice shouted from up near the opening of the cave. 
 
    I smiled as Tilly came running down the path like a little whirlwind and wrapped me in a hug.  
 
    “Hi, Till, I’m glad you’re here. Now we can get the serious work started.” 
 
    “You bet! I’ll get this valley clear in just a few days. And dam up the creek to make a lake and make some irrigation ditches all around the valley and get all the fields planted. Don’t worry, we’ll get it done really quick!” 
 
    “I knew we would as soon as you got here. Let’s get settled in the cave, shall we?” 
 
    Jess looked at me with a little concern in her eye, and I shook my head once. “I spent most of the last few days getting the place ready for us to live in until we can get some buildings up, Till. We just need to get the supplies out of the wagon and set everything in there.” 
 
    She took off at a run with all the energy of a five-year-old. “I’m on it!” 
 
    Jess and I laughed as the little girl ran off back up the path. Jess turned back to me. “So, this is where it happened, huh? The Geno/Bigfoot? I noticed none of the people involved are here, except you.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t expect them to be here anytime soon. I think we need to focus on getting some buildings up for when Counce gets here. I don’t want any of them to have to go back in that cave until they’re ready. If they ever are.” 
 
    We unloaded the wagon and moved the supplies to the cave. Most of the junk was in a couple of piles near the entrance. Some folks had cleared out the cages and remains before we left the last time we were here. Most of what was left was from the multiple piles of stuff he had collected.  
 
    Some of it would be useful, and I had placed it to one side. The rest would be burned or buried in the next couple of days.  
 
    Thomas and Dani were setting up curtains to provide privacy for the girls for sleeping at night. Coz was walking around the back of the cave with a candle, looking at the walls. 
 
    He smiled as I walked up after stopping long enough to say high to the others. “Did you see these pictures, Shey? I think they are from American Indians, or maybe even earlier.” 
 
    I looked at the colored pictures on the wall and nodded. “I noticed them. I don’t know much about glyphs, but they appear to be pretty old. I hadn’t noticed them when I was here before, but there was a lot going on at the time.” 
 
    He grunted as he ran his candle all around the wall. “I guess I can see your point. I don’t know much either, but there are a lot of them. It wouldn’t surprise me if this was a holy place. It is something out of the ordinary for their day.” 
 
    I nodded and left him to his studies. The folks who had accompanied Jess from Delta Mike pitched in to help as we started carrying out the trash to burn. It looked like it would be a busy couple of weeks ahead, but it was good honest work, with good honest people. I was looking forward to it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A couple of days after Jess and the others joined me in the Salt Cave valley, the folks from Delta Mike took their wagon and went home. They left us with all the mounts, and only took the two draft horses to pull the wagon. Jon had said he would have a couple of more wagons soon, but for now, this one was the only one, and they needed it.  
 
    We had burned most of the garbage from the cave and sorted through all of the other stuff. Some tools had come out of the pile, as well as wood for poles and firewood. He had collected some old canvas that was still usable after we aired it out. There had been several old trunks that looked military in origin, containing some web belts and canteens, and some stainless cooking utensils.  
 
    I had just taken a break and was sharpening the scythe with a large whetstone I had found at Jeremiah’s place when I heard Jess’ whistle. I looked up toward the top of the ridge above the cave to find her waving. She saw me looking and gestured toward the west with her arm. We had visitors coming, and they must not have been someone she was familiar with. Anyone we knew would come in on the normal trail to the east of the cave. I hung the scythe from a cottonwood limb and trotted toward the cave where Coz and the youngsters were working. 
 
    I arrived just before the newcomers and had time to get Dani and Tilly behind the sleeping curtains. When the party of people on foot got to within fifty or sixty meters of the cave entrance they stopped and gathered in a circle. After a moment of discussion among themselves, one stepped forward and called out, “Hello, the cave! We are friends and would love some water if you have any.” 
 
    I stepped out of the shadow of the cave entrance and studied them a moment. Five of them stood there, four men and a woman. All in flowing robes over loose pants. Each carried a staff and either a backpack or shoulder bag. Each of them had a wide leather belt around their waist, and though I couldn’t tell for certain with the long robes, I suspected handguns and/or a blade of some sort attached to it.  
 
    I smiled and raised my hand in a half wave. “Sure strangers, I’ll go to the creek in just a minute with some cups. Make yourselves at home in the clearing there, and I’ll be right down.” 
 
    They all thanked me with various degrees of genuineness. There were a few looks traded among them that made me wary. Oh well, they didn’t know what they were getting into if they wanted trouble. With Jess up on the ridge, I wasn’t worried. 
 
    I got a couple of the old metal cups from one of the tables Coz had rigged together and headed down to greet our guests. Coz and the kids stayed back in the cave out of sight. He nodded to me as I looked at him, and I nodded back. He and Thomas each had an AR and the two girls were still behind the sleeping curtains with another one. You couldn’t be too safe. 
 
    I walked down the steep path to the clearing by the creek, just below where it came out of the ground. They had all gathered around and unshouldered their bags. A couple had canteens out of the packs and a couple more were digging around in their own bags, also for canteens I assumed, but I was watching them.  
 
    “Have you all traveled far, friends?” I asked as I handed a cup to the woman and another to one of the men.  
 
    “A piece, brother. We’ve been exploring east of our town for the last several days to see what there is to see. We are looking for other villages to trade with. My name is Andrew.” He stuck his hand out and smiled really big. I wasn’t sure of these people. He sounded like a preacher from the old vids and his smile looked painted on. It didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
 
    “Shey,” I said as I shook his hand. 
 
    He motioned around the group. “These are my associates, Abigail, James, Jonathan, and Simon.” 
 
    I shook hands all around and the smiles were all the same. Every one of them sized me up as they looked at me, noticing the big automatic on my right side. As they all drank deeply from our spring, they looked around the valley, taking it all in. I saw a couple of looks from one or the other of them to Andrew and Abigail. I figured these two were the leaders, even if Andrew was the only one to really say much yet. 
 
    “You all are welcome to sit for a while if you like. I can’t say we have much to trade yet, but we will in a couple of years.” I gestured around the little valley and the clearing we had been doing. “We hope to plant some seed we traded for from some folks up north of here, and get a good solid year or two of crops in. This little valley is set up nicely for farming. My father, brother, and I have our work cut out for us, but we aren’t scared of a little work,” I said as I laughed and looked around, from face to face. 
 
    They all smiled and nodded as if it was what I expected from them. I wondered if these people were as arrogant as they appeared. They didn’t seem to believe anyone could read their faces or body language. I wasn’t sure what their game was, but they weren’t playing one hundred percent above board, I was sure. So, I decided to play the dumb farmer and continue on. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot, friends, but what we have we will share. Would you all like to stay the night and get some time off of your feet?” 
 
    Andrew looked around his group and back to me. “We are expecting another group to meet us soon. They might actually be here by this evening. Would it be alright if they join us as well? Surely the cave is large enough to get us all in out of the night.” 
 
    I put a frown on my face and studied the ground for a minute as if I was deep in thought. “I’m afraid there just isn’t room in there. The entrance is much larger than the interior. There is only barely room for us.”  
 
    I gestured around the opening with my arm. “There’s plenty of room here, however.” I smiled at them again, with my best innocent smile.  
 
    He started to say something but stopped himself. Andrew wasn’t happy, but he hid it well, after the first flash of anger in his eyes. I figured right then, he wasn’t accustomed to being denied something he asked for. 
 
    “We will make do, then,” he said with another big, fake smile. “We have slept in the open for the last several nights another one or two won’t hurt us.” 
 
    Arrogance it was, I decided as a bell went off in my head. He didn’t realize that he had made the slip but he had just told me what his intentions were. He was several nights away from their home, and he only expected to spend one or two more out in the open. That could only mean his intentions were to be in our cave within the next night or so. He had a surprise coming his way if he intended to push the issue. 
 
    “I’ll have Thomas come down and start a fire. We’ll make some stew for tonight and make sure you all get to sleep on a full belly anyway,” I said as I turned to go back up the trail to the cave. I saw Jess sneak around the edge of the opening above me and smiled to myself. Yes, a big surprise. 
 
    As I walked into the cave, I glanced back down, and they were all moving about, setting up a camp for the night. It wasn’t obvious, but one of them appeared to be looking around while the others worked. A lookout I guessed, and he kept looking up the path toward the cave entrance as well. 
 
    I stepped inside and faced Jess and Coz.  
 
    Coz looked concerned and still held the AR. “I don’t like the look of these folks, Shey. Not at all.” 
 
    Jess nodded. “Me either. And, I believe there are more of them outside of the valley to the west. I tracked them all to just before the tree line, where they split into two groups. I think there are a few more in the other group too. I couldn’t tell for certain, but the trail of prints they left seemed a bit larger. I would guess eight to ten in the other group.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered this new information. Andrew had said there was another group, but he played it off as they were going to meet them soon. He had hidden the fact they had all been together just before his group came into the valley. 
 
    “OK, here is how I think we should play it. I told him about my dad, Coz, and my brother Thomas. We’ll go down there and entertain them the best we can. Always two of us together down there, and one up here. Jess, will you take an AR and get into a good position to pick them off if necessary? I would love to have you with me down there in case something happens, but they don’t know about you yet. They do know about the three of us.” 
 
    Jess nodded and picked up her rifle. She also shouldered a bag and put an extra box of ammo into it. She nodded to Coz and Thomas, then looked over at the worried look on Dani’s face and Tilly holding tightly onto Dani’s hand. “Don’t worry girls, just stay out of sight, and this will all be over soon.” Then she kissed me on the cheek and slid around the corner of the cave entrance just out of sight of our visitors. 
 
    I motioned for Thomas and Coz to step in closer. “I need whoever is up here to make yourself visible from time to time at the entrance above them. Just move around and let them see the motion, but don’t be too obvious. I told them there wasn’t room to sleep in here for all of us, so they need to think it’s small. Also, keep a rifle ready and within easy grasp.” 
 
    They both nodded, and Coz put his rifle against the rock wall just inside the entrance. 
 
    “I also told them Thomas would come down and build a fire to make stew for dinner. We have those two rabbits from this morning, so use them and some of the potatoes. Also, some of those wild onions along the creek, just below the clearing. I’ll bring the rabbits, you bring the pot, but let me listen to them for a minute and see what they have to say.” 
 
    Thomas nodded and moved back into the cave and stood quietly. I lay down on my stomach and wormed up to the edge.  
 
    Jon was talking low to Andrew, “I’ve been in that cave before and it is huge. There is easily enough room to sleep forty or fifty people in there.” 
 
    Andrew grunted. I couldn’t see them from my vantage point, but I was sure he was looking up the hill. “Not to worry, Jon. Noah and the others will show up before long. We will let them enjoy their last night and formalize our plans with Noah tonight. Tomorrow morning at breakfast, we will relieve Mr. Shey and his family of this wonderful valley. I am certain the Savior will approve, and Sampson and his acolytes can have the serfs here within a couple of weeks to begin working this place. It will be perfect for the time being.” 
 
    Abigail spoke up for the first time, “Will it be enough? Will this support us all?” 
 
    “It will have to. He did mention another place north of here. They acquired seeds there, so it must be better stocked and perhaps more settled. Perhaps for quite some time as we haven’t been this far out from Yuma and Mexicali. This place will be the next stop on our pilgrimage to find a new home. Yuma will only support us for another year or so. At best.” 
 
    “And the Savior? Will he be happy?” 
 
    “The Savior will be. Sampson will be, which is becoming more important.” 
 
    There was a gasp from among the group. 
 
    “Listen!” Andrew snapped. “The Savior did all of the initial work to bring us to this point. He is still, and will always be, The Savior. But Sampson is doing more and more managing. He has The Savior’s complete trust, and he is working hard to take care of us. Thus, the influx of serfs over the last couple of years. We will be well taken care of as long as we do our duties and find the room we need to survive.” 
 
    That seemed to end the conversation, so I scooted back and stood up. As I brushed off my shirt and jacket, I motioned for Thomas to start down the path. I picked up the two rabbits and stepped out right behind him. 
 
    No matter the company, supper is still important in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    We sat around in the coming darkness with bowls of rabbit soup and pretended to like each other. I could smell the trees and moss in the forest above the cave, and the sweat on our visitors as they waited for their friends. A bird whistled from high on the hill above the cave and I smiled. 
 
    I stood and stirred the fire. “I hope your friends are here soon, I’d hate to waste this stew.” 
 
    Andrew looked at me for a moment then smiled the big fake smile. “I’m sure they will be.” 
 
    We both turned as we heard a yell from out in the dusk, “Hello, the camp!” 
 
    “Ah.” Andrew looked back at me. “That will be Noah, now.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled as I yelled back at the voice, “Come on in, friend! How many are in your party?” 
 
    After a short pause he responded from a bit closer, “Five.” 
 
    I was watching Andrew and Abigail for a response and wasn’t disappointed. Abigail had a questioning look for an instant, but Andrew’s face showed no change whatsoever. The one who had been introduced as Jonathon, however, met Abigail’s eyes with a questioning look of his own. 
 
    Five people in similar attire as our current visitors—three men and two women—walked into the camp along the normal path. They kept their hands in the open and walked up to the fire with big smiles of their own, equally as fake as Andrew’s. I didn’t like this situation, but it was what it was. I also wanted to learn more about this ‘Savior’ and what he was supposed to save them from.  
 
    “Welcome,” I said as I shook hands with the leader. “I am Shey, and I assume you are Noah? We have been expecting you. Andrew told me you and your friends would be here before dark.” 
 
    Noah shook my hand with a weak grip. My general impression, even though the big smile never left his face, was he would rather not have touched me at all. He looked at Andrew and nodded once. 
 
    “Thank you for the welcome. We’ve been traveling and exploring for several days as I’m sure Andrew would have mentioned. Do you have room in your camp for the night? And perhaps some water? It’s getting late so we will manage our own dinner of jerky, but water would be much appreciated.” 
 
    I motioned them on into the camp and around the fire. “No sir, we have some rabbit stew my brother Thomas made just a while ago. You all must have some of it, as we made extra in anticipation of your visit. Of course, the creek has fresh water from a spring, and y’all can help yourselves to some of that as well.”  
 
    The five of them moved around the fire and everyone scooted a little closer together to make room for the newcomers. Noah was the first to sit down next to Andrew. I placed some old plastic bowls on a stump by the stew pot and motioned for them to dish up. “Please help yourselves. We have eaten, so have as much as you like. I usually have some bread, but we didn’t expect ten visitors today.” 
 
    I laughed and stepped back out of the way. Noah stood back up after I had spoken, and I nearly laughed again. He had clearly expected me to wait on him and his people. He ate first, and it solidified a feeling I had of him. A truly good and caring leader usually made sure his people were taken care of first. 
 
    They ate some stew and had cups of water from the spring and introduced themselves to me as they filled the bowls. All biblical names like the rest. Mary, Katherine, Bartholomew, and David. 
 
    Darkness fell as everyone sat and talked over the stew. I made a few inquiries but received very general answers from Noah and Andrew. After a few minutes, I stood and collected the bowls.  
 
    “I’ll get these cleaned this evening, but it is about time for us to turn in. Early sunrise and a lot of work for us in the morning. Please make yourselves at home the best you can. We’ll talk more tomorrow morning. Good night.” 
 
    There were a few nods and a lone goodnight from one of the women from the second group. Coz, who had come down and replaced Thomas, took the bowls and pot and rinsed them in the creek, then we walked up the path to our cave.  
 
    Thomas had made a fire closer to the entrance but masked by some weeds. We could see the glow from below but couldn’t make out anything else about the cave. A good move on his part. The boy had learned a lot since he and his little sister had joined us. He was a natural at survival and picked up on things quickly. 
 
    I stepped back and checked on the girls. They were settling in for the night, and I nodded to them and went back out front to listen to our visitors’ conversation below. As I slid on my stomach again to the edge of the shelf just above the campers below, I heard they were already making plans for tomorrow.  
 
    “We will share breakfast first. Let’s see if they say anything else interesting.” Noah was laying out his plan. “If we can, learn more about the town he mentioned. I will invite all three to come down and join, then we can simply overwhelm them.” 
 
    “Good,” Andrew said. “He has been armed every time we’ve seen him. I haven’t seen the other two with a side arm, but they will have a rifle for hunting at least.” 
 
    One of the women spoke up, “Are we keeping them alive to join the serfs?” 
 
    “I say no.” This was one of the new men. 
 
    Noah spoke in a low voice, “To be clear, this is not a democracy. I will decide as I have been put in the leadership role by the Savior, through Sampson. We will not keep them. One is old and the other is a kid. It is not worth the effort to bring them back. Nor is it worth the effort to hold them here until Sampson or the acolytes come here with serfs.” 
 
    “Yes, Noah,” echoed quietly around the group.  
 
    I slid back from the edge and walked to where Thomas and Coz were getting ready for bed. 
 
    “Let’s take turns at a watch tonight. Coz, you’re usually up early anyway, if you want to take third watch. Thomas, are you good with staying up for a couple of hours now?” 
 
    “Sure, I don’t go to sleep right away anyhow. I’ll wake you around midnight?” 
 
    “Good. We are going to have a fight tomorrow. I want to get the girls up early too. We will all need to be ready for them right after breakfast, but I am not going to make it easy for them. Let’s not forget, there are a couple more out in the woods too. Jess said there were at least seven or eight, and only five came up to the fire.” 
 
    Both men, older and younger, nodded their heads as I looked at them. “Alright, get some rest. We’ll deal with these asshats tomorrow.” 
 
    There was always something to do tomorrow in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abigail took the lead for our visitors the next morning, I figured it was by design. She was pretty talkative and asked a lot of questions. She asked about where we got seeds from and what we were planning to plant, and what the plans were for the valley.  
 
    “I saw your horses last night, you have a lot of them for three people,” she continued as we ate the oatmeal we had brought from Delta Mike. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. We got lucky a month or so ago. We had one extra already, but we found the others herded together out in the woods. Dad used to work on a ranch, so he knows how to work with them.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said with a quick glance to Noah. 
 
    Noah spoke up then, “Why don’t you all come down so we can thank you appropriately, Shey? I would really appreciate the chance to talk with all of you. We will be back for certain, and I want to make this friendship one we can all benefit from.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, as if I was making a decision, then nodded my head once. “Thomas, come on down and let’s see our visitors off,” I said as I faced up toward the cave entrance.  
 
    There were a couple of seconds before Thomas stuck his head over the edge of the ledge. “Sure thing, bro. I’ll be right down.”  
 
    He turned back, and I chuckled to myself. Yeah, he was pretty quick. 
 
    Thomas came down the path carrying an AR like he was going hunting. Coz had moved over close to the horses. I stood among the men and women who were about to try and kill us, and I felt a little sorry for them. I also felt some concern for Coz and Thomas.  
 
    I wasn’t as concerned about Dani and Tilly up in the cave, and Jess would be more than an equalizer up on the ridge with her rifle. But Thomas and Coz were right here with me, right in the middle of them. They were going to be targets as well as I was, so I had to see about getting more focus on me.  
 
    I took my jacket off and hung it on a limb of the old cedar tree. What they hadn’t seen before was the second 10mm in the holster at the small of my back. There were also the three braces of throwing knives and the tomahawk. I was already outside the group as I hung the jacket, so it was fairly easy to step around the tree and get their attention focused on me as I moved a little further away from Thomas.  
 
    “Uh, Shey. What’s with all the weapons?” Abigail asked with genuine concern in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, friend Shey. Should we be on the lookout?” Andrew said as he looked around. He had the same hint of concern in his voice, and I laughed. 
 
    “Those two questions are the first genuine things any of you have said to me since you got here.” I looked around the group with different eyes. The eyes of a killer looked out where bland eyes had before. Unfortunately, some of them were too arrogant to see.  
 
    Abigail was not one of those, however. “Noah, let’s talk to them and see if they want to join us.” 
 
    Noah snarled at her and drew an automatic from his holster. At his move, everyone else joined the party. I focused on the adrenaline and time slowed down. 
 
    I saw Noah’s movements in slow motion as the big man brought his weapon up in my direction. It was incredibly odd to see the hole appear in his chest as a large caliber bullet punched its way through from his back. I didn’t have much time to consider it though as his minions began their attack a fraction of a second behind him. 
 
    Shots rang from above the cave and I knew where Jess was, as James went down with two rounds in his chest. It left the question of the initial shot that killed Noah, but I would worry about it later. 
 
    I pulled both pistols and began firing systematically, left, right, left, right. My peripheral vision showed me Thomas behind a rock near the spring and Coz firing from behind a large cottonwood. As I put two rounds in the chest of Jonathon, I saw Abigail throw down her weapon and dive to the ground as two ARs opened up from the cave. Andrew must have seen it too as he snarled and put a bullet in her back as she lay on the ground with her hands empty. 
 
    I focused on him and put four rounds in his chest then dropped both empty 10mm’s and drew the tomahawk. Thomas let out a startled yelp as he was hit by a bullet that came from up in the woods, and I knew instantly where Noah’s people who hadn’t come in with him, were. 
 
    I jumped over the fire and landed behind one of Noah’s men who was drawing a bead on Coz. A swipe from the tomahawk nearly decapitated him as a bullet ripped through my shoulder from the area in the woods where the strangers were hiding. I dropped the tomahawk but picked it up with my left hand and took out one of the two remaining attackers with a backhand slice from the ground up, opening her abdomen from low on her left side, up through her right breast. 
 
    The last man standing was aiming a big revolver at my face when a deep boom from the woods sounded, and he was knocked from his feet by a large chunk of lead entering his chest under the upraised right arm, holding the pistol. He was hit, simultaneously from Coz and one of the girls from the cave, both firing ARs. I spun to face the attackers in the woods as I heard another shot and a scream that was abruptly cut short. About a second later I heard someone yelling and another scream, then nothing.  
 
    As I came back to normal speed, I heard horses running and saw several of the folks from Annie’s ranch riding up with Tom Marshall, Moon-Ring, and Counce. Marshall jumped down from his horse and stepped over to help Coz as he was leaning Thomas against the rock.  
 
    The others all dismounted as well and started checking all of our attackers. Counce was carrying that big rifle of his, which answered the mystery of the deep booming shots from out in the woods to the southeast. I was still looking for anything from the other attackers in the woods, when Jess appeared from there with Hobo at her side. I noticed the massive dog was favoring one foreleg, but he was walking on his own, so I wasn’t too concerned. 
 
    I stepped over as Coz tore the shirt off Thomas’ shoulder. The bullet had ripped through the muscle on the upper part of his arm. Marshall pulled a long bandana from his shirt and cleaned the wound with water from the creek, then wrapped it.  
 
    Dani came running down from the cave and gave Thomas a thorough look over before wrapping him in a huge hug.  
 
    “Idiot. You are supposed to stay out of the way of bullets,” she said through tears as her face was pressed against his good shoulder. 
 
    “I’m still learning, I guess,” Thomas said with a laugh and a grimace as Tilly wrapped her arms around him as well. 
 
    Jess stepped up to me and took my hand as Hobo looked around the camp with blood still dripping from his face. As I looked at her, she smiled, although I could see some concern in her eyes. 
 
    “He’s going to be alright, hon. It’s a through and through, and he has some good folks there to take care of him,” I said as I patted her hand with my other one. 
 
    She pulled me over next to Thomas and pushed me down on the ground beside him. “Idiot,” she said as she pulled my shirt up to expose the bleeding wound low on my right side. “You’re supposed to stay out of the way of the bullets.”  
 
    I looked down in surprise at the hole. “Oh, well, I’m still learning, too, I guess.”  
 
    There was a muffled groan from the other side of the fire and Counce and one of his men hurried over. “It’s one of the women. The one who got shot by her own man.” 
 
    Jess gave me a warning glance as I stood back up. I crossed over to where Abigail had fallen. Tom had turned her over, and it was obvious she wasn’t going to be with us for much longer. Her eyelids fluttered open, and she looked up at me with shame. 
 
    “They should have known better than to try and kill you. I saw it in your eyes. I even tried to warn them, but they’ve all been caught up in the Savior’s words for too long. Those and the words of Sampson and his acolytes.” 
 
    “We would have gladly lived in peace with anyone,” Jess said. “We are growing something here, something we hope to flourish and expand. We are happy to share with friends.” 
 
    “The Savior doesn’t share, he takes. He sends his acolytes to deal with anything, and anyone, in his way.” She turned her fading gaze from Jess to me. “They’re like you. I thought you to be one of them at the beginning of the fight, and it confused me.” 
 
    “Like me? What do you mean, like me? And the Savior, what is he supposed to save you from?” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a long moment, and I thought she was gone, but they opened again and a peaceful look crossed her face. “He isn’t going to save us from anything,” she said as her hand slipped from my arm. “He has already saved us.” 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    I looked from Tom to Jess. “What in the hell does any of that mean?” 
 
    Tom shook his head as he looked at Abigail’s empty face. He placed his hands over her eyes and closed them. “I think she was crazy, Shey. I think they all were. It sounds like some sort of cult to me. I do wonder what she meant by ‘like you’ though.” 
 
    Jess stood up, then gave me a hand up. “You need to get those cleaned and bandaged, love. We can worry over this later. Right now, you get into the cave with Thomas and the girls.” She looked at Tom Marshall with a twinkle in her eye. “Like usually happens, you have made quite a mess that we now have to clean up.” 
 
    I looked at Tom, a little dejected. “Marshall, you know this wasn’t all me. Tell her. Counce made part of it I know, and come to think about it, there were plenty of shots coming from the cave and on the ridge above the cave. Coz, Coz was over there killing bad guys, and I know Thomas shot at least one or two. Tell her, Marshall.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Tom looked at me for a moment with his eyebrows all squished up together. “Now when you say ‘Marshall,’ are you using my name or job title?” 
 
    I sighed and dropped my head. “I’ve been shot here. I get shot, and then everybody’s gotta start picking on me. Nobody’s picking on Thomas. Or Hobo, I saw him limping. Why doesn’t someone go pick on him?” 
 
    The big dog looked at me from where he was lying next to the path to the cave with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth in a big doggie smile.  
 
    “Something about Hobo I wanted to mention. As he was taking out the two bad guys in the woods, I saw him get grazed by a bullet. But when I looked at it after his fight with those two, it had actually stopped bleeding already. It reminded me a lot of when you got all of those wire scratches at the missile site repairing that fence.” Jess looked from the big dog back to me. “If I didn’t know better, I would think someone dosed him with nanites at some point in his life.”  
 
    I looked over at him again and nodded thoughtfully. “If someone had dosed him with wolf nanites early in life, it would explain the resemblance he has to a wolf. It would also explain why there were some of those in the containers at Delta Mike. But if someone was doing such things back before the Fall, he would have to be, at least ten or eleven years old. He doesn’t look to be nearing the end of his life. He actually looks to be in his prime.” 
 
    We walked up the path to the cave, each of us lost in our own thoughts about the matter. Thomas was sitting on a chair back in the cave with Dani hovering over him with a bowl of something and a jug of water. 
 
    Jess turned and started to leave, and I called after her as she walked away, “What? That’s it? Just drop me off and leave? That’s OK, Dani will help me. Or Tilly, she likes me.” 
 
    I heard Jess laughing as she started down the path. Tilly came up and tucked her shoulder under my good arm even though her shoulder barely reached my waist. “Come on Uncle Shey, I’ll get you something to drink and help you find a place to sit.” 
 
    We hobbled off toward the table Dani and Thomas were occupying. I smiled as the little girl told me all about how she and Dani had helped by shooting at the bad guys from the cave entrance. She was a smart girl and would do anything to help her friends. It gave me hope. 
 
    Compassion wasn’t dead in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, do you think they are a concern?” Jeremiah asked five days later as Jess, Marshall, and I sat with him at the Delta Mike dining/meeting area. 
 
    “I don’t think so, at least not immediately. The impression I got was this was a scouting party. If none of them go back home, it will be a sign to this Savior. This area may be more dangerous than they are willing to take on.” 
 
    “And you’re pretty confident ‘home’ is far enough away from here?” 
 
    “I am. They mentioned Yuma and Mexicali as where they live now. Yuma is several days’ hard travel from the cave and another from here. He also mentioned they had another year or so of sustainability there. I think we’ll need to be ready, but I’m hopeful they will try a different direction when none of their party returns. In a few months, maybe I’ll go over there and scout around a bit. I might even try to dissuade them from messing with us at all. But that is the future, my friend. We have plenty to keep us busy for a while.” 
 
    “Good,” Jeremiah said as he nodded and refilled our glasses from the water jug. We each took the lemon slices he offered and dropped them in the water. “Now let’s discuss the medical facility.” 
 
    I looked at Jess and back to Jeremiah. “Oh? Something new?” 
 
    Jeremiah was smiling and nodding as he often did. “Yes. Jon and some helpful friends were able to craft a ladder to get up to the roof.” 
 
    I felt a bit of disappointment as I knew what was there already. Namely, nothing. 
 
    “Enrique, one of Jon’s friends, was a technician for one of the power stations before the Fall. He recognized the metal tiles used as roofing to be solar tiles. They are very robust solar panels, integrated into the metal of the tiles. He was then able to find the systems inside the complex and repair a couple of the charging systems.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Those tiles on the roof are solar panels? Well, I guess I am still learning,” I said as I looked back at Jess.  
 
    She laughed and said to Jeremiah at his confused look, “It’s a story from the last time he got shot.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “The right thing to do is to stay out of the way of the bullets.” 
 
    Jess laughed again and smacked me on the shoulder. “That’s what I told him, but he has a hard time with criticism.” 
 
    “So, some power was restored to the medical facility?” I asked to change the subject. “What can it help us with?” 
 
    Sarah walked up with a fresh jug of water. There was some sort of glow about her that I couldn’t quite place, but her smile was brilliant as always. 
 
    “Well, it is Enrique’s hope to find the emergency entrance panel and get the main door opened. Even if there isn’t much useful left, it could provide emergency shelter and possibly a birthing facility,” Jeremiah answered as he smiled at Sarah. 
 
    Jess stopped her glass partway to her mouth and brought it back to the table with an audible thump. 
 
    “What!? Are you expecting, Sarah? Seriously?” 
 
    Although it didn’t seem possible, Sarah’s smile grew. “It is early yet, but I believe so.” 
 
    Jeremiah’s smile was ear to ear and beaming. 
 
    “Who’s the dad?” I asked innocently and Jess smacked me on the back of the head. 
 
    Sarah laughed and Jeremiah turned a little red. It was nice to finally have a little fun at someone else’s expense. If anyone deserved a family, it was these two. It also explained Jeremiah’s excessive concern at the Savior and his bunch.  
 
    I stood and hugged Sarah. “Congratulations! You will make such a great momma. And you, Jeremiah, will be an awesome dad!” 
 
    He smiled and shook my hand as Jess gave Sarah a big hug. She then turned and hugged Jeremiah similarly. “Yes. Shey is actually right for a change. You two will be awesome parents. I know I’m not the only one to offer, but if there is ever anything we can do, all you need do is ask.” 
 
    We all sat back down around the table as Biscuit came through the door with a steaming stack of oat bread buns just from the oven and a bowl of fresh butter.  
 
    There was still plenty of room for buns in ovens 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.” 
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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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