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I will no longer mutilate and destroy myself in order to find a secret behind the ruins. 
-- Hermann Hesse
 


Chapter 1: Contact
 
Grey expected to kill the three men.
He lay concealed under a clump of juniper bushes halfway up the sloping wall of a brushy gorge, and the bitter smell of the plant masked his scent. The trio below didn’t seem to have a dog, but he took the precaution anyway. Crickets chirred in the dry bunchgrass that tufted between the blocks of peach shale and birds whistled in the larger clumps of brush. To his left, the mouth of the Gorge opened out after a few hundred yards on a dry range of hills overlooking the sweep of the valley and the long glitter of Lake Okanagan. 
The men moved up the path that Grey had descended an hour ago. They took their time, and the birds continued to warble, undisturbed by their progress. 
Grey had glimpsed them an hour ago when they crossed his trail in the foothills and turned upslope. He had looped back at a cautious jog to see if they were backtracking him. It could be coincidence, but he’d never trusted coincidence. He frowned and rolled his head to the right, onto the stock of his old rifle. 
He studied each through the telescopic sight. The man in the lead was thin to the point of emaciation; muscles moved like bundled wire under the sunburnt skin of his neck and arms. He wore ragged, filthy jeans, a colorless canvas jacket with the hood pulled up and a pair of heavy boots. He carried a shotgun and moved in a crouch, his head bobbing as his eyes flicked from the ground to the walls of the gorge. 
The other two wore clothing equally dirty and hard-used, but they also wore packs and carried folded hides for bedrolls. The last bore the greenish cylinder of a rolled tarp. Both were heavily armed; belt knives, pistols and long guns. The heavier, blonde-bearded man in the middle of the tiny column carried a black assault rifle across a crooked elbow. 
The gully made a turn just below the hidden watcher; it was a blind corner and Grey expected the three to pause there. They did. The men were close enough to smell on the warm updraft: Rancid grease, sweat and badly cured hides. The rocky walls of the gorge funneled sound to him, and he could hear each pebble their feet dislodged.
The scout spoke, and the watcher realized he’d been mistaken. The skeletal tracker was a woman.
“This is stupid,” she said. “We should just hide up on the hill here. We can get him when he comes back through.” She gestured to the hillside where Grey lay watching. 
Beard shook his head, glancing where she had indicated for a bare second.
“I’m not crawling up a hundred feet of rock and brush when we can find his camp, get comfortable and pop him when he comes back. Besides, he might not come back this way.”
“Why are you so set on killing him?” The tracker asked, straightening and rubbing the small of her back. She propped the shotgun across her shoulder while she kneaded knotted muscles with her free hand. “We’re supposed to be mapping and keeping quiet. You remember what Harris said.”
Beard spat. “Fuck Harris. I want his rifle, Ang.” His brow crinkled and a look of dull cunning washed over his features. “Harris don’t need anybody running around with sniper rifles when we come back.”
“Looked like a deer rifle to me,” the tracker muttered.
Grey sighed and slipped the rifle’s safety off. 
The second man cursed and turned away, fumbling at his fly.
“You got a bitch?” Beard called, his voice ugly. The other man rooted around in his layers of clothing. 
“Naw I just need to piss. You’re the boss, boss.”
“Don’t fucking forget it,” Beard said. “Hurry up and let’s get moving.”
The problem, Grey reflected, was that his camp wasn’t at the end of this particular trail. If it had been, he’d have simply avoided these three; nothing at his camp was that important. At the end of this trail was Doc’s cabin, and these strangers weren’t the sort of visitors Doc needed.
He exhaled slowly, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth.
You didn’t have to be much of a marksman to hit with a shotgun, so Grey swung the barrel a few inches and shot the scout first. The bullet took her in the side of the head and reflex made her straighten with a jolt before she fell. The report of the gun thundered and echoed in the narrow defile. Grey worked the bolt, nestled behind the scope again and swung to Beard, who had thrown himself behind a boulder and was scanning the slope for a target. The other man was trying to simultaneously button his fly, unsling his rifle and hide, and managed to do none of the three. Grey ignored him for a moment and rested the crosshairs of his rifle just above the shoulder of the rock that Beard hid behind.
“Fucker!” Beard yelled. “You shot Ang!”
“Yes I did,” Grey murmured under his voice. “And if you’d just left it alone I wouldn’t have had to.” 
After six or eight fumbling, near-tearful seconds, the third man had finally managed to get his rifle unslung and his fly closed, and was backing rapidly down the trail. His pants were wet down the front. Grey let him go for the moment and waited. 
“Fucking coward!” Beard howled. It was dramatic, but Grey noted the man kept his head down. He did lean the assault rifle over the rock and fired a brief, deafening burst, but the bullets came nowhere near the junipers and merely dislodged a few harmless rocks that galloped down the slope.
Wet-pants was his downfall. Beard finally noticed his compatriot was edging away without getting shot.
“Don’t you run off on me, asshole,” Beard snarled. “You find cover and we’ll kill this shitheel.”
Pants gave Beard a bleary, white-eyed look and turned, starting a stumbling run down the gully, his pack jouncing up and down as his feet slipped and twisted on the jumbled rocks.
“Oh you useless fuck,” Beard yelled, twisting around and aiming his rifle at his friend. In doing so, he exposed the top of his head. Grey put a bullet in it, and the effect made him grimace. He worked the bolt again, chambering a third round, and sat up, resting the gun across his left knee for stability. The bullet took Pants in the neck, just above the backpack, and his scurry ended in two or three loose-limbed lunges and a clattering collapse.
Grey worked the action a third time and then collected his spent brass, pocketing the shell cases. He switched the safety back on, reloaded with three rounds from a coat pocket, and took a pull from his canteen while dust settled in the defile. 
He waited until the crickets and birds returned to their chorus before descending to examine the bodies. 
He stripped the corpses, setting their belongings aside before dragging them into a small washout. The crevice was an arm-span across, with crumbling earth walls that fed into the main gully. Grey climbed the shifting slope and stomped back and forth, sneezing in the clouds of dust. Enough loose earth and rock slid down to cover the three after a few minutes of work. 
Leaving the trio to their shared grave, Grey squatted by the packs and heaps of clothes. He examined each item before setting it aside in one of two piles. The sun set as he finished, the sky shifting to a cobalt blue streaked with the irregular weave of meteorites, and Grey filled one of the liberated backpacks with items from the smaller heap of salvage. He used the pack Pants had carried; Beard’s was sodden with blood. He tied the guns together with a bit of cord and lashed them across the pack. The things in the larger pile followed their departed owners into the washout, to be covered by another layer of dirt.
Grey stood and stretched, his blocky silhouette made top heavy by the second pack slung over his own, and began to follow the gully back into the hills. The fading light slowed him in the shadowed bottom of the arroyo. It took him two hours to reach Doc’s cabin.
*           *          *

 
The hilltop cabin was C-shaped, made of peeled logs, with stubby wings flanking a huge red cedar. Grey approached it slowly. His eyes had adapted to the moonlight, but beneath the trees that surrounded the building the shadows were complete. No light escaped the cabin, but he smelled wood smoke. 
Something moved beneath the cedar, crackling in the dry fall bracken. Grey saw a dim piebald shape, waist-high, approaching from behind the tree.
“Winston, come here,” he murmured.
The shape woofed quietly, and a heavy patter of paws followed. Grey leaned down and scratched the broad head between its upright ears. 
“Good boy. You watching out for Doc?”
The dog cried with the strangled yodel of a husky, circled Grey and sniffed at the pack and unfamiliar guns he carried. It growled once, and then fell silent, cocking its head and looking toward the cabin.
“Doc? That you?” 
“Grey?” A rusty voice asked, followed by the sound of someone clearing their throat. “I wasn’t expecting you back.” 
“I wasn’t expecting on coming back so soon. Can I come up?”
“Come on up.”
Winston padded off as Grey advanced. Doc waited until his visitor was inside the cabin’s mudroom and closed the little antechamber’s outer door before opening the inner. The yellow light of kerosene lamps made Grey squint, and he dropped the pack and scavenged weapons with a clatter as soon as he’d entered. The combination of smoke, cooking fat and the high acrid odor of herbs made him sneeze. Cupboards and shelves covered most of the walls, many of them stacked with the crumbling paperbacks Doc enjoyed. In one corner were stacked big orange cases with steel latches; Okanagan Fire and Rescue stenciled in white on each.
Grey took off his own pack and coat and leaned his rifle against the pile.
Doc was a thin fox of a man with steel-rimmed glasses and a perpetual stoop. His eyes were still sharp under bushy white eyebrows and he paused a moment, looking at Grey closely before turning and gesturing toward a plank table. Flanked by five mismatched kitchen chairs, the table occupied most of the cabin’s kitchen.
“You’ve got blood on your pants, young man,” Doc said. “Do you want some chicory?”
“If it’s made, thanks, I would.” 
Doc nodded and turned to the woodstove against the far wall.
Grey pulled a chair out and sat. The oil lamp on the table drew deep shadow lines around his mouth and eyes and picked out the wires of white hair among the brown in his beard. Without his pack and knee-length deerhide coat, he was still blocky; a broad-shouldered man a few inches below six feet with a middle-aged paunch and weathered face. 
After a few rattles and clinks, Doc returned to the table. He sat down, and pushed one of two old blue mugs to Grey. The contents steamed in the cool air of the cabin. 
“So?” Doc asked after a sip.
Grey drank and then set the cup down, turning it between his palms as he stared at it. 
“We may have a problem.”
Doc raised an eyebrow.
Grey searched in his shirt pocket and laid a folded lump of paper on the table.
“Look at this. Tell me what you think,” he said.
The older man unfolded the paper and examined it, sipping his chicory. After a minute he leaned back, his eyes rising to the rafters overhead where smoked meats hung like dark bats. 
“I don’t know what to think,” he said at last. “Tell me what you know.”
Grey scratched his nose and described his meeting with the trio in the gully. Doc listened without comment.
“When I went through their gear I found that in a coat pocket.” He tapped the paper with a grimy finger.
“It doesn’t make sense,” Doc said, frowning. “They were trying to get your rifle? But this, and what the tracker said? There has to be something a lot more important than theft going on.” 
Grey scratched in his beard and squinted. “Well, their lead man was an idiot. I doubt whoever he works for would be pleased.” He paused and had another sip. “Christ, I want some real coffee,” he added, staring into his mug.
Doc shrugged. “You can get it now and then at the Port, but it’s dear. There’s a little trickling in from the coast, now. Ships bring it up from Mexico.” 
Grey grunted and picked up the folded paper. He read the neat printing on its back aloud:
“Property of United States Continental Defense Force Third Battalion (CDF-3WR). If found, return to office of Colonel something-wich.”
“Rastowich, I think,” Doc offered. He unfolded the paper and flipped it over to reveal a map, creased and dirty from use. “And this, did you notice it also has a Continental Defense label on it? Printed, not stamped like the back?”
Grey nodded. “And some little penciled Xs where half the settlements in the valley are. And that it shows the Metaline Falls crater.”
“So the map was made after the Fall,” Doc said. “And it’s well-made. This was printed on an offset press I think, and on rag stock paper.”
“Rag stock?”
“Paper with a lot of linen content. Like money used to be.” Doc said as he took off his glasses, polishing them on the tail of his shirt. It was homespun, like his trousers, and taken in trade for his services. “These three, they weren’t soldiers?”
Grey shook his head. “No, and not deserters, either. I think they were scouts for a raiding party. I’d bet they killed whoever the map and that damn machinegun belonged to; probably a scout for this CDF thing. And then they used the map to mark out where the local settlements are.”
“What are we going to do?” Doc asked, pushing back his chair and fetching the coffee pot as his visitor refolded the map. He refilled the cups and sat down, staring at Grey.
“You’re asking me? I’m a trapper.”
“You know the land around here for a hundred miles and you know the people. You’re the closest thing we have to a cop,” Doc said. “So, yes, I’m asking you.”
Grey took another sip. “I think maybe the world didn’t end quite as much as we thought it did. Looks like some of the American government lived through it. Or someone who thinks they’re the government. We’ve heard news on and off, so I guess it’s not really a surprise.”
Doc exhaled through his nose and nodded. “I’d really rather see some Canadian troops if I have to have an army in the neighborhood.”
“I doubt the army, whoever it belongs to, is the issue we need to worry about,” Grey said. “These raiders are looking to work us hard. Otherwise they wouldn’t be bothering to mark off all our little towns on that map.”
“I’d always wondered,” Doc mused. “Without radio, you never knew if it was silent was because everything was finished, or if you just were out of the loop.” He paused, running a big-knuckled hand over his face. “But that’s minor, I suppose. These other strangers come first, like you say. Stay the night, I’ll feed you and we’ll decide what we should do in the morning. Sound good?”
Grey nodded. 
“And there’s water in the cistern, so go get cleaned up.”
“Thanks, Doc. I want you to keep those guns. They’re not in great shape, and there’s not a lot of ammo for any of them, but they’ll trade good.” Doc started to say something, but Grey cut him off as he rose. “You can owe me a couple of outpatient visits. We’ll call it square.”
 
In his dreams it’s twenty years ago. It usually is. He’s riding his bike down Monroe Street, watching traffic and listening to his iPod. It’s summer and the air is baked dry, rank with hot tar from the fresh asphalt and the stink of car exhaust. He’s been to the 7-11 to get milk and a quart of ice cream and he’s in a hurry to get home before it melts.
The traffic and heat eases a little when he swings onto Hillcrest. Three houses up and he veers into his own driveway, leaning the bike with the confidence of the young so the plastic bag hanging from the handlebars whispers grittily against the concrete as he zooms past his mother’s old Prius.
He bangs into the house, sweaty but not breathing hard, and stops. His mother, father and both sisters are in the living room, their eyes glued to the flat screen that dad is so proud of. It looks like a weather report at first and he doesn’t understand, so he pulls out his earbuds and starts to ask what’s going on. His mother shakes her head and spares him a glance heavy with an emotion he can’t identify. In the dream it’s easy, though. It’s terror.
Her glance confuses him, and it’s a moment before he can focus on what the announcer is saying. The words are broken by static and the picture flips and fuzzes strangely. The boy is too young to remember TV before cable and satellite; seeing CNN not working right scares him at some visceral level. A man in a suit is reading from a paper. Behind him, figures dash around a studio.
“...additional impacts have been reported in the Pacific, and the President will be making a live announcement on the hour. Again, several meteors have struck across Asia and Eastern Europe, causing as yet unknown damage, but early reports are that thousands are dead. Shanghai may have been the site of another impact, and all communication from the area has ceased according to reports. Scientists around the world have reported intense disturbances in the upper atmosphere due to micrometeorites and world telecommunications are suffering some interference. 
“We now go live to NASA Administrator Darleen Kruft for an explanation of the severity of the situation.”
The severity is all too obvious within a few hours, as the earth slews through a cloud of debris that has wandered in from the deeps. Hundreds of meteorites five to ten meters across are exploding in the stratosphere with the force of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. Thunderous explosions shatter the sky over and over; loud enough to set off car alarms and break windows. Grey recalls that sound as the hallmark of disaster for the rest of his life - the warbling wail of the cars as God drops his bombs on an unready world.
He can’t remember what happened to the ice cream.
Satellite feeds go down and newsmen fade away even as they speak of upper-atmosphere disturbances, of third-wave EMP. That night, a shock throws everyone in Spokane from their beds, screaming, and a brilliant light flares to the north - brighter than any lightning stroke. By the next afternoon, survivors fleeing south have brought news of a strike near the Canadian border. They say nothing is left. 
The sky darkens with smoke and dust and clouds over the next few days, and Grey won’t see the sun again for two years. Ash and rain fall in a muddy mix that robs the world of color. Over the next week thunder rumbles ceaselessly as the atmosphere fights to destroy the invaders. During that time, something happens to almost every machine except the simplest. Transformers on every power line die in lurid showers of sparks. Watches quit working, cars won’t start, computers are dark, phones are silent.
That was in August. By September the big strikes have largely stopped, but the damage is done. With no communications things fall apart. Disease follows disaster as it always does, and death follows behind. People try to stop the rot, but there simply aren’t enough parts to repair the world and many that had lain in storage are also found to be ruined. Linesmen in the early days manage to get a few power stations running, and restring cable to hospitals, and then another cluster of impacts in the atmosphere burns everything out. Within a few weeks everyone understands.
Grey’s father loads the family into the old Willy’s panel van that had been his grandfather’s jeep. None of the other cars will start. They manage to get out of the city and into the country, and five days later they would reach the little cabin above Cook’s Lake. It was usually an eight hour drive, but not anymore. They siphon gas into jerry cans. There is gas everywhere, in dead cars. 
Most of the images are sharp but fragmentary, even in his dreams. His mind doesn’t want to see things clearly, and he’s glad of that, but there are moments like snapshots as the old Willy’s growls its way around abandoned vehicles and across the miles.
He remembers watching his father standing in the highway, arguing with a man with a bloody face. The man has a gun, and is yelling that they can’t come through without paying his toll. The road here ducks under another, lying in a deep concrete throat. Stalled and burnt vehicles clutter all but a narrow path. The man wants food. Father has already explained to them all that the food they have may not be enough. There are only a few months until the snow comes, and they will need luck to kill enough game for the winter.
Grey is in the back seat, and the .22 rifle is in his lap. The man can’t see it. His father walks back, circling to the rear of the Willy’s. The food, mostly canned goods from the larder at home, is stacked in the space behind the rear seats.
The man circles the jeep, the gun in his hands pointed at Grey’s father, though his eyes dart around constantly.
“You all stay in there and nice and quiet if you don’t want your daddy killed,” the man says as he passes. If he leaned forward he would see the rifle, but he doesn’t. He’s made them all put their hands up on the seat back – mom’s are on the dash – and he’s watching those.
Grey feels dizzy and cold and his face is numb. He’s watching his father, and when the man turns away to address the family in the jeep, Grey sees his father nod once over his shoulder, and his lips move with exaggerated care as he says two words.
Grey nods.
The man has his father pick up one of the cardboard boxes of cans – perhaps a quarter of their food – and gestures for him to carry it to the side of the road. His father is behind the man. Looking out the passenger window, Grey sees the man turn to speak to his dad. His father has no expression on his face as he bends down to set the box on the ground.
Grey’s hands leave the seat back and lift the rifle. He’s shot lots of ground squirrels on camping trips. He’s gone grouse hunting every year for the past three, and he’s a good shot.
He shoots the man in the back of the head. No one in the Willy’s makes a sound. He’s fourteen years old. 
His father reloads the box of cans. Grey slips the rifle’s safety back on. His father stops at his window before climbing back in the driver’s seat.
“You did the right thing,” he says, but his eyes are haunted.
He looks out the window, past his father. One of the man’s legs is still jiggling. As he watches, it stops.
They drive on.
He remembers the town of Newport. It’s the only place they see that still has electricity. There’s a dam above the town. Grey supposes that’s why. Later he realizes it was just that they’d had the parts to repair the first waves of burnouts. When he rides through, come winter, the lights will be dead. 
There are no locals on the streets, and shops are closed. They see one man in a policeman’s uniform on a horse. He has a shotgun lying across the pommel of his saddle and he wordlessly waves them on. Not here, his face says. Keep moving. They do.
It’s dark, and they’ve stopped near a Chevy pickup with the dealer’s papers still in its window. It has rolled to a halt on the shoulder. Grey is siphoning gas into the four jerry cans the Willy’s carries while his dad watches, cradling his deer rifle. The gas tastes like poison but he gets it flowing after a try or two. As the cans fill he stands and looks up into the night sky. There are no stars, but meteorites flash and thrum above the clouds of ash and smoke, flaring in milky streaks and blurs. A big one rolls a glowing, thundering spotlight across the sky from east to west, passing behind the mountains. Grey waits for the flash of its impact but it never comes.
The air smells of electricity and smoke. His younger sister Pamela is crying soundlessly. Far away, someone yells wordlessly; a feral, mad sound.
They keep moving.
 
Grey sat up and swung his feet from the cot to the cold floor, blinking at the dark. After a moment, he shook his head and lay back down, straightening the blanket. 
In the distance a coyote called in the moonlight. He closed his eyes and slept until daybreak.
 
Breakfast was bacon, a plump venison sausage and hash browns. Doc got the potatoes from Tillingford’s nearby farm. Grey brought him the venison.
“Where’d you get bacon?” Grey asked.
“A farmer up by the Forks is raising pigs. I traded Maggie Gordon for this. She had a tooth that needed seeing to, and she traded him for some chickens.” Doc grinned. His own teeth were even and white.
“I gotta swing up that way again, then,” Grey said. “Maybe I can work out some trade. I miss bacon.”
The two men ate in silence. The husky stuck its head in the cabin door and whoofled at the smell, wagging its curled tail. Doc gave it a bacon rind and sent it back outside.
“So,” Doc said.
“So,” Grey echoed. “Well. The map tends to make me a believer.”
Doc watched Grey and said nothing.
“These weren’t soldiers, but they weren’t just homicidal hillbillies. Someone’s got an organized gang going.” Grey grinned without humor and scratched his chin. “Just like the old days, before the ammunition got scarce. It surprises me though. As things have settled down, the assholes with guns were usually the first to get shot.”
“You shot a few over the years, as I recall,” Doc offered.
Grey’s smile vanished. 
“I don’t go looking for trouble.”
“Fine, no need to get your shorts in a knot,” Doc said, clearing the table. “So what do you think we should do?”
Grey rose and stretched.
“I’ll see if I can backtrack them. Figure out where they came from, and where they got that map. Ask people in the valley what they’ve seen.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Doc said. “Do you need anything? Food? Medicine?”
Grey shook his head and bent to tighten his bootlaces.
“I’ll go pack up my camp and then start working their trail. Probably won’t be able to follow them far anyway.”
When Grey left half an hour later, Doc pressed a small paper-wrapped parcel into his hands at the door. Winston whined and snuffled at it.
“Bacon?”
“Bacon.”
 
 


Chapter 2: Visitors
 
Doc’s cabin crouched on a wooded plateau surrounded by scrubby dry upland. From the forested edges of the wide top, a watcher could see for miles and remain unseen. Grey started the morning by circumnavigating that edge.
The land fell away steeply on all sides, cut by a few dry gullies and the single slow trickle of a year-round spring. In the early light the bunchgrass spreading out below was gold, the clumps of juniper black and sharp-edged. In the distance, at the foot of the valley’s far mountains, lay the blue expanse of Lake Okanagan. Grey saw two small herds of deer grazing and a lone bear rolling along, headed west toward the feral remains of the orchards that still bore fruit near the lake. The morning wind was cold. It was the end of September and it would be hot by noon, but the nights were near freezing now. The first light frost might come in a week, here in the lowlands.
A few thin lines of smoke rose here and there as homesteads started the day - faint and blue in the low sunlight. Across the width of the valley floor a few miles to the north sprawled the green and black blotch that was the ruins of Kelowna. Smoke rose there, too. Grey finished his circle and descended the gully rather than the broad path leading down the north slope. An hour later he reached the point where his path had crossed that of the three. He marked it with a stick and continued on.
His pack was heavier now. He’d kept various small items that he’d looted from the bodies for trade: Hunting knives, a bottle of iodine, some tin cups and a frying pan, a bag of coarse salt, a dozen thick silver coins. He’d grinned at the one struck in Vancouver. It bore the port’s name and a hand giving a middle-finger salute. There were also a handful of shotgun shells and three coils of good hemp rope. It was heavier still after detouring the two miles to his camp, where he’d rolled his tarp, loaded his own cookware and bedroll and dug up the steel box that held his extra ammunition and matches. He lowered his food bag from its perch in a pine. He filled three one-liter plastic bottles at the creek downslope from his camp, watching the red flash of kokanee as they fought over spawning beds in the tumbling flow. 
It got hot. By noon he’d emptied the first of the bottles and taken off his jacket, tucking it under the left strap of his pack. He had progressed a few miles up the trio’s back trail, noting the way they’d stayed in cover where it was offered. That was their only nod to concealment, though. The trail itself was plain. They either didn’t know or didn’t care to walk where vegetation would have hidden their passage, and their boot marks were crisp in the clay dust.
They’d come from the south, and their trail carried on that way for the rest of the afternoon. Grey saw no one during those hours, though he did hear the distant crack of a rifle at one point. The trail never came too near any of the homesteads but did manage to hit spots that overlooked each. It detoured in an arc through the trees when it came close to Tillingford’s; a cluster of a half-dozen houses and fields of corn, turnips and swedes surrounded by pole fences. Past the fence lay cut fields of timothy hay.
Grey glanced at the westering sun in the hard blue sky and turned aside from the trail, again marking it. The soil was rocky, and he built a small cairn of stones atop a stump.
Tillingford’s consisted of log houses for the most part, the logs cut and hauled from the surrounding pines and cedars, though the oldest building was a two-story rancher that had survived the years and the fires following the Fall. It hadn’t aged well; the two-by-four and chipboard construction was sagging and falling apart and the house was now relegated to storage. The buildings sat in a rough square, guarding three barns made of poles and sheet metal. At the north and south extremities of the village rose tall three-legged watchtowers, overlooking the fields beyond. The settlers had cut back the woods more than half a mile in each direction over the decades, pulling stumps to open the fields for cultivation.
Grey slung his rifle and walked out of the trees and into the stubble of the hayfields. By his tenth step he heard the distant clang of one of the tower bells, followed by three more. Three must mean east, he thought. He looked up, waved in the direction of the village, and carried on, not hurrying.
Once he reached the fences flanking the fields he turned left, following them until he reached a stile and could climb over. He had to set his pack and rifle over first. Two young men were walking to meet him. Both were tall, dark-haired and shared the same sharp brown eyes. Their faces were identical but for the scarred lip of the one on the left.
“Grey, what brings you in out of the woods?” asked the unscarred twin. He smiled and offered a hand. Grey shook it.
“Hi, Todd. Oh the usual. Stuff to trade, questions to ask, dinner to eat. You keeping all right, Matthew?” His brother nodded and squinted back over Grey’s shoulder, eyeing the trees.
“You usually come in from the north. Why the change?”
“That’s why I like Matthew,” Grey said. “He’s more paranoid than I am. I’ll tell you all about it, but first I want to sit down and find out if you two will spare an old man a cup of milk?”
“I think that can be arranged,” Todd said. “Mrs. Genovaise has been making some cheese, and if you’re lucky she might share.”
“If that’s the case I may just have to settle down here and retire. I can’t recall the last time I had cheese.” Grey paused, his eyes turning to the trees as well. “I’ll want your dad, if he’s around.”
“Trouble?” Matthew asked.
“Maybe. Don’t know yet.”
“Daylight’s burning,” Todd said. “Let’s go.”
 
Art Tillingford was a bigger, balder version of his sons, with a wind-reddened face and a limp he’d earned in a horse wreck in his youth. He invited his guest into his house and sat across from him at the kitchen table. He and Grey made small talk for a minute while Art’s wife Ada sectioned vegetables for canning and pretended to ignore them. The two men exchanged local gossip and news - not that there was much. Tina Hanson had given birth to a daughter, and Jerry was busily adding onto the cabin for the new arrival. Tommy Sunderford had seen a big blonde grizzly on his patch. Everyone was still talking about the meteor that had killed Nathan’s old horse. The talk was a polite nothing. It let Grey enjoy his milk and cheese and a slab of heavy bread before moving on to the real news.
Grey filled Tillingford in. It didn’t take long.
“So I mostly wanted to know if you’d seen or heard about anyone new in the area lately, or this Defense Force thing,” Grey finished, “and to ask you to keep your ears open.”
“I haven’t heard shit,” Tillingford said. “I have to tell you I don’t much like the whole idea of someone thinking they’re in charge. That never works out.”
“It could just be bullshit.”
“Naw, I think Doc was right,” Tillingford said, rubbing his nose on his sleeve. “You look at that map, someone’s got something together. But what it is and what they want; there’s a question for you.”
Grey shrugged, then gave a grudging nod.
“Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe someone’s trying to rebuild?”
“Fuck that,” Tillingford said, flushing a deeper red. “We’ve already rebuilt and without any help. You remember what it was like as well as I do.” Ada rolled her eyes but stayed silent.
“Yeah.”
The two sat quiet for a minute. Grey listened to the high squeals of the younger children playing outside. There was always a pack of kids at every homestead. People had moved to big families fast in the aftermath, he reflected.
“What’s got you so pissed off, Art?”
Tillingford opened his mouth. Then shut it again and thought before answering.
“I’m worried. I’m worried you’re gonna follow this up and find out something neither of us want to know,” he said at last. 
“I can only find what’s there,” Grey observed.
“Yeah, but you don’t poke a bear in the ass out of curiosity,” Tillingford said and raised an eyebrow. 
“I’ll see if I can just take a look at the bear, then. See which way it’s headed, maybe. I think we have to know. There’s what, maybe three or four thousand people through the valley now? Not many of them have a layout like this. They would be easy pickings.”
“Easy pickings for who?”
Grey smiled a hard little grin that didn’t touch his eyes.
“That’s the question I want to answer.”
 
Grey circulated that evening, thanked Mrs. Genovaise for the cheese, and made discreet inquiries with the two dozen adults in the village. He traded with Tillingford as well, swapping his shotgun shells for ten .270 rounds for his rifle and twenty empty brass of the same caliber. The knives went to three households, and brought in a jar of dried garlic, a wool blanket and a needle and spool of tough olive-green thread. One of the coils of rope bought him a bag of dried corn and another of beans. It was enough to travel on, he thought. Besides, he had a little silver.
He spent a dreamless night sleeping in the old rancher, listening to the packrats scuttle in the walls. He left in the pre-dawn dark after refilling his water bottles.
The weather stayed dry for the next three days, and Grey followed the fading trail that long before losing it for good somewhere just past the south end of the lake. He’d asked those it was safe to talk to, and as he went south he began to hear a few whispers. Nothing about any “defense force”, except as persistent rumors from the east, but a few people had noticed strangers.
In the summer there were always a few people moving north or south down the valley. Traders made the rounds, hunters followed the game, and once in a while settlers looking for a place to live came, carrying their lives in carts. The strangers didn’t seem to be any of those things. The few times they’d been seen they were moving in small groups, avoiding contact. There had been a few disappearances among the migrants during the same period. A hunter or two had not returned when they were expected; a pony cart had been found, empty, on the old highway. No one knew who it belonged to. Grey tracked it down at a small orchard not far north of where the border once was, but an examination told him nothing. 
Nights were getting colder still, and in the slanting morning sun the mountaintop trees were faded ghosts under a layer of frost. He’d turned north again, climbing the circling hills around the brick ruins of a small town, when he saw movement.
Grey settled behind a fallen tree, and checked to make sure the sun was at a safe angle before peeking through his rifle’s scope. He twisted the magnification to maximum and sought the flicker of motion that had caught his eye.
The town had been built on a long straight main street, probably the old highway, and was crossed by a handful of side streets. Trees and hedges had run rampant over the years and many of the streets were choked with foliage going autumn-yellow and brown. Near the center of the town another road came in from the west, and a concrete traffic circle marked the intersection with the old highway. It took him a moment to spot the men sitting at ease in the circle, enjoying the afternoon sun.
Even with the telescopic sight, it was too far to make out much detail. There were eight or ten people he could see, all adults. They wore a mix of clothes; most had hooded jackets, at least one wore a deerskin duster not unlike Grey’s. They had horses, too, he realized after a minute. They were picketed under the branches of some crowded cottonwood trees. Two chocolate brown dogs circulated, and Grey discarded the notion of finding a closer vantage point.
If they’d had a few hundred cattle with them, he’d have written them off as drovers; maybe gone down to see if they had trade to do. There weren’t any cattle, though.
Grey watched until the sun set and darkness rose up the walls of the valley. Below, campfires began to glow; five of them. The fires pinpointed groups he hadn’t seen for the trees, and he realized there were probably two dozen men, maybe more, camped in the ruins. 
The temperature fell as dusk passed and full dark came. Grey unrolled his blanket and draped it around his shoulders, then settled to watch and nap. Overhead, bolides drew hairline ghosts in the night.
 
The predawn sky was pale rose when the distant rattle of hooves and the single bark of a dog woke Grey. The men below were packing up. The watcher shifted a bit, settling sore legs into a different position. He left his rifle propped against the log, and watched the hurried scramble of a camp getting ready to move out.
By the time the sun had cleared the far mountains, the group was making its way south, six or seven horsemen leaving every fifteen minutes. He could hear raised voices as each group departed, but the distance was too great to make out what was said. The dogs went with the first group. Grey squinted at the sun, riding into a faultless blue sky, and stayed in his cover. The ruins were quiet within two hours; Grey made his way down the hill an hour later.
He moved through the ruins, staying in the thick brush of yards choked with thirty years of untrimmed hedges. The streets were still in fair shape. They had been frost-heaved into swells and sudden dips, but much of the pavement remained. The first yellow leaves lay drifted atop the mulch of past years in the gutters.
Calling crows led him to an old garage. Three corpses, a man, a woman and a little girl, were piled inside, the bodies nude and a pale blue-white. Their eyes were gone, and each had a section of electrical wire twisted into the flesh of their throats. Their hands had been bound behind them with more wire. The bodies bore the marks of other abuse, but Grey didn’t pause to study them.
He found each of the fires he’d seen. The riders had camped in buildings that were still roofed and built their fires in the street before them, leaving charred circles. He moved through each of the campsites. Most had been homes; some still had a few sticks of furniture. All smelled of rodent piss. One group had camped in the stone shell of an old store. Empty shelves lay tipped like dominoes within, but the counters at the front had been cleared to make space for bedrolls. An old jam jar sat on the floor near the store’s entrance, a scrap of paper tucked into it. Grey grunted to himself, walked around the jar once, then stooped and picked it up. He spun off the lid and fished the paper out. He scanned the note, stopping and re-reading it several times. He unzipped his coat and tucked the paper into a shirt pocket.
"Well, shit," he murmured. He heard the crow's rusty complaints begin again in the garage down the street as he left the shop and headed north.
 
 


Chapter 3: The Port
 
Doc found his reading glasses and studied the note Grey had handed him. 
“Spelling is optional with whoever wrote this,” he muttered, forehead furrowing. 
Grey shrugged tiredly and slipped off his boots. A toe peeked through a hole in his sock, and he sighed. While Doc glowered at the note, Grey pulled off the sock and began darning the hole. 
“The first bit’s clear enough,” Doc said, using a thumbnail to underline that portion.
 
Wated 1 week – u 3 hurry an catch up. Meet at Rogers – or if gone hed to the Cassel.
 
“You don’t know anyone named Rogers or something called the Castle?” Doc asked.
“Nope. It’s south of here is all I can guess. And they were mounted, so could be a long way.”
“The three you killed weren’t mounted.”
Grey shrugged. “The others were leading some spare horses. I think the three were scouts, out on foot.” He bit off a hanging thread and then examined the sock before pulling it on. “What do you make of the second bit?”
 
B. says TG r looking for more & may come west summer after next. C will want to move first. Hurry back. Make shur u bring the map or C will feed u to the dogs.
 
“Who knows? Not enough to go by other than we have visitors scheduled for next year and the year after,” Doc folded his glasses and set them aside. “If I had to guess, the ones you saw are headed back next year to beat the others to us.”
Grey scratched his nose and yawned.
“Well, then I guess we better have a meeting and decide what we’re doing,” he said.
Doc raised an eyebrow. “What can we do, really?”
“Run, fight or just give up. That’s your three,” Grey said.
“What about talking?”
“That always leads to running, fighting or giving up.”
 
Getting the word out meant talking to Maggie, and Grey set off to do so the next morning. Maggie Foch ran horses on the tableland northwest of the lake. It was four days around the eastern shore, or two across the old bridge. Grey decided on the shorter route, despite an abiding and irrational hatred of the ruins of Kelowna.
Just half a day from Doc’s cabin and scarcely farther from Tillingford’s place, the city ruins were a maze of collapsed buildings, trees run wild, stranded cars and stink. Grey entered the city at dusk, waiting in the ruin of a manor-style home that had occupied a central hill in a spreading orchard. The three-story mansion must have been choice real estate in its day, but Grey found it filled with the stink of mildew and the trash left by decades of squatters. The trees were still there, shaggy and wild, and he’d picked up a pocketful of small, sweet apples as he’d made his way to shelter. He’d seen a few others gleaning the trees, but they kept their distance, as did he.
From his hilltop, Grey watched the dusk settle in, and picked out the wink of fire here and there in the dark smudge of the city as it spread out across the bottomland to the blue waters of the lake. The bridge was a pale line that stretched a half-mile across the narrow waist of the body of water. North, one could walk thirty miles before reaching the lake’s head; the southern end was equally far.
Grey reached the old downtown section without incident, moving quietly in the dark. The streets were overhung with trees, crowded with rusted vehicles and old barricades and concealed his movements with little effort. He avoided fires, chokepoints and any sounds of life.
In the oldest area, things were still more open. Squatters had trimmed back the brush, and a rude but growing port occupied the old marina, where a flotilla of rafts and aging sailboats fished or hauled cargo. The port was surrounded by makeshift walls topped with rusted barbed wire and broken glass.
Grey stopped three blocks from the fence. If he made his way south he could avoid the Port, and reach the bridge through the old highway corridor. He looked that way, listening. The feeble night breeze came from that direction, bringing faint scents of smoke and human waste. A rumble of drunken laughter and an arrhythmic drumming came from the Port.
He walked to the Port’s pallisade and followed it left, until he reached the front of an old bus that protruded through the fence. He approached openly, his rifle slung, and showed his hands at shoulder height. He stopped facing the vehicle and waited.
“Well?” asked a voice from the dark cavern behind the shattered windshield. “What do you want?”
“Trade and news,” Grey called. Silence followed and Grey felt the scrutiny of the unseen eyes.
“You know the rules?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay. Break any and we’ll dump you in the lake.”
The door of the bus squealed open, and Grey lowered his hands and steeped up into the long body of the vehicle. Two men with shotguns watched him, one in the driver’s seat, the other in the extreme rear holding his weapon cross-body and nodding to the rear door. Both were big, bearded men who wore the red bandanas of the Port.
“Step on through,” the one in the driver's seat said.
Grey did, and exited the bus on the far side of the fence.
The Port comprised three blocks and the old marina, walled off from the remainder of the city. It boasted a saloon, a ramshackle warehouse that had been a motel in a past life and a warren of shacks that had sprouted in the old city park. It was the largest permanent settlement that Grey knew of in the valley, with about four hundred residents and another hundred transients at any given moment.
The air stank of sweat, smoke and fish. Ranks of hundred-yard-long drying racks ran down the beach, each guarded by the family that ran them. The racks were draped and groaning under the weight of drying kokanee and lake trout. Beehive-shaped smokehouses clustered near the racks, where the dried fish were finished after a week or more in the dry fall air. Even at night, fishers worked and tended the smudge pots in the smokers. Fires kept the beach lit and their smoke kept the flies at bay.
Grey watched for a minute before making his way to the docks, boots clumping on the planks of the pontoon wharf. The drunken laughter had shifted into a tuneless chorus of some local ditty that managed to mention fish and sex in each stanza, and it swelled to meet him when he shouldered open the door to the Longliner.
Heads turned and marked him with looks from the friendly to the feral, then turned away. The bar occupied a long single room that ran half the length of the longest dock, and was built of scavenged lumber on a rusty barge hull. Twenty or so men and a scattering of women were drinking or playing cards at the tables. The rear wall panels were open despite the lateness of the season, giving an unobstructed view of Lake Okanagan and the moon as it dipped in the west. Grey had seen the bouncers hurl problem drunks out the back and into the lake. Sometimes they drowned.
He walked to the bar, nodding to the lean blonde woman behind it. She had small skulls – mice, maybe - braided into her hair. They clattered when she moved. Her face was wedge-shaped, with narrow brows and tan skin crackling into crows feet at the corners of her eyes.
“Josie, how goes?”
Josie smiled and leaned across the bar. Grey did the same and they exchanged a kiss. “Hey Grey, what do ya say?”
“Little as possible. Can you stow my stuff behind the bar for me while I wander around?”
She nodded, and he slid his pack across the chest-high bar, followed by his rifle. 
“How much credit do I have left off those hides from the spring?” he asked. 
“The doeskin? Let me look.” Josie clattered off, stopping to refill a mug on the way, and returned with an old day planner thirty years out of date, according to its cover. She flipped through the pages and stabbed an entry with a finger.
“There you are. You’re still in the black. It was thirty beer or sixty fish, and you’ve got ten beer left.”
“Well, let’s make it nine,” Grey said, turning so he could watch the other patrons. Josie nodded, took an enameled mug from the shelf behind the bar and poured it full from a gallon earthenware jug. She raised an eyebrow and studied Grey. He’d forgotten how her eyes seemed to shift from blue to green depending on the light, and caught himself staring back.
“I don’t see you very often, Grey. You spend more time in the woods than a bear. What brings you in?”
Grey sipped his beer, squinting into his mug.
“Christ, Harley found somewhere to get hops?” He lowered his voice. “You’re busy right now, and it’s maybe important. I’ll want to talk to you when you close.”
Josie raised an eyebrow and nodded.
“Yeah, there’s a guy runs them up from down south. They’re dear, but Harley swears by them.”
“Well, he’s right. This is the first real beer I’ve had in a long time.”
Josie smiled a professional little grin and moved back down the bar. Grey watched the two dozen or so customers drink. They soaked up the mugs of beer with smoked fish and dried apples. He circulated, made small talk, and wasted time at the Longliner's billiard table where Big Tom, the current Port master, was playing poker dressed in an incongruous fawn dinner jacket and black wool beret. His opponents were a group of traders out of Abbotsford, far to the west. They had no news that interested Grey. The game eventually broke up with Grey breaking even and Tom grinning at the scowling traders.
Lawrence the bouncer rolled the last few drunks out as the eastern sky grew pink, doing the heavy lifting while Josie used a bucket on a rope to dip lake water and swill down the floor. Once Lawrence had left, Josie dropped the bar across the door and came to sit at the corner table where Grey waited.
“What’s with the cloak and dagger shit?” Josie asked, rubbing her eyes with both palms. Grey thought she looked older than he remembered.
“Don’t want to start rumors. Not yet.”
“So if you don’t want rumors why are you talking to a bartender?” Josie shook her head, held up a palm. “Never mind. Let me ask you something before we get to whatever bad news you have.”
“Okay.”
“When are you going to settle down?” Josie leaned back, making the old chair creak.
“I am settled. The valley is home.” Grey looked into his empty cup. After a beat, he pushed it away. “It wouldn’t work.”
“You say that, but how do you know?”
Grey looked at Josie again, half-smiled, and shook his head.
“Fine. Fuck. Be mysterious,” Josie said. The skulls rattled testily as she shook her head. “What do you want?”
“I need to know if anyone’s seen strangers around - probably in groups of three or more, with horses. They’d probably be around the south end, past the crater. They’d be avoiding folks.”
Josie wrinkled her upper lip and hissed through her teeth.
“Yeah, there have been a few mentions of some riders; Cort Blackwell for one. He was fishing the south end and saw them on the shore. Cort’s got those old army binoculars, you know? He said they were armed; mostly guns, a couple of bows. There’ve been other stories.”
“Did anyone talk about what they were doing?”
“No one seems to see them doing anything. They’re just drifting around the south end mostly, though Kimmie Sato swears she saw horsemen up on the ridge at the far end of the bridge.”
Grey scratched at a chip in the mug’s enamel with a thumbnail, his eyebrows drawn down.
“No one’s seen them do anything but look at stuff?”
“Yeah ...” Josie paused, eyes widening. “Well, shit, I should have seen that myself.” She gave Grey a keen glance and the muscles in her jaw bunched. “Who are they - and when?”
“Not sure who, but they’re trouble. As to when, I’d guess next summer. Keep that quiet for a week or two. I’m going to Maggie’s to get her boys to spread the word. Can you talk to the Reverend for me? I want to use the church for a meeting.”
Josie laughed. “He wouldn’t do it for you, but he will for me.”
“I know.”
“When do you want it?”
“Say four weeks, let people get their crops in and give Maggie’s riders time to spread word up to Northpoint and down through N’kmips. The end of October, I guess.”
Grey stood, stretching. Josie remained seated. Under the barge little waves slapped the rusting hull with the sound of hollow bells. She stared at Grey, seeing the fatigue that made his shoulders sag, that clawed the creases around his mouth.
“That's it? Throw a Halloween party?”
“I guess so. Thanks, Josie.”
Josie smiled and rest her chin on her palm. “Where are you sleeping? I still have that big bed, you know.”
“Room for two?”
“Or three.”
“You’re a nasty girl, my dear.”
 
The bed was warm. It always was with the four of them sharing it. The cabin had been built as a hunting lodge, high in the mountains. It hadn’t had the room or the need for more than a single platform bed. Heat came from a potbellied woodstove that had come from a territorial mining camp a century before. Grey’s father paid $200 for it at a junk shop in Deer Park years before.
Grey climbed out of bed, his breath pluming in the October air and shrugged on his pants and coat. His father opened an eye.
“You off to hunt?” he asked in a low voice. The rest of the family was still sleeping.
Grey nodded. They had salted and smoked the meat of four deer, but winters were long. He and his father had decided one more would be enough.
Outside it was still dark and the brown fall weeds gleamed with bright frost. Overhead the endless clouds and smoke flared and glowed, muttering as meteors died. Grey watched for a while as his body shivered, heating up. He thought there weren’t as many big ones - had been less for some time - at least judging by the absence of the tooth-rattling booms the largest ones trailed.
He pulled up his parka’s hood and shouldered his father’s deer rifle, moving out to the logging road that passed the cabin’s weedy quarter-mile drive. He stepped over the downed trees his father had pulled across the road. The Willy’s was hidden behind the cabin, under a gray tarp, and its tracks had long since faded.
His mother and father argued sometimes. She was an optimist, Grey thought. She assumed the government would have to start putting things back together - that people would find a way to save it all. His father smiled but shook his head, told her they’d wait and see. In his world it was always easier to break than to make, and he didn’t expect much from people. Grey wanted to believe in his mother’s hope. And sometimes he could, just before falling asleep.
The young man followed the logging road for almost an hour. It was beginning to get light enough to see when he turned aside and climbed the shoulder of a low hill. Below was the brushy regrowth of an old clear cut. Saskatoon berry bushes, alders and young aspens competed with spindly lodgepole pine. The ground was a leg-breaking crisscross of old treetops and poles left by loggers after the best trees had been cut and hauled. Old roads crisscrossed the cut, their borders thick with the low brush deer liked to feed on. Grey settled on the hill, rested the rifle over a stump, and waited.
The first birds began their chorus as he sat, shivering. Fifteen minutes later a pair of chipmunks emerged to dart along the fallen trees, tails flagging as they chirred at each other. The frost had nearly gone when a trio of deer - two does leading a fork buck - paused in the tree line on the far side of the cut. Grey moved as slowly as he could, dropping his cheek to the rifle stock and slowly swinging the weapon until he could see the deer through the scope. The varnished wood of the stock felt like ice against his face.
His father had impressed on him the importance of not wasting what ammunition they had, so he waited for the deer. He knew he could probably hit one, but the distance was perhaps three hundred yards. Slowly, heads up and ears cocked forward, the deer moved deeper into the cut. Grey steadied his breathing and waited.
Before the deer had closed the gap, the lead doe cocked her head, looking off to her left. The others followed suit, standing stock still. A second later all three were gone, the flare of their white tails flashing an alarm through the shadows under the trees.
Grey was wondering what had spooked the deer when the sharp crack of a gun echoed through the morning. Several more followed, some in a rattle, one shot atop another. 
He ran all the way, but it was finished long before he reached a hilltop overlooking the cabin. The bodies had been dragged out and dumped off the little slate steppingstone path his father had made a few years before, when they’d camped here during summer vacation. It led from the cabin to the seep-spring that supplied the sweetest water Grey had ever tasted. 
In the morning light the blood was so red.
Grey could see four men, all armed. He steadied the rifle against a tree and tried to find the first, but his eyes were blurred and the gun shook too badly. He lowered the rifle and took shuddering breaths, listening to the low keening he was making with a chilly corner of his mind.
Two more men came out of the cabin, and began piling up the canned goods and the venison. Two of the others left, but came back in ten minutes with a pair of mules. They began loading the food.
“Our food,” Grey hitched, teeth clenched. He wiped his nose with his parka sleeve, leaving a silver trail of snot. “That’s our food.”
He watched through the day as the men stripped the cabin of what they wanted, and something very cold began to grown in his chest. He welcomed it. It burnt, but it felt much better than the terrified sorrow that lay beneath it. It grew heavier as time passed and finally pressed the urge to sob down, burying it deep.
He waited to see if the men would stay at the cabin, or go to a camp elsewhere. He had something to do. He held that thought and let nothing else intrude. He had something important to do, and he had to do it right.
“Jesus, wake up,” Josie muttered, elbowing him until he did.
“What?” Grey blinked, rubbed his eyes. It was nearly morning.
“You’re having some kind of nightmare and kicking the shit out of me. I think your toenails peeled all the skin off my shin.” She poked a finger into Grey’s chest, making him yelp.
“Ah. Sorry,” Grey muttered, rising. “Chicory?”
“In the big jar. If you make some I’ll forgive you for the beating.” Josie sat up, pulled the blankets around her and shivered. “You were mumbling about ‘something to do’?”
Grey measured out a small handful of dried chicory roots, dropped them in Josie’s old blue coffeepot and started to build up the fire in the stove. 
“It doesn’t matter anymore.”
 
Grey left the Port at sunrise, after a few quick trades, the best of which was a bag full of .270 cartridge cases for a gold ring and a tin of Bayer aspirin. The trader, one of the Sikhs who had settled here a century ago, let Grey know he was in the market for deer or elk horns for his brother, a knife-maker. Grey promised to bring some in the next time he visited.
Grey skirted the shore, keeping watch on the buildings as he made his way to the bridge. A few faces peered out of glassless windows, pale blurs against the darkness behind, but he met no one. Seagulls and crows moved from their rookeries to the beach, squabbling over flotsam and fish guts. The breeze off the lake was sweet; it pushed the stink of the squatters deeper into the ruins.
The bridge lay straight and level across three fifths of the lake, rising at its far end into an arch that allowed sailboats to pass beneath. It was nearly a half-mile long. Old timers told Grey there had once been a floating bridge. How a bridge could float he had no idea, but this one was set on massive pilings and had survived the years with little decay. A few potholes scarred the paving of the deck, and the disintegrating heaps of rusting cars stained the concrete red-orange, but that was it.
Grey stayed in the leftmost lane, walking steadily. Years back some enterprising thugs had tried to set up a roadblock on the bridge’s arch. They’d started demanding tolls while offering “protection”. Their handiwork was long gone, only a few pockmarks and dark smears of lead on the concrete side rails marked their mistake. The traders and locals had simply gotten together one night and removed the issue. 
From the crest of the arch, Grey scanned the route of the old highway as it curved up and around the rocky bluff ahead. A horse cart was headed slowly down, the carter leaning on the brake lever, and Grey slung his rifle before approaching. Their paths met where the bridge ended.
The carter was a ruddy-faced man, wearing canvas pants and a homemade leather jacket, neither old nor young. They exchanged greetings and a few meaningless pleasantries. Grey asked of strangers, and the carter shook his head, but promised to keep an eye out. When they parted, Grey took a sweet-fleshed pear with him as a gift.
By noon the pear was a memory and Grey was ten miles north on the west side of the lake, climbing a rutted road to a grassy plateau. Pausing to catch his breath at the crest, he scanned the blue water far below, marking the scattered boats of the fishers, with sails like tiny shark’s teeth. Threads of smoke rose here and there from scattered communities and lone homesteads. Below Grey, moving swiftly, was a great V of geese, heading south along the lake. 
After a drink from a water bottle and a bit of jerky, Grey continued on. He reached Maggie’s by early afternoon.
The ranch, with its gate, looked perfectly at home on the sun-bleached grassland, with the far peaks high and blue behind. Horses ran in small herds across the miles of the ranch’s grazing lands and far off, where the dark triangles of spruce trees began to dot the grassland, Grey could see cattle.
The ranch itself was a cluster of eight buildings; all log structures and all over a century old. The roofs had been freshly shaked and glowed with the red-silver gleam of cedar. A rider met Grey several hundred yards from the buildings, cantering up on a blanket appaloosa.
“You’re on Maggie’s land, Mister. You got reason to be?” the rider asked. He was young, with the scant beard of a teenager. An old rifle boot was tied to his saddle, and one hand rested on the butt of a long gun that protruded from it. Grey looked at him, keeping his own hands visible, thumbs hooked into his belt.
“You’re new,” Grey offered after a moment.
“Whether I am or not, I know my job.”
Grey smiled and the rider flushed. 
“That’s not bad. You might consider starting off with a ‘good afternoon’ though, just because it softens folk up when you’re polite. They’ll listen a lot better to what you have to say.”
A second rider was trotting up, and the first - neck now scarlet - spared him a glance before looking back to Grey, who interrupted whatever he was about to respond with.
“I’m just pulling your chain, son. Maggie knows me even if you don’t.” Grey looked to the approaching rider and nodded.
“Clay, your horse is still ugly,” he called.
“Fuck you too. Must be Grey,” Clay drawled. Clay was a transplant who’d drifted north six years before, and who claimed to be from Texas. Grey thought he might be telling the truth, which was impressive, given that the cartels owned much of the southwest and a trip across their territories would have been exciting, to say the least. 
“I see you still have that damn Stetson, Clay. Where the hell do you find those anymore?”
“Trade secret,” Clay deadpanned, settling his hat more firmly. “I don’t have your sense of style,” he added, eyeing the ratty wool toque that Grey wore.
The younger rider turned his horse without a word and cantered back toward the ranch house. Clay watched, eyes twinkling.
“Did you twist young Ronald’s tail?”
“Not so you’d notice,” Grey said, eyeing the retreating teen. “Ronald? Really?”
“He’s a good kid, just young and prone to foolishness. You must want Maggie, since we’re months ahead of your usual cabin-fever expedition to come eat all our biscuits and try to sell us something we didn’t know we needed.”
Grey nodded. “I need to ask a favor.”
Clay blinked. “Well, that’s new. She’s out on the top with the cattle, but you can twist her ear over supper.”
“That would be fine, thank you.”
 
Maggie Thursby was short and wide and tough. She’d raised six sons and three daughters, about half of which she’d picked up as strays from the ruins. She had consolidated the remaining small-ranch herds throughout the valley into her own over the past decade and controlled much of beef supply in the region. She heard Grey out after dinner, sipping a huckleberry cordial. Clay and Maggie’s foreman, a hulking man called Badger, listened as well. When Grey finished, Maggie leaned back, pursed her lips and looked up at the oil lamp that hung over the dining table.
“Since I’m thick, let me sum up and make it simple,” she began in her booming voice. After years of yelling at children and cowboys, Maggie’s volume always seemed to be stuck near maximum.
“One: We had raiders in the valley,” Maggie ticked off each point on a finger. “Two, they’re gone now, after scouting and killing at least three, and third – you have proof they mean to come back.”
“That’s it.”
“So what’s your favor?”
“I need fast riders who can cover the valley and get the word out. From north to south, and let people know there’s a meeting next month so they can decide what to do,” Grey said.
Maggie dropped her gaze to Grey and cocked her head to one side. 
“So they can?” Maggie grinned without humor. “You know it’s going to be a handful of people who decide this. You’re one of them, and so am I.”
“Not me,” Grey said. “I’m a trapper. I don’t have land or family, and I don’t have a dog in this fight.”
“Stop with the bullshit, Grey. I’m too old and you’re too smart. Your word matters in this valley.”
Grey opened his mouth then closed it, shaking his head. “People need to know,” he said.
“Then we can all feel better when we have to count the bodies, since everyone was involved?” Maggie asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Yes. In the end, yes. That’s why,” Grey said, flushing. His brow furrowed, and his hands gripped the table edge hard enough that his fingertips went white. “Even if it is you, and me, and Doc, and the trader council at the Port that really decide this, people have to feel like they’re a part of it, or they’ll break and run. Either before the killing, or after.”
“There you go Grey, that’s better,” Maggie said in her sweetest voice. “You’re an honest sort, for a man with no past. But you have a hard time taking responsibility. I wonder why that is?” She rose, offering the men a goodnight. 
“I’ll send the boys out. You decide what they ought to say,” she said over her shoulder as she left.
Badger and Clay exchanged glances.
“She likes to get to me,” Grey muttered, releasing the table and rubbing his fingers.
“She likes her truth direct,” Clay offered. Badger nodded.
“Sometimes the truth doesn’t help anything,” Grey said. No one offered anything to this, and Grey excused himself to the bunkhouse for the night.
 
 


Chapter 4: Revival
 
The church was a survivor from the valley’s early days; a mission-style stone chapel with attached rectory and a long low building that had once served as classroom where indigenous children, some taken forcibly from their families, were taught about a new white God. Jesuits had built the original and its bell tower overlooked the width of the valley. It had been repaired and rebuilt seventy-five years later as a historic site, and now the wheel had come full circle and Saint Augustine’s was again an active place of worship and education.
Grey liked the old church, nearly as much as he disliked its resident preacher.
The church was overseen by Archibald Dove, known to the valley as The Reverend, as there were no others. Dove’s history was vague. He knew his Bible - Old more than New, some said. He wore an oft-patched black coat with collar. He had the lean, unforgiving face one associated with prophets or hangmen, and that gave his sermons a certain threatening weight. Where he’d come from, and why, remained well-worn bits of gossip with no answer.
Grey had left the organizing of the meeting to Josie, and stayed clear of the church until the day dawned. 
People came on horseback, in carts, in converted garden trailers yoked to ponies, on a few aging bicycles and on foot, both overland and from the Port. Most families who lived near the lake kept a sailboat, rowboat or canoe. With the church just a few miles from the Port, most arrived by water and walked the remaining distance.
Grey tried to take a headcount, but the crowd milled about until he gave up. A carnival atmosphere pervaded the meeting, with people seeing acquaintances they rarely saw, and farmers and traders making off-the-cuff deals. Children were everywhere, running and shouting, pursued by yipping, tumbling packs of dogs. Trappers and hunters talked business with fishers and scavengers. Hillman, the Port dentist, was peering intently into a bearded man’s mouth and shaking his head. Josie followed Big Tom through the mix, giving Grey a nod.
Tom had dressed for the occasion, digging up a grey suit from somewhere and smoking a hand rolled cigar.
Doc eased out of the crowd to stand at Grey’s shoulder. He followed his gaze and chuckled.
“Ah, our Tom. He’s always got to dress for success,” Doc observed.
“Yeah. I wonder which way he’ll jump?”
Doc shrugged. “A bunch of murderers is bad for business, so he’ll want to do something?”
“I hope. He’s a politician, so he’ll find an angle. If not right now, then later.”
Doc shivered. Despite the sun, it was barely above freezing. The sun had just cleared the encircling mountains, though it was nearly ten o’clock. Grey nodded toward the church and started off. Doc followed.
Inside it was warmer, with the heat of the building’s wood furnace intensified by the body-heat of a hundred locals settling in the long pine pews. The church’s interior was lit by a wash of color from the stained glass behind the pulpit, and the narrow windows piercing each sidewall above head height. Foot-thick wooden supports walked in a double row the length of the building, the pews clustered between. The scuff and rumble of boots on the floorboards was constant and the air was thick with the pungent smells of sweat, leather, tobacco and pot.
Some of those attending were openly armed, but no more than usual, Grey thought. 
Reverend Dove stood just below the pulpit, his hands clasped behind his back, his head down. He remained, unmoving, as the crowd gradually took its seats. Doc pulled Grey to the front left pew and sat down.
The crowd quieted on its own, eyes going to the figure silhouetted against the great round window, imposing in his austere black and in his immobility. Voices dropped to whispers and the scuff and rumble of footsteps died out.
Dove raised his narrow face and his voice boomed through the church, with the rolling, practiced tones of a professional speaker.
“Friends and neighbors. Welcome.” There was a smattering of responses, and Dove nodded distantly. “I am pleased so many could come and attend our meeting this day, and I hope to see some of the new faces attending the church come Sunday.” There were a few snickers, a few agreements and a few obscenities. 
“That aside, today we are not here for you to hear me, but to hear news that will impact us all.” The crowd noise abated again. “You’ve come because you’ve heard word that the valley faces trouble, and we are here to explain just what that trouble is. You are here to decide what to do about it.
“Doctor Lawson has asked to speak first, and I’ll give the floor to him now. I have something to add later that I hope you’ll hear,” Dove said, stepping down.
“Wonder what he has to add?” muttered Grey as Doc rose and turned to face the room. Doc ignored him and smiled at the assembly.
“Good morning. I think you all know me, or at least who I am. Many of you have been to visit, or I’ve come by your place. I’d thought about starting off by talking about why our valley is special, and how we’ve built something in a world that was broken, but I guess you all know that.”
Grey grinned at the cross that hung behind the pulpit. Assume they agree and keep going. That was a lesson he’d learned many years ago.
“Some of you know Grey. He brought me some news a few weeks ago, and saved me from some unwanted visitors.” Grey quit listening and waited for the questions to start. When Doc finished after five or ten minutes, they did.
“So you never saw these raiders?” Grey knew the voice, but couldn’t place it until he stood and turned. It was Harwold, a fat old man whose three sons ran a small lumber mill a few miles up Mission Creek, west of the valley settlements. 
“He didn’t. I did,” Grey said. “You have a question?” Grey heard Doc sigh as he set down.
“Well,” Harwold paused and Grey realized with faint amusement that the mill owner had no actual question; he just wanted to look important and be involved in the conversation.
“How do we know they were raiders?” Grey was further amused by the few actual groans that rose from the crowd and one pithy “Shut the fuck up, Harry” from somewhere in the back. Amusement would lighten the mood, and Grey didn’t want that, so his response was carefully deadpan and intentionally cruel.
“You calling me an idiot, Harwold? You think I’m the kind of fat-ass townie who can’t tell the difference between a wolf and a coyote?” Harris looked like he’d been slapped. Grey noted that eyes had widened and grins had disappeared around the room.
“I don’t really give a shit what you think, or anyone else here. They’re coming, this next summer, and they’ll kill and steal and do what they like. That’s all there is to it. You can talk all you want, and I know there’ll be a lot of it, but you’ll pick one of three things. You’ll run, you’ll fight, or you’ll let them take the lives and the things they want.”
Grey paused for the space of a breath or two and continued in a more relaxed tone.
“I like the valley, and I’m willing to fight to keep it, but I can also pack my gear and leave. I don’t have a ranch, or a mill, or a farm, or a family. So when you all decide, you let me know, and maybe I can help. Either with plans, or with packing. Now, does anyone have a sensible question, or can I go outside and have a smoke?”
Clay spoke, raising his hand.
“I got one. How many you do you think there are, and how well are they geared?”
“Their scout party was about two dozen; half or more with guns, the rest with bows and such. I’d guess their total numbers would be a minimum of four or five times that. Probably half will have guns and know how to use them.”
There was a general mutter, some of it optimistic, some the opposite. Maggie stood up from her seat beside Clay.
“There’s more guns than that in the valley, Grey. Why should these folk worry?” She asked, her eyes bright.
“You know the answer to any question before you ask it Maggie. Anyone who knows you knows that.” There were some nods and a short laugh or two. “But I’ll tell you so you don’t have to explain it.” Grey rubbed his face, hearing the whiskers rasp.
“They need to worry because these people will be together. A few guns together, used right, will kill a hundred disorganized farmers.” There was a rumble at that, but Grey ignored it and carried on. “If they burn you out of your homes, they’ll have an easy time killing you off a group at a time - or getting you to give them what they want. They’re going to come looking to hunt you. We need to turn that around and hunt them first.”
Tillingford stood up and raised an eyebrow. “You want to take the fight to them before they get up into the valley proper?”
“I do.”
“And you’d be leading this fandango?”
“I’ll want people who can think on their own if they have to, but who can listen. That way if one man goes down we won’t fall apart.”
“So that was a yes?” Tillingford asked. 
“Yes.”
“As you pointed out, you have less to lose than most here. What makes you sure you’re the man to lead this?”
“Because I don’t have anything to lose, and because I’ve some experience with this sort of thing. Because I’m your best shot of keeping the body count low.” Tillingford had a pensive look that augured more questions, so Grey continued on. “And there will be a body count, and probably not just for them. There’ll be shooting if we fight, and people will die. But you’re faced with losing people either way. If you fight, you have a chance to wind up still holding your lands and homes. If you don’t, well, you all know how hard it is to start over.”
Grey sat down and leaned his head back, closing his eyes as the assembly broke into muttered conversations and debates on each pew. Doc leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“That wasn’t bad. Did you put Clay up to that?”
“No, Clay’s smart. Him and Maggie both. They know they have it good and they want to keep what they have. Tillingford’s just voicing the worries all these folk have and won’t say straight out: Will you get my babies killed?”
“Well, will you?”
“I’ll try not to. Oh hell, the Reverend is getting up to say his piece.”
Dove returned to the step below the pulpit. He held his hands up, palms to the crowd, and his boom cut across the noise like a scythe.
“Neighbors, calm for a moment. The whole day is ahead and we have time to decide this to everyone’s satisfaction,” the Reverend said.
“Good luck with that,” Doc murmured.
“What Grey says makes good sense,” Dove continued, unsmiling, “and I am glad God has seen fit to place someone like him here in our community at this time. A man who has fought before, and who has experienced the evil that these sort of men revel in.”
Grey’s eyebrows rose and he glanced at doc, who shrugged.
“We need to realize that these raiders come for their own violent, senseless reasons, and they will not be turned back by our prayers alone. Do not despise Grey’s advice because it seems dangerous. Doing nothing is equally dangerous, and his knowledge of these people will be our edge. He is the stone in our sling.
“The good book says thou shalt not murder. It also holds many examples of the faithful overcoming evil, sometimes by force of arms. To do so in the defense of your homes and families is both worthy and wise. I suggest we all take some time to discuss things, and meet again after lunch.”
The crowd-noise rose again, and people began clumping in groups or heading into the cooler air outside.
Dove descended the step and walked to where he could face Grey and Doc. They rose to meet him.
Grey and the Reverend exchanged looks.
“I didn’t expect your support,” Grey admitted.
Dove bared his teeth in what wasn’t really a smile. His reply was pitched for their ears alone.
“I don’t support you. I support resistance and admit your experience. You’re no different than those jackals from down south. They’re killers, and we need a killer. And with a little luck, you won’t be coming back.”
Doc forced a laugh as the Reverend turned on his heel and stalked away.
“I always figured you were mistaken about the Reverend not liking you. What the hell was that about?”
“I don’t know,” Grey said.
Oh, but you do, something giggled in the back of his head. Murder will out. 
The crowd ate lunch around the long plank tables in the yard, and after Grey turned away a hundred questions the crowd returned to the church. Grey stood and faced the crowd. They quieted after a minute, but for a few continuous whispers from the rear pews. He hadn’t expected many naysayers, and the talk at lunch had reassured him. No one had asked if they should fight; just how they would do it. Grey discarded his plans to focus morale, and went straight to the meat.
“Lots of you asked at lunch how we’d put together a defense,” Grey said. “I’ll answer again so you all know. We’re not doing that yet. You’ll need to decide how many and where later, but we have the winter to plan and early spring to practice. That’s something that local leaders like Tom will want to organize. What we’ll need to know right now is what we have to defend ourselves with. That’ll answer to most of the ‘hows’. So, while Doc notes it down, I want counts of horses, guns, men and women with skills we can use, whether bow or gun or riding or trapping. I want to know if anyone has or knows where any explosives are, any chemicals, wire, rope, tools, whatever.
“People - more than a few of you in this room - have salted away things that would help. I know that. And right now you’re thinking of just staying quiet and saving it for a rainy day. This is the rainy day. We’ve got winter and then we need to be ready. Those supplies can be used to ready the Port and other strongpoints that the raiders will have to deal with before they can attack anything else.”
Grey lowered his head, eyes scanning the room from the shadows beneath his brow.
“There may be those here who are funneling info to the raiders.” There was a general rumble of disbelief and anger. Grey let it pass. “I say may; there may not be. But if I was them, I’d try to have at least one or two informers. Maybe I’d grab a kid and hold them; maybe I’d promise better land or a job once they were in charge, whatever. If you’re here, I ask this much, try to limit what you say to them. They’ll threaten or lie to get what they want from you. Your best chance is with us.”
The crowd muttered, and people shifted uncomfortably.
“He said ‘may be’,” Clay put in loudly. “And we need to keep it in mind, and stay alert, but don’t get paranoid.”
Grey continued. 
“That’s another reason why I’m not answering ‘how’ here today. Whatever groups we form to do this job, here or there, will know, and I’m going to want them to keep it quiet. If you wind up a volunteer, you’ll want to tell your family and friends about what we’re doing - but you need to control that sneaking piece of pride that wants to brag, because it may get you killed.
“So, with that, let’s get stated. We have a lot to do.”
 
 


Chapter 5: The Castle
 
“We have a lot to do, and your scouts aren’t helping the situation, Harris,” Creedy said, staring at the man who stood before his old steel desk. Where Creedy’s quarters were well-appointed, his office was a basic concrete cube with a single window, a desk and two chairs and little else. The thirty-year-old leftovers of the previous occupant still awaited their owner on the walls and shelves.
Harris was a lank, limping, sallow man with a raggedly chewed Wild Bill Hickok moustache so black it looked like boot polish. He was in his thirties, Creedy knew, but looked much older. Creedy, in contrast, was dapper, clean shaven and neat, dressed in handmade khaki slacks and a crisp ironed shirt that fit him well. He was close to the same age, but looked a decade younger. His brown hair was short, neatly combed, and he smelled faintly of aftershave. His eyes were mild and brown.
“I know, Mr. Creedy,” Harris said. “I left them a note to catch us up as soon as they could. But we had orders to get back before the first freeze, and Trey was late getting in.”
“So my orders made you lose three scouts?” Creedy asked. His voice was disinterested. Harris paled.
“No sir. That is entirely my fault. I thought we would be late if we didn’t head back when we did, and we left on my order.” Harris stood very erect, and stared over Creedy’s head at an old porn magazine calendar tacked on the office’s rear wall. Miss April of some year or other had one leg behind her head and was intently focused on the pink dildo she was holding. Harris had rarely felt less horny than he did at the moment, but it kept his eyes safely away from Creedy’s.
“And now, weeks later, we have three fewer scouts, the early snows are on the hills, and we’ve lost one of our maps. The one, in fact, with most of the northern settlements marked on it?”
Harris nodded, his eyes still on the calendar. “Yes, sir.” Oh God, don’t let him kill me while I’m staring at a whore fucking herself with a plastic dick, Harris prayed.
“Well,” Creedy paused and appeared to think, though he’d decided his course before Harris had arrived. He could smell the acrid fear-sweat on Harris, and it amused him. “That’s unfortunate. It won’t disarrange my plans, but it will mean we move more blindly than I like. I did make it clear that I expected the maps to be treated with care when I sent you, didn’t I, Harris?”
Harris nodded in mute misery. The calendar girl was wearing sequined fuck-me pumps with what had to be six-inch heels. Harris wondered in a fragmented, nightmare way whether she could have ever walked in them.
“Gregor!” Creedy called. The office door swung open a foot and a hulking man, heavily scarred, peered around the jamb.
“Yes, Mr. Creedy?” His voice was a fitting basso rumble that sounded like big rocks rolling in a drum.
“Please escort Harris to the Quad,” Creedy said. Harris looked like he might be sick. “He has made a mistake, but I value his future here with us, with the Castle. So let’s say fifteen lashes. Try to avoid killing him, but if it happens, well, I understand it’s not an exact science.”
“Yes, Mr. Creedy,” Gregor said.
“You’ll do better,” Creedy said, staring at Harris.
“Yes, thank you Mr. Creedy. Yes I will. Thank you, sir.” Harris said in a breathy voice.
Creedy spoke a final time as Gregor took the mustached man’s arm and began to walk him out. His reasonable, calm tone followed Harris down the concrete hall with its peeling curls of green paint.
“And don’t confuse this, Harris. You’re not valuable. I just hate waste. But if you fuck me again, I’ll have Gregor skin you alive.”
Creedy spent the next half-hour organizing the information his outriders had brought him, both the group he had sent north to sweep the Okanagan Valley and the second unit, which had ridden southeast and felt out the edges of the Green forces. The second group, under the more capable command of Luke Glass, found Green scouts along the Snake River. Their main force was somewhere east of Idaho still, it seemed. It was too far to mount a raid on the Castle, Creedy reflected, but still too close.
He sighed, closed the yellowed notebook Glass had given him and listened for a moment to the distant howls from the Quad. Gregor spaced blows widely, allowing the victim time between each to recover and reflect on the next. Still, he must be nearly done, Creedy thought, starting down the hall, his mind returning to his current situation.
As comfortable as the Castle was - and it had been Creedy’s bolthole for a decade - it was time to move. The Greens, moving from the East, had been systematically exterminating larger bandit groups, raising garrisons and generally interfering in the Darwinian struggle of the survivors that Creedy depended on for his livelihood. Most annoying, they didn’t seem interested in negotiations, and their reputation was bloody.
When Creedy, then leading a band of twenty-seven, had found the abandoned training center in the arid center of the desert scrubland of old Washington State, he’d seen its potential. A complex with underground storage, miles of mostly intact fencing and the huge concrete bulk of the Castle on its hilltop surveying the surrounding countryside was exactly the sort of base required to allow the shift from nomadic raider to local lordship. And it had worked, with the application of a little force. Local farmers and ranchers from the Cascades to the the old Idaho line would pay to be ‘protected’. And Creedy’s people, Castle soldiers, had done that, if only to remove potential competitors at the top of the food chain. If they’d raped and murdered when they were balked, well, it was a small price to pay for peace, wasn’t it? Creedy had guaranteed that irrigation projects went forward as needed, even if some of the labor had been involuntary. Castle guards escorted and taxed caravans, making sure they made it across the scablands to the coast, if with somewhat less cargo than they started with. His lesser outposts numbered more than twenty, each garrisoned with his men, while the Castle corps was nearly a hundred strong. 
And now the Greens came, with their Continental Defense Force nonsense. But they were organized and had backing. Perhaps there really was a government, or an attempt at forming one. Creedy didn’t care. What concerned him was that the Greens had ammunition, horses, a few shielded machines that seemed to still work, and disturbing things like newly-made canned rations. That meant factories and civilization, and civilization didn’t sit well with Creedy or his business. 
It was time to move, and north was the obvious route. If he was honest with himself, part of him enjoyed the thought of starting over and escaping his role as administrator. He’d earned his position in a hands-on way, and he missed the immediacy of a raid; the screams, the blood, the amusing way people reacted under the approach of the inevitable.
They had a year or two, Creedy thought. If they weren’t established somewhere in Canada by then, the band would be in trouble. There was little enough room to go further west, and the south was a patchwork of dug-in cartels, cults, gangs and warlords that would unite to kill any interloper quickly. It would have to be the north. There he’d have the space and the time needed to explore future plans. 
Creedy had reached the reception hall of the building, with its sandbagged windows and trio of guards, when Gregor appeared at his side.
“Sir? A moment?” Gregor asked. His face and arms were stippled with tiny droplets of blood. 
“Certainly, Gregor.”
“Harris has received the ordered punishment, Mr. Creedy. He’s unconscious now. I took him to the infirmary, and the doctor says he should live. Also, Max told me that the new staff are in the west wing, in the old classroom, and he’d appreciate it if you could spare a minute to okay them. Any further orders for me?”
“Go inform Max that I’ll be there within the half-hour, then get cleaned up and take some time off. I’ll see you in the morning, Gregor.”
“Yes, sir.”
Creedy watched Gregor depart. The factotum’s shoulders, swollen from obsessive weightlifting, almost eclipsed his head, and his silhouetted form combined with his shambling gait was trollish.
The three watchmen on duty had stood to silent attention when Creedy had entered the hall, and he took a few minutes to inspect their weapons and chat with each, offering a few words with a perfect facsimile of interest. 
 He climbed to the second floor, smelling the stale fish oil from the lamps that lit the corridors, and found Max waiting.
Creedy used Max as a recruiter. The little man was glib and harmless looking, with flyaway white hair and watery blue eyes. He smiled at Creedy and held the door for him.
“Afternoon, Mr. Creedy,” he said.
“Max.” Creedy scanned the three women, one was old and two were younger. All looked scared. The youngest, on the left, was the prettiest, with reddish hair and a body the shapeless smock she wore couldn’t quite hide.
“What’s your name?” Creedy asked her. 
“Sam. Samantha Jakes,” she responded, blinking. Her eyes were hazel, he noted. Max coughed theatrically. “Sir,” she added, remembering.
“Miss Jakes, can you write?”
“Yes, sir, I can.”
Creedy nodded. “Good. I think you’ll do. I need a girl for my office - someone to do correspondence as needed, fix tea, perform whatever duties I require. Do you have any questions?”
She blinked several times. Creedy smiled.
“Well, sir, what other duties? And for what pay?”
Creedy gestured and Max escorted the other two from the room. They’d be taken to the kitchens and shown to the dorms. When they’d left, Creedy closed the door and moved to stand looking down at the girl.
“You’ll be housed, fed, clothed far better than what you wear now. You’ll find that I reward service with gifts as well.” He cocked his head to the side, watching her hands as she knitted the fingers together tightly in her lap. “Do you prefer straight answers, or romantic ones?”
“I guess the truth’s the best way. Sir.”
“Good. I expect you to do whatever I tell you for the next year; two at the outside. Anything. If it’s to wear velvet dress and be on my arm for a headman’s meeting in some dirtball town, or to mop my office floor, or to get down on your knees and suck my cock in front of the assembled troops.”
She paled, but kept eye contact. That surprised Creedy.
“If you do just that - obey me - you’ll find your life will improve dramatically. If you say you will, but decide not to - if something I ask of you seems too much - I’ll beat you until you find it less objectionable. If that fails to convince you, then I’ll probably give you to the troops as a fuck toy.”
“Well,” the young woman said, voice trembling a little. “My gran told me that’s about what I could expect. How long before you kill me?”
Creedy laughed. 
“I don’t waste people. I understand my last girl, Dania, bought a saloon in Wenatchee. I expected a lot from her, and I paid her for it when I tired of her. Money is not an issue for me.” Creedy paused, staring at Jakes. “You wanted it straight, there it is.”
“And if I turn you down, right now?”
“You go work in the kitchens for a two-year stretch like the other pair. You will receive food and a cot and a piece of silver once a month. Keep this in mind: If you say you’ll work for me, and you run, I’ll find you, bring you back and kill you. Slowly.”
Creedy clasped his hands behind his back and waited. Samantha bowed her head for a moment before lifting her gaze to his waiting smile. Tears made her eyes shine.
“All right, I’ll do it. For the money. For my own farm. For the money to buy some papered stock, I’ll do whatever you want. Sir.”
Creedy smiled. He reached out, ran a fingertip along the curve of her jaw. He felt her flinch. They always sell themselves, he thought.
“Welcome to our little family, then, Sam. Let me show you where you’ll sleep, and get you out of that potato sack and into something more fitting.”
Outside, the first flakes of snow swirled on the darkening air of November.
 
 


Chapter 6: Winter
 
The winter snows came hard and early, and by January the trade into and out of the valley had dwindled to nothing. Locals kept some paths open, especially trails between the larger clusters of houses, but outlying settlements had pulled inside their walls and rarely ventured out. Winter was a season of preparation. Clothing was sewn, leatherwork was done, shells reloaded, liquor bottled. A lot of cards were played, a lot of dog-eared books re-read or swapped with neighbors.
The lake was too big to freeze in all but the bitterest years, but the coves and protected bays did, and icefishing went on once enough ice had formed. Along the open stretches, wind-borne spray built intricate blue ice sculptures over the rocks of the shore and encased red-barked willows in crystal coats, melding their branches into cages anchored to the earth.
Wildlife still moved. While others rested, the trappers were at their busiest. Winter brought the thickest fur and most valuable pelts. Muskrat, beaver, mink, marten and bear were taken throughout the season. Grey spoke to many of the men and women running the lines. They had seen no unusual activity, and the trappers acted as his eyes throughout the snowy months, patrolling the valley and the higher slopes, reading the tales the snow told.
In early February, the coldest stretch just before spring’s first misleading thaws, Grey called a second meeting. Doc attended; it was held at his cabin. Maggie was bedridden with some bug, but Clay had ridden down, arriving on a bay so covered with snow and frost it had looked white in the evening light. Big Tom, Josie and Tillingford’s oldest son Henry arrived as the last light faded aboard a creaking sledge pulled by two fuzzy-haired nags.
The group ate dinner; beans and beef with carrots and canned tomatoes - greens were long gone by February - and made small talk until Doc broke out a bottle of amber-yellow bathtub bourbon.
“So what’s the word?” Grey asked the room at large.
“Well, I thought you’d tell us that,” Tom offered with a winning smile. Tom smiled at everything, so Grey discounted it. Henry chuckled. The man had the Tillingford height, but was another bony collection of whipcord muscle and teeth. He ate like a fire, though, and Grey wondered absently if he had a tapeworm. 
“There’s not much to tell, yet. The trappers have seen no movement in the south. Nothing unusual, anyway.”
“What’s that mean - ‘nothing unusual’?” Clay asked.
“Just local hunters and scavengers roaming around the ruins down the Mission side,” Grey said. “A few more around the crater down south. They get hungry this time of year. A lot die or move on. No sign of scouts, not that we expected any during the snow. Hard to be sneaky when you leave boot prints.
“I’m more interested in what you’ve all heard; what you’ve thought over the winter. I see people but I don’t think I hear everything they have to say.”
Tom cleared his throat.
“Here it comes,” said Josie brightly. Tom shot her a poisonous look.
“There’s been lots of discussion at the Port all winter long, Grey. People agree the threat is real, but they’re not convinced we should ride out to meet it. There have been some good suggestions, and I agree with many of them.” Tom paused but Grey said nothing, hands folded around his glass of whiskey, eyes half-shut. After the pause grew uncomfortable, Tom continued.
“The Port is walled and has the advantage of the lakeside for supply, so a lot of the merchants and fishermen have asked why we can’t defend it - bloody the raiders’ noses and show them there are easier pickings elsewhere.” Tom paused again. Grey looked at him a moment, took a sip, and settled again into immobility.
“Damn it, we don’t need to go out and get killed when we can pick them off from the loopholes and make them leave. A hundred men couldn’t storm that wall with thirty defending it, and we have almost twice that who are decent shots and have weapons. Why wouldn’t that work? It would work.”
Grey scratched in his beard, grown long for the winter. With the bulk of his fur vest, he had a moth-eaten Santa Claus aura.
“Fuck me blue, Tom, is there a question in there?” Grey asked. “If you’re here to tell me what you’re going to do, then tell me, but don’t look for me to approve of it when you haven’t thought it through.” 
“We have thought it through. We have the food and the safety and the guns. We can hold them off as long as we need to and they will move on,” Tom said, his eyes narrowing. “But you’re obviously saying I have it wrong, so can you enlighten me?”
“See there’s a question,” Grey said, finishing his drink. He slid the glass to Doc, who refilled it. Clay had leaned back and was smirking. “You’re not wrong, you just haven’t thought out all the repercussions. What’ll happen when your little Alamo is too tough a nut?”
“They’ll leave,” Tom said. Clay snorted and the Port manager turned to stare. Grey nodded at Clay.
“I don’t know if I’m on Grey’s train of thought here, but let me run this by you, Tom,” Clay drawled. “If the raiders can’t get in at you they’ll do a couple things unless they’re stupid. They’ll burn out what’s left of the city around you, just to do it. That probably won’t matter much. You’ve got a fair firebreak of concrete and brick round the wall. What they’ll do after is the portion that’ll hurt you. They’ll spread out and take the homesteads. You’ll lose your customers and suppliers, and will be sitting alone in your castle while the raiders take over everything around you. Even if they move on after stripping the valley, you’ll still wind up boss of a dead town in six months. That about it, Grey?”
Grey nodded. Henry cleared his throat.
“My dad is worried about something similar after he gave the whole thing some thought. He said we could either fight them or hope they’d treat us fair, but that no-one ever won a siege.”
Josie hissed through her teeth and Grey raised an eyebrow.
“Well, I don’t want to be devil’s advocate, but what chance do we really have to beat these boys if we ride out to meet them? Grey, you prowled around and counted guns, you talked to everybody you could this fall, what do you really think?”
“I think it’s going to be hard. We can’t fight them straight on unless I saw all there were, and I don’t think that’s likely. But there’s chokepoints we can make work for us, and we can fool them into making some assumptions that’ll hurt them, if we do it right and if they make it here.” 
“If?” Tom asked, looking confused.
“We have to make it too costly, and too uncomfortable, for them to want to move on us at all, if we can,” Grey said. “I’ve been pondering it over the winter. We have to worry them.”
“How do you propose we do that?” Tom asked. His smile was back. 
“We do, partly, what you want to do - we dig in at a few spots to make them work if they get here. But we also hit them early and often and in spots they don’t expect,” Grey said. “Most importantly, we do it first.”
“Do you mean go south?” Josie asked.
“I do, with a small group who I think can do the job.”
“You have people in mind?” Doc asked, rocking back in his chair.
“Some, but I want to ask each in private. I don’t want anyone going out of guilt, or because they’re worried people will know they chose not to go. This won’t be a camping trip for fun,” Grey said.
“I’ll go,” Clay said, and finished his bourbon in a single long sip.
“Thanks, I’d kinda figured on asking you,” Grey said, smiling a little.
“I’m coming, too,” Doc said. Grey stopped smiling and glared at the old physician, who waved a hand to cut him off. “Don’t even start. You’ll need me before you’re done. I’m not planning on shooting anyone, but I expect there’ll be some get hurt.” 
“Doc, that’s noble, but we need you for the community,” Tom said, spreading his hands. “You can’t just run off on some secret mission.”
“I don’t work for you, Tom,” Doc said, “and I know my job. You have half a dozen good midwives, and the hills are full of amateur pharmacists that can handle most things. Hell, get Three Bears from the Westbank Nation. He’s at least as good as I am as a family practitioner. I’m a trauma surgeon, and this is what I do. Did.”
Grey didn’t look happy, nor did Tom, but Doc’s expression hinted that argument was a waste of breath. Josie rolled her eyes and managed a smile.
“I can’t shoot for beans, but I’m good at gathering gossip, so I’ll stay here. My sister, though. You remember Georgia?” she asked, poking Grey with a boot under the table.
“She that short, snakey woman with the evil green eyes?” Grey asked.
“Yes, my twin sister, you ass,” Josie said. “She’s living at the Dell, now. She has a ranch and a bunch of horses, but she ran with some of the rough crowd for years after our parents died. She says she’s bored. I’ll see if she’s available.”
“I’ll take anyone who knows what the stakes are, you know that, Josie. Be sure she understands what this will be like,” Grey said.
“You never knew her very well. Trust me, she’ll enjoy this.”
“That’s scary,” Clay said.
“She’s scary,” Josie replied.
“Then I guess we want her in the tent pointed out,” Clay said, pouring himself another drink.
“When will you want to go?” Tom asked. Grey’s opinion of him rose a bit when the Port manager didn’t bother making an excuse for not volunteering.
“Soon as the snow’s gone and the mud’s not too bad,” Grey answered. “April, probably, and keep it quiet, please. Let me do the asking, and keep what you’ve heard here to yourselves. Your father will be all sorts of curious, Henry, so you take him aside and tell him in private. Tell him I’ll be out your way next week. We can talk more, then.”
“I’ll keep working on the Port’s defenses,” Tom said. “I assume that’ll be in line with keeping your plan quiet?” 
Grey nodded. “And it’s insurance, anyway. We’ve got to assume nothing will work right, because it never does.”
 
The cabin was hot as an oven with so many present, and Grey stepped outside following more small-talk. Snow squeaked under his boots and the air was cold enough to freeze the mucus in his nose with each breath. The horses whickered, blowing clouds of steam, thick as cream in the moonlight.
The winter silence stood between the ranks of trees with a weight and presence accentuated by the small noises of the horses, the muffled murmur from inside the cabin as people bedded down. The stars were bright and hard overhead and a lone meteor trailed for a second before guttering. Grey liked the quiet, he reflected, liked being alone. It was safe. Now he was going to have friends involved. He shuddered and hunched his shoulders. He went back inside and went to bed. 
The trail bent south, through a series of tiny towns burnt or at war, through roving bands feeding off each other as the season ground slowly toward the spring. No one knew then how long that first winter would be; how quiet the spring after.
Grey followed the track of the survivors. He had killed two the first night after the murder of his family. The men hadn’t been wary, then, and he had cut one’s throat as he slept, holding him down, smothering his choking gasps with his own bedding. The second had awoken as Grey took the dead one’s shotgun. The boy shot him in the face and retreated to the woods, his heartbeat jackhammering in his ears. The blast had scattered the picketed horses and woken the camp. In the confusion escape was easy enough. The killers had loosed their two dogs to track him. He shot both a few hundred yards from the camp. Then he circled back around. He managed to grab a single horse, a gray gelding with no tack other than a rope halter, and led it away while the men yelled and thrashed in the brush in the distance.
After that night it had been a matter of keeping up. The survivors had moved quickly for two days, slowing when they reached the populated areas along the Pend Oreille River. They’d traded away booty from Grey’s family, swapping meat for ammunition. Grey followed behind. Outside Newport, now lightless and smoldering, he’d shot another in the belly from a vantage two hundred and fifty yards off. The deer rifle had knocked the man out of his saddle and onto the blacktop. The others scattered. Grey watched the wounded man writhe on the ground, trying to crawl into the cover of an abandoned SUV. The others never bothered to come back, and eventually the shot man bled out.
He didn’t loot the body. Locals arrived before he had given up watching; six or eight kids on bicycles. They took the man’s gun and knife, his boots and his pack, but they ignored his horse since they couldn’t catch it. Grey caught it later and let his own go. Having tack and saddle made riding easier.
Later that day, Grey’s head began to swim and he had to lean over the saddle horn, panting while black spots danced in his vision. He realized he couldn’t remember when he had last eaten, and went through the saddlebags that the horse carried. He found three cans of tomato juice and venison he’d helped smoke. He ate and drank, and moved on. What thinking he did was mechanical; where could he best catch the last three, how could he kill them all. He no longer thought about why. That hurt too much. How was easier.
The survivors rode fast for another two days, and Grey realized they were headed to Spokane. He lost them there, on the edge of the city, amidst the chaos and fires. In the six months Grey had been gone, his city had become a wasteland. Corpses and bones were everywhere. What people remained roved in armed bands or hid, coming out like roaches each night to steal from others equally miserable.
Amidst the chaos were little stories without endings. He found a long line of green military vehicles, trucks and tanks both, stalled in a line on the north-south highway through Spokane’s heart. They’d either survived the initial EMP pulses, or had been repaired, only to be fried by the later waves. There were bodies - dry, nearly mummified - surrounding the convoy in drifts, riddled with bullet holes, but he didn’t see any that looked like soldiers. 
In a section of the old downtown core someone had strung up corpses from the power lines like malefic piñatas, each body decorated with ribbons and bright yarn that waved in the reeking breeze. One of the bodies wore a nurse’s uniform. He remembered the lipless grins on the hollow-eyed faces; the way their hair jerked and waved in the wind.
One long street of burnt-out cars had dozens, maybe hundreds of doll heads, each glued to the hood of individual cars like Rolls Royce ornaments in hell. The pink plastic heads with bright blue eyes were everywhere. He’d spurred his horse out of that street quickly.
There were too many eyes in the city, too many spots to hide and snipe, and within eight or ten hours he’d been shot at once and warned off a dozen times by armed men. Grey moved out, back to what had been the suburbs and farmland surrounding the city. Raiding had damaged much of this as well, but as food supplies from homes and farms dwindled the survivors had returned to the city to scavenge. Half the houses and buildings were stripped or burned, the rest abandoned. Spokane followed a pattern he found repeated over the years; a central rotten core with too many people and no food, surrounded by a stripped no-man’s land, surrounded, finally, by sparsely populated semi-wilderness with game and some semblance of civilization. He wondered why people didn’t leave the city. 
He never stopped looking, but he never found the last three men.
Spring finally came, and a short summer, then winter again, and hunger with it. Grey found others like himself, riding the edges of the ruins, looking for food, for ammunition. Grey took what he needed to live, killing where he had to. He preyed on others with guns for the most part. He did it in part because they had the best gear, and partly in hopes of finding the last of the men from the cabin. More than once, when desperate for shelter or food, he took what he needed from others. He killed an old man who drew an empty revolver on him in a frozen field over a half-full plastic bag of wrinkled sugar beets. 
The cold weight in his gut could cover all sorts of things, he discovered.
 
 


Chapter 7: Thaw
 
March was a bitch. The weather couldn’t decide what it wanted to do and sudden thaws alternated with northern blasts of wind and temperatures plummeting far below freezing. It was worse in the higher elevations, and Grey found his trap lines hard to run. He kept at it until the thaws set in for real, bringing in a few late-season pelts. He spent most of the month inside his cabin, reading, with brief forays outside to get water or split more wood for his stove. In mid-March he packed up and set out east, following the old route of highway 33.
The woods were noisy now, the silent majesty of winter replaced by the crack of trees shifting, the thump of snow cascading from the boughs. The sound of water was everywhere. Streams carved dark channels through the remaining snow as they broke free of the ice, leaving deep, shadowy gulfs full of slick black rocks. Water grumbled endlessly around the stones before diving into sapphire-blue tunnels beneath the snowpack to emerge a hundred yards away, foaming and leaping.
Grey took a pair of snowshoes and he wore them for a stretch of fifteen or twenty miles across the highest part of his route, but in most places the crusty snow supported his weight, or was shallow enough it didn’t matter.
Others had passed that way already, and Grey read their tracks as he walked: A single man with a horse or mule, a small party with dogs, one pair of ragged boots coming down from the true high country that flanked the route and crossing it to climb again into the uninhabited mountains. The tracks thinned and then stopped for a stretch of a few miles, then began to reappear as he started the descent into the Dell.
It took him six days to travel from Kelowna to the valley. He smelled chimney smoke long before he saw the first house.
The Dell was laid out in a simple cross, with most buildings flanking the highway route and a few off to either side along the old secondary road that intersected it. It had survived with little change since the middle of the previous century. It had been a small town, dying slowly like most small towns, before the Fall, with the nearest gas station thirty miles away. The end of the world hadn’t been that big of a deal in the Dell. People already grew vegetables and hunted or poached as needed. The defunct mill had been running a few years after the Fall, powered by an old steam engine that had lain rusting in the ferns since the early 1900s, a relic of the old mill. Much of the lumber was used locally, and the Dell had grown as raw-plank houses and businesses had replaced or expanded old single-wide mobile homes and rotting houses from the 1950s. As the Okanagan and Kootenays recovered in the decade that followed, wagons would make the trip to buy lumber, and the old mill town returned to its roots, with mule teams and oxen skidding logs down the main drag to the mill, and millhands fighting Saturday night at the saloon. It was well-placed, on the route from Alberta to the coast, and as traffic slowly picked up in the aftermath, the armed convoys brought in money and trade.
Grey stopped at the Dell’s trading post – an expansive storefront run by a fat man with a ferocious moustache and a Dutch accent. The shop was crowded with axe handles, bags of salt from the mines by Edmonton, wax blocks, lamp oil in old wine bottles, hammers, bolts of raw wool cloth and unbleached linen, blankets, and a multitude of knickknacks that predated the new world. Grey turned over a straight-bladed dagger in his hands, one of six on display. The shopkeeper informed him it was from Japan, and had come aboard one of the merchantmen that docked now and then in Vancouver. When he heard what the merchant wanted for it, he sat it down.
The mustachioed tradesman argued for a bit in a good-natured way, and Grey eventually traded eight mink hides he’d packed along for two pounds of salt, a serviceable No. 2 Victor trap that was probably a hundred years old and ten rough-milled silver coins about the size of a nickel. Outside the larger trade centers coins were sometimes not accepted, but they were portable, and that made them necessary. He thanked the man and left.
At the drygoods store he traded one of the coins for four pounds of dried beans, a new steel striker and flint and a stick of rock candy that he sucked on for the next hour, while he looked for Georgia.
He found her at the blacksmith’s. She had Josie’s eyes, but was thinner and much harder, with a face that showed little of what she thought. She was trading a set of old horseshoes in and bargaining for a new set. Grey waited while she shaved the blacksmith down. She ignored the newcomer until she had shaken on the deal, and then gestured for him to follow as she went outside. The two walked to the street’s far side, wading through a mix of snow and mud, and Georgia sat down on a bench on the porch of a closed-up hall of some sort.
“Georgia Dunn, I presume?” Grey asked, shrugging out of his pack and sitting.
“And you’d be Grey?” Her voice was deeper than Josie’s, and very controlled.
“I would. Did Josie get word to you?”
“She did. She sent a letter with a trapper named Willis.”
“Joe Willis? I didn’t know he was still around.”
“He is. He’s moved up by Gemside now but he still makes runs to the Port. Roads have gotten to be safe enough for that.”
They sat a minute. Grey looked at her. Georgia was about five-three he thought, maybe one-hundred and ten pounds – though her fur jacket made that hard to gauge. She had a gnarled stippling of white scars on her left cheek and throat, as well as a slight squint on that side. Her ears were pierced, and she wore a small rhinestone in each.
“You finished examining me?” she asked.
“It’s funny, you look like Josie but you don’t remind me of her at all.”
“We lived different lives. Get to what you came to talk about.”
Grey leaned back on the bench and stared across the street. The blacksmith was making nails from scrap, his hammer ringing in a perfect rhythm.
“The Valley’s going to see raiders this summer. I ran across their scouts last fall. I need a few good guns that can go south with me in a month or so and convince them to go somewhere else.”
That got a faint smile from Georgia. 
“You make it sound so simple.”
“Well, the goal is simple. Getting it done may require more work.”
“What’s it paying?”
“An ounce of silver a week from the Port, and loot, I suppose. You can keep a share of whatever we come across while we’re working them. I expect those that return will have a lot more guns, if nothing else. I don’t get the feeling this is about money for you. Am I wrong?”
Georgia didn’t react. Her face indicated almost nothing of her thoughts. After a while, she spoke, her voice musing.
“I have a ranch now. I have cattle, horses and three hands to run them. People in the Dell ask my advice and listen to it. They remember the early days and what we did to make this place.”
“Well, Josie just thought you’d be interested, but I can understand if you don’t want to involve yourself in our troubles,” Grey said. 
“No. I’ll come,” Georgia said. “I was just thinking I’d be a fool to do it.”
Grey glanced at her and then went back to watching the blacksmith work.
“So why do it?” he asked as the smith stopped his hammering to fuel his forge.
“Why do you do it?” Georgia asked.
She waited, but Grey couldn’t find an answer.
 
Georgia invited him to her place for supper. Grey refused once for the sake of politeness and then accepted. Her ranch was four or five miles north, and Grey walked while she rode a surefooted little fjord pony.
Georgia’s ranch house was a survivor from before the Fall, with polished hardwood floors and thick walls of mortared stone. The windows were glazed and several fireplaces kept the rooms comfortably warm. The furnishings were simple but tasteful, and made by a local carpenter, she said.
Dinner was beef stewed until it was as tender as butter, with flour gravy and potatoes. There was salted butter, too, and wine from an earthenware bottle. What little talk there was centered on Josie and how she was doing in her job at the Longliner. After the wine was finished, Georgia moved to the living room and asked to see Grey’s guns. He fetched his rifle from the entryway where he’d left it, and took a revolver from his belt. He didn’t present the little automatic that rode tucked in his boot top.
Georgia looked them over, nodded.
“The pistol is in good shape; that .270 as well.” She picked up the rifle and examined it more closely. “That’s an interesting barrel. Extended by what, six inches? It must be good for distance work.” She lay the rifle down again and sat back. “I just wanted to see if you took care of your gear.”
“It’s important,” Grey said.
She rose and opened a cabinet built into the wall beside the living room fireplace and withdrew a battered black plastic rifle case nearly at tall as she was. She sat it on the floor and unlatched it.
“I don’t carry this around here. No need to,” she said, opening it and taking an evil-looking black rifle from the eggshell foam that lined the case. It had a massive telescopic sight and a long box magazine. Every inch was black metal or matte synthetic and it had a built-in bipod folded against the forestock.
“I’ve never seen one of those,” Grey said. “It’s an ugly piece of work. What is it?”
“It’s German; an MSG90. I came across it almost twenty years ago. It holds twenty rounds in that clip and I have a couple of spares. I imagine it’s the only one in western Canada in this condition.” She pulled the slide back, checked the chamber and handed it to Grey, who shouldered it briefly and then sat it back on its foam.
“It’s heavy, isn’t it? You any good with it?”
“Very,” Georgia said, looking at the rifle without emotion.
“What’s it shoot?”
“Seven-six-two NATO. I have plenty, before you ask.”
Grey looked at Georgia, who met his eye with and smiled a paper-thin smile.
“I’ll take you out shooting tomorrow. You need to see, I can tell.”
Grey nodded. 
“It’s not anything stupid, like you’re a woman or whatever. I have to know how much I can put on your plate is all.”
“Get some sleep, we’ll go at sunup,” Georgia said.
 
In the summer of the fifth year after the fall, Grey stayed for a season with a family in Liberty, a small village that had survived and was beginning to build a beef and dairy industry supplying nearby settlements.
Tomas Ramirez was a limping, smiling man of fifty or so with a young wife named Kirsten and two daughters, Wendy, ten, and Maria, eight. Grey rode up to the Ramirez gate one morning, surprised to see a pair of tall, long-necked animals wandering the fields beyond with a dozen black-and-white cows. He later learned they were llamas, and kept predators off the stock. The house sat on a low hill beyond the field. It was single-storied, low and long, with an attached barn. A second, higher hill rose behind it, cloaked in spindly lodgepole pines. He saw two men near the house doing chores. They paused as they saw Grey, and one went into the house.
Grey waited, and after a few minutes a man in white pants too short for him and a checked shirt exited the house and began walking to the gate. When he was within earshot he yelled for Grey to come up and to close the gate behind him.
Leading his horse, Grey did. He had been riding constantly for years, and looked it. He’d made hide boots for his rifle and shotgun, and they slanted back from the saddle of his horse. His clothing was a hodgepodge of wool gear - wool because it stayed warm no matter how wet it was - and he knew he smelled.
“Morning. I’m Tomas Ramirez. You look like trouble, but you waited at the gate, so what are you?”
Grey smiled. 
“Trouble looking for work, maybe? People call me Grey.”
“You know cows?” Ramirez asked. He had bushy black eyebrows that hopped expressively when he spoke.
“Not so much. I know horses, though.”
“Feed it, water it and make sure it doesn’t do stupid shit - same thing. Cows are just slower and shit more. You look like an outlaw, why you want to shovel cow shit?”
“I’m tired, and I need to settle down for a while,” Grey said after a moment’s thought. “Which is funny. I didn’t know until you asked.”
“That’s a good reason. I pay in bed and board, and you get some of the milk; you can drink it or sell it or whatever. Come winter you’ll have to go, though, I got three men we keep all year already, and in winter there’s not as much work.”
“That sounds good to me.”
And it was good. Grey worked hard, and there was a lot of shit-shoveling, as promised, but he had people to talk to. He’d been mute for months, and it was almost sensual to have conversations - even with Bobby, the feed boy, who was thirty-something, retarded and only interested in beetles. Trigger and Jerry, the other two hands, told stories about women and pot. The pair reminded Grey of Shaggy from the old Scooby-Doo cartoons. 
Grey would eat with the hands, but on his first night Kirsten Ramirez invited Grey and the other hands to a family dinner. Grey, hair still damp from a cold bath at the barn’s water trough, sat between Bobby and Jerry, and tried not to stare at Mrs. Ramirez. It wasn’t easy. Kirsten looked twenty years younger than Tomas, and she had straight brown hair and large brown eyes. She was pretty, humorous, smart and big-breasted. The top buttons of her flannel shirt were open in the heat of the evening, and the full swell of her breasts winked at Grey as she served. Grey spent the dinner trying to keep his eyes at an appropriate level and ignoring an iron erection that refused to go away.
There wasn’t much conversation until the mashed potatoes, beef stew and cornbread were gone. Dessert turned out to be custard, something Grey hadn’t eaten in years. There was milk, of course, and soft cheese, and butter in huge quantities.
“That was delicious, thank you, Mrs. Ramirez,” Grey said.
“You’re very welcome. You’ll want to eat lots, Tomas expects hard work,” she said with a smile. “We have to keep you in shape.”
Grey pulled his eyes away and focused on Tomas, who had produced rolling papers and a jar of bud.
“It’s medicinal. Also, now, probably legal, no?” he asked.
“I guess so. Easier to grow than tobacco, too,” Grey said.
Ramirez finished the joint, handed it to Grey and began rolling another. Jerry and Trigger did likewise. 
“Jerry grows it. He figured it would be a cash crop, but everyone grows weed now.” Tomas lit his smoke with one of the candles that lit the table. Grey followed suit. 
“That stuff is stinky,” Bobby offered with an exaggerated grimace of disgust. “Can I go out and check on the calfs? I think the little one is sickly.” He picked his nose unselfconsciously as he spoke, and wiped his finger on his shirtsleeve.
“Sure Bobby, you just stay around the barn, okay?” Ramirez watched him leave and sighed. “He’s a good guy, works like an ox. He’s just not much for social graces.”
 “He’s nicer than lots I’ve met,” Grey offered.
Wendy and Maria, both wearing identical white cotton dresses, had spent the dinner whispering to each other. Maria, the youngest, piped up in a shrill voice.
“Are you an outlaw, Mister?”
Ramirez rolled his eyes, while Kirsten blushed. “Maria, that’s not polite,” Mrs. Ramirez said in a mom-tone. Tomas snorted. “She’s eight, Kirsten.” 
Grey rubbed his nose. “It’s a fair question. I look kind of like an outlaw. I’m just a regular person, Maria.”
“Why do you have so many guns?” Wendy asked.
“It’s dangerous in places in the world nowadays. Also, I hunt a lot.”
“What do you hunt?” Maria tag-teamed.
“Deer, sometimes birds like pheasant or grouse.”
“Daddy says bullets are like gold any more, how do you get any so you can hunt?” Wendy asked.
“Girls, let Grey have his after-dinner smoke in peace. You can pester him all day tomorrow,” Tomas said. Kirsten ushered the two, protesting, from the dining room to their bedroom. Grey took a deep drag and felt the THC beginning to work, unknotting tension in his back, in his mind.
“Thanks, those two would make great lawyers,” he said. The men smoked in silence for a minute or two.
Kirsten returned, dropping into the seat opposite. “They’re supposed to be going to bed, but I imagine they’ll be up for an hour. They don’t meet new people very often.”
“Not much chance to, any more,” Tomas offered with a wry grin. “Not since the Orion belt.”
“The what?” Grey asked.
“That’s what they ended up calling it. All these meteors. Before the last radio went dead, they were talking about it - said it was a belt of crap the solar system had wandered into.”
“I never heard,” Grey said. “Everyone I talk to just calls it the Fall.”
“There wasn’t much to hear,” Tomas replied, shrugging. “It was mostly people blaming each other for not being ready for something like this. The government was trying to get old technology in place, fifties stuff, and then the second wave of rocks hit and fried everything again.”
“We needed old USSR shit,” Jerry said. “Like their old MiGs in the seventies, the ones with vacuum tubes that would fly after a nuke went off. All we had was chips and solid state. Pfft. Instantly fried.”
“I miss the internet,” Trigger mumbled.
“You just miss the porn,” Jerry said with a smirk.
“I miss electricity,” Kirsten said. “Being able to turn stuff on when I need it.”
Grey felt a foot slide along his calf when Kirsten spoke, and he saw her eyes on him, bright and amused. Slightly stoned, he wondered if he was imagining things.
“It’s like the old west, now,” Tomas said. “With hand-pumps, people taking up blacksmithing, making candles, like that. Dumb people robbed banks when it happened; smart ones robbed museums.” His bushy eyebrows rose and he sighed. “I hope you’ll forgive me if I ask a few impolite questions?”
Grey nodded. 
“You’re here with my wife, with my daughters. So I have to ask. Are you on the run? Are you bringing trouble here? If you are, well, you got a good dinner but you need to move on. If you lie and trouble finds you, I’ll hold you responsible for it.”
Grey shook his head. “Nothing’s following me.”
Ramirez nodded. “Good. Are you following anything that’ll bring trouble?”
“No, not for a long time. My trouble got away from me.”
“If you go after it again, will it come back on me?” Ramirez asked.
“No. It’ll sort itself out.”
“That’s good,” Ramirez said, standing up. Kirsten stood as well, moving to his side. “It’s an early start tomorrow, you three get some rest. And see that Bobby doesn’t sleep in the barn, again, okay?”
Grey started out feeding and shoveling. Cows, he discovered, can make a ton of shit from a quarter-ton of hay. Wheelbarrow by wheelbarrow, Grey built huge manure piles that local farmers would use on their fields. They bartered some fodder for the manure, he discovered, and vegetables for milk and cheese.
It turned out that there were thirty or forty households within ten miles that had survived the initial chaos intact. They’d survived the long winters that followed the Fall, and they traded amongst themselves and a few trade caravans, watched the area and formed a tightknit group dedicated to survival. They were friendly but cautious and could defend themselves violently if need be. Grey noted the line of six graves, unmarked, that lay in a line behind the Ramirez barn. The freshest had perhaps three months of grass growing on it.
It was hot work, and by the end of his first week Grey had passed through sunburnt to tan. His wool travelling clothes were washed and stored and he wore a pair of off-white raw linen trousers and matching shirt that Trigger had traded him for a pocketknife. He wore a straw hat in the sun, and felt like Tom Sawyer. He discovered he liked the work, and he liked the Ramirez family. Trusting people was a luxury he had missed.
Grey was forking hay into the barn’s cavernous loft when Kirsten came in. It was during his second month at the farm. He’d see her in passing on most days, but she was kept busy with the girls. He leaned on the pitchfork, breathing heavily, and wiped sweat from his face with a hand.
She was dressed in jeans and a loose blue t-shirt, and carried two bottles with red and white labels.
“Is that Coke, Mrs. Ramirez?” Grey asked. “Holy shit, where’d you find that?” 
“I have a stash,” she said. “Call me Kirsten, Grey.” She smiled and offered a bottle. “They’re cold. I had them in the spring box.”
“Thank you,” Grey said. He was painfully aware of the way her breasts tented the fabric of the oversized shirt, of how full her lips looked, and her long hair. He sat down on the loft steps, hiding the sudden stir and swell he felt at his groin.
“The girls are having a nap. Trigger and Jerry took Tomas and the wagon to Hurley’s,” she said. “And Bobby’s down on the lower pasture.”
Grey felt blood hammering in his ears and his face felt strange. Maybe he hadn’t been as stoned as he thought.
“So you’re on your own this afternoon?” It sounded inane but he couldn’t think of anything clever. He told himself he should get up, leave, make some excuse and stop this now.
“Grey, I love my husband dearly, don’t get that wrong. But he’s not always able to do what I want. And the only other men I see aren’t what I’d call attractive.” She took a long swallow of pop, and he watched her breasts rise as she tilted her head back.
“So, if you don’t make a thing of it,” she raised an eyebrow. Grey stood and Kirsten glanced down. “Well, that’s a good sign,” she grinned. Her hand squeezed him through the thin cloth. 
It was a mistake, and he knew it was a bad one, but he didn’t stop, then or the times that followed.
It was good sex. Animal and hard and sweaty, and with nothing emotional attached, at least at first. If there had been time, it might have grown into something. And as bad as it ended, it would have been worse if it had happened later.
Of course Trigger saw them. Someone was bound to. They didn’t know it, but he’d come back from whatever he’d been doing early one day and had gone into the woodlot behind the farm looking after his weed. He’d heard them, followed the noise, and had watched from the brush.
Trigger shared his information with Jerry, and the two confronted Grey one evening not long after. They’d tried to act hard. Grey had wanted to smile, even as his gut knotted. 
“Yeah, I got an eyeful,” Trigger said, leering. “When you had her bent over, holding that tree? Oh man, hells yeah. I thought you were going to knock her brains out, you were pumping so hard. Not that I blame you,” he’d continued cheerily. “Those big tits of hers bouncing like that? That sweet ass grinding on you? Shit, I had to rub one out while I was watching.” Jerry had the grace to look embarrassed, Grey noted, but he was Trigger’s buddy and stayed quiet.
In the end they said they wanted Grey’s guns for their silence, or the money his guns would bring. Grey had said he’d think about it, and had simply packed up and moved on that night. They’d tried to stay awake and keep an eye on him, but after their usual evening smoke, they’d both nodded off. He liked Tomas, and he could spare him pain this way. He’d just assume Grey had drifted on. A cowardly part of him was glad. It was a way out without having to face either Kirsten or Tomas.
Grey rode north that night, taking his time, and camped one day out on a flat bench thickly wooded with birch. He searched for a while, and found a little spring that he dug out until a gallon or two of clear water collected. He shot a whitetail doe that evening in a cottonwood grove; he’d left without taking any food but what he could scavenge in the bunkhouse.
He whittled two points on a heavy, straight piece of branch, punched each end through the deer’s hocks just behind the big tendon, and hoisted her to hang head-down from a forked tree. He skinned the doe, peeling the hide with occasional help from his knife, and then set about removing the meat in thin strips. He festooned the limbs of a red alder with the meat, watching it go black as it dried. The flies weren’t bad, the weather was too dry, but he built a smoky fire that kept them from laying eggs while the meat desiccated. He cut out the liver and heart. Grey took a cast iron skillet from his gear and melted a chunk of deer fat in it over one of the smoke-fires. He fried a slice of liver and then laid slices of the tough heart in the fat to cook while he ate it. He kept the fire burning all night, and packed the meat the next day in the afternoon. He rolled the raw hide after scraping it down, and was tying it with rawhide strips when Tomas walked out of the trees.
The dairyman was holding an old lever-action rifle and it was aimed at the center of Grey’s chest. His own guns were yards away, leaning against a tree. 
“You killed her. Why?” Tomas asked. His voice wavered, but the gun never did.
“What happened?” Grey asked.
“You know. I want to know why. She was a good girl.”
Grey felt a floating, dreamy unreality settle over him. 
“I don’t know. I left because Trigger and Jerry decided to see if they could blackmail me. Everyone was fine when I left.”
“You’re a fucking liar,” Tomas said in a dead voice. ”I let you into my house and you killed my girl.”
“Oh my fuck,” Grey felt dizzy. “Maria’s dead? Wendy?”
“Kirsten, you sick fuck. You killed my wife.” Tomas’s voice hitched.
“No I didn’t,” Grey said. “But I want to know who did.”
“Sit down where you are.”
Grey did, with a thump. His knees were weak with shock and adrenaline. Tomas circled the clearing and took Grey’s guns.
“Blackmail? What the hell are you talking about?” Tomas was behind Grey. “Tell me, and if you move, I’ll put a bullet in you.”
“I was having sex with your wife,” Grey said, very slowly and clearly. He could feel the spot on his spine where the bullet would hit. “Trigger saw me and told Jerry. They wanted my gear or they’d tell you, so I left.”
Grey waited. His mouth was dry. Tomas took a long time to respond. Grey finally broke the silence.
“I’m not a good man, but I liked you and Kirsten, and I figured I should just leave because I’d done enough harm. If I’d killed anyone, I wouldn’t have stopped here to jerk venison.”
“You were fucking my wife? Pendejo. I should kill you for that on its own.”
“Someone figured I’d be blamed and took advantage. Someone who knew I was leaving.”
“Jerry or Trigger. Bobby?”
“Not Bobby, he couldn’t make the connection. Besides he’s a good guy. He loved Kirsten.”
Tomas was quiet for a long time. Grey stared at a clump of moss on the ground in front of him. It was as green as jade, and made of tiny star-shaped leaves. He wondered how long moss lived.
“Did my wife seduce you? Did you go after her?”
“It wasn’t like that. She loved you. I was just a toy.” 
“I don’t know what to do,” Tomas said after a long pause. It sounded like he was weeping. “I can’t do this, it’s too much.” 
“I can, if you’ll let me,” Grey said, still staring at the moss and feeling a familiar cold weight in his gut. “Take my guns in. Tell them you killed me. I’ll follow after dark.”
The moss really was beautiful when you looked closely enough, he thought.
He waited to see if he’d die.
 
Tomas rode in before dark, carrying Grey’s guns. Grey followed him once it was fully dark. The hands usually went to sleep early. He had shared the bunkhouse with them and knew where they slept. Each man had an old footlocker, a short shelf and a few personal items. He’d deal with that if he had to, but he didn’t think he would.
Grey had asked only one question of Tomas before they parted: Had there been blood? There had been a lot of blood, Tomas said, his face ashen. Grey couldn’t make himself ask if the girls had seen. He didn’t want to know.
He circled the farm in the summer dark and sat his horse in the edge of the woodlot, listening to the creak of crickets and the musical lowing of the cattle in their pasture. From here he could see the spring box in its little cleft behind the barn. The water welled out of the rock there, pooling in the old concrete box before trickling down to be lost in the pasturage below. There was a low-riding moon, and Grey watched it wester until it sat. In the full dark that followed he dismounted and descended the hill, taking a seat in the tall grass near the spring box.
He was almost asleep when he heard the wooden lid of the box rattle. He sat up, listening as someone stirred in the water. He heard sloshing, then pattering noises, then more sloshing. He stood. Grey could just make out the back of a figure hunched over the box, facing away, watching the farm down the hill. 
The sound of washing covered his footsteps. The figure stiffened but did not turn when Grey cleared his throat.
“Put the clothes down on the ground and step away,” Grey said. The figure didn’t move. “Do it now.” There was a wet thump and the figure stood, stepped to the side and turned. It was too dark to make out his features, but Grey knew him by voice.
“Why’d you come back? You weren’t supposed to come back. Tomas said he killed you,” Trigger said. He sounded sad.
“Two more steps to your right, keep your hands where I can see them.” Grey realized his lips had pulled back from his teeth in a skull’s grin.
Trigger shuffled right.
“How’d you know where I’d be?”
“Takes a lot of soaking to get blood out. The box made sense. You couldn’t put your clothes in a pond where they could be found. You wouldn’t want to just bury the clothes and then have to explain where they went.”
Crickets called in falling staccato runs and a nightjar swooped past overhead, or maybe a big bat chasing mosquitos. Trigger waited for more but Grey didn’t speak. At last, Grey took three strides so the two men stood close, facing each other. He could hear Trigger panting and smell his sweat. He couldn’t stop grinning his horrible grin, and part of him didn’t want to.
“Don’t you want to know why?” The question had a soft, greasy eagerness to it when it finally came. The grinning part of him did want to know, at least a little, and that made Grey angry. 
“I know why. You’re broken. I just wanted you clear of those clothes before I killed you.”
The knife went under and up behind Trigger’s ribs in three quick thrusts. He gave a breathy moan with each strike. Grey stepped aside to avoid the blood as he withdrew the blade, twisting it savagely after the last blow. The farmhand swayed for a moment, then fell over backward and moved weakly in the dry grass, making bubbling noises. Grey wiped his knife on Trigger’s pant leg, then sat down and waited for him to die. It took a while.
He washed his hands before he went to the farmhouse to collect his guns.
 
In the morning Georgia and a tired-looking Grey on a borrowed quarterhorse rode for an hour back into the hills. The weather was cold, a little breezy, and the sky was streaked with thin clouds that threatened late snow. They climbed a ridge, the trees opening out before them, and found themselves overlooking a wide valley through which a stream wound in serpentine curves bordered by snowcapped boulders and tangled logjams, some as high as thirty feet.
Grey rode down the hill, counting paces. From one hundred yards to three hundred he stopped at intervals and clambered off the horse. He set wrist-thick sticks of firewood atop rocks and logs, eight in all, and then folded the bag he had used to bring them. He rode back, the horse feeling its way through the snow, wary of downed trees and buried rocks.
Georgia had dismounted and unfolded a faded green tarp. She lay prone on it, the rifle propped on its bipod, peering down into the valley.
Grey dismounted and tethered his horse next to Geogia’s fjord pony.
“You only brought eight?” Georgia asked as he took a seat on the tarp and readied his binoculars.
“That’s all that would fit in the bag. You need more?”
“No, eight should do. Call them out when you’re ready.” Georgia worked the action of the gun, chambering the first round, and dropped her cheek to the stock.
“Furthest left,” Grey said. 
The rifle boomed, the empty shell case glittering as the weapon ejected it on a spinning arc into the snow. The target, at one hundred and fifty yards, spun end-over-end into the snow.
“Nearest.” The log exploded into splinters.
“Middle right.” Again.
“Farthest.” Again.
“Next farthest. Far right. Nearest. Last one.”
Echoes rumbled and growled back and forth as the final piece of wood spun away. The horses blew and snorted, but calmed rapidly. Georgia stood, stretching. Her eyes were distant.
“So?” she asked.
Grey smiled thinly.
“I assume there is a lot on my plate, then?”
“Yes. Lots,” Grey said, eyeing the splintered wood scattered across the width of the vale. “What’s your maximum range?”
“If I take my time? With this, depending on the situation, six or seven hundred yards. For fast shooting, about three hundred.”
Georgia refused to follow Grey at a walking pace and loaned him the quarterhorse when they set off the following day. The trail was slushy and muddy in parts, and it was four days before they reached the Port. Grey shared what he knew as they rode.
Georgia spoke little and watched constantly. Her rifle stayed in its case, riding across her bedroll behind her saddle, and she wore an old revolver belted over her buckskin jacket. Grey rode with his rifle slung across his back.
As they descended the long slope into Kelowna on the last day, Grey unslung the rifle and rested it across the saddle before him. He saw fewer scavengers than in past years, and never had the sense of being watched. A bare handful of people muffled in rags and hides darted away at their approach, and smoke rose from just a few of the semi-intact buildings that had once held dozens of hungry-eyed survivors.
At the Port, spikes lined much of the outside wall; jagged sections of steel fencepost, rebar and other scrap had been welded in place near the barricade’s top, angling down. Where the wall was cinderblock or brick incorporated from a standing structure, sharpened wooden palings leaned out over the roofline. 
The bus gate was limited to foot traffic, so Georgia and Grey had to wait until the guards winched open the creaking cart-gate. The port normally collected a toll for opening the gate. Grey gave the porter a copper slug and then bartered for change.
Early spring meant the lake’s water was cold and the kokanee salmon and lake trout ran shallow. The water was already dotted with boats running long lines and netting. An early mule team had arrived from the south, trading grain for fish, and Grey paused to study them where they milled in the tiled plaza near the docks. Five drovers, all doubling as guards, attended the fourteen mules. Each animal bore a wooden crosstree laden with sacks and bags. The mules stood with their heads down and looked sleepy. One spoiled the illusion by snapping viciously at a child that strayed too close, its big teeth clicking in the air inches from the recoiling boy’s shoulder.
“You’ll want to talk to them,” Georgia said.
“Yes. But Josie first.”
With the fishermen out on the water the bar was nearly empty. A few early townies were nursing beers and Big Tom sat playing cards with three other men at the billiard table. The rear wall panels were up, as they would be until warm weather came, and the narrow room looked longer and darker than before.
Josie grinned and emerged from behind the bar to hug her sister. They exchanged greetings, and Josie gave Grey a hug and a kiss. She seated them down at a corner table and gestured to Tom, who grimaced at his hand before folding his cards. He rose and joined them.
“Grey,” he said. “And this must be Georgia.” He offered his hand. Georgia took it briefly. 
“You must be Tom,” she said. “Grey told me a little about you.”
“Nothing too bad I trust. You noticed the walls, Grey?”
Grey grunted an assent. “It’ll make climbing over a chore. How are people feeling about the whole thing?”
Tom see-sawed a big palm. Grey noted his nails were carefully trimmed and clean.
“Like anything, there are those who have already forgotten. They figure it all blew over, already. But there’s enough with brains to keep an eye out and work on our defenses. Do you have your people together yet?”
“Some. We’ll be ready. Clay has two who want to come. There’s Georgia and me, and Tillingford’s oldest boy Harmon. And Doc, of course.”
“Only seven?” Tom asked.
“We won’t win with numbers,” Georgia said. “So don’t let that worry you.”
“But if they get the drop on you?” Tom asked.
“They won’t,” Grey said. “Or if they do, we’ll die. But it’s not likely. That’s why we’re making them respond to us. It’s easier to attack than defend.” He sighed and stretched, his back sore from the ride. “We’ve been over this, Tom, let’s leave it. I’m more interested in news.” He looked at Josie.
“There haven’t been many visitors from the south this winter. Not that that’s a surprise after the weather,” Josie said. “One interesting item from the teamsters here now, though. They came out of southern Washington. They get in here once every few months; some of them I recognize. They say there are rumors that an army is coming. Outlaws and drifters have been trickling through the towns, and some have talked about that defense force thing. Some people call then Greens. The word is that they’re based in Montana.”
“We figured that much, what’s it have to do with our problem?” Grey asked.
“They say there’s been friction between some of the drifters running west and the local hard men. Firefights, a few towns burnt down. These guys stopped to trade in Wenatchee and heard that some local boss was moving shop. The story is that he had scouts headed north last year, so the Wenatchee people were worried, because this guy’s supposed to have a lot of guns and an unhappy reputation. He runs a lot of towns, a lot of scams.”
“So he could be our guy? South of Wenatchee?” Grey asked.
“He could be,” Josie said. “There is a lot of stuff on the move, but I doubt there are many raiders with a hundred guns looking north.”
“Did they know where this guy is based?”
“Not for sure. The traders say they pack along the foot of the Cascades, and all the rumors have this guy inland, maybe around Moses Lake or Ephrata or The Potholes. He has garrisons all over the place though. The kicker is that one of the teamsters thought their base was called ‘the castle’.”
“That’s them,” Grey leaned forward. “They have a name?”
“No, it’s funny. They call them soldiers, sometimes soldiers of the castle, but they’re just raiders playing at being a militia. Apparently their boss is some sort of military wannabe called Creedy.” Josie paused, looking alarmed. “Grey, you look terrible. Are you all right?”
Grey leaned back. His glee at knowing where the raiders were had lasted a second, and now he thought he’d throw up. He shook his head and forced a grin.
“Haven’t eaten anything but jerky and pemmican for a week, and I think I’m getting old,” he said. “You have any of those sausage rolls? I think I should eat something before we get down to details.”
“Sure,” Josie said. Grey saw she still looked unconvinced. He’d have to tell her, but not with Tom around. Georgia caught his eye and raised one eyebrow fractionally. Grey stared at her blankly while his stomach churned.
Creedy. Of course it was Creedy, Grey thought. Good old Kingsnake. He’d still be alive, even young. Bastard. Oh the chickens are coming home to roost, all right.
He told Josie that night. He thought she’d probably tell her sister, so he didn’t bother asking her not to.
It wasn’t his worst story, but it was bad enough. 
 
It was cold and getting colder. November snow had whitened the peaks around Lake Pend Oreille, and Grey’s horse blew clouds of steam with each breath. The cold cut through the layers of wool and hides he wore, and his riders, strung out through the edges of the woods, looked down on Sandpoint and shivered. 
The town was laid out in a rough crescent, hugging the shore and extending out onto a crooked spit. It had been larger in the past, and was surrounded by a wilderness of junk and collapsed buildings through which a road had been cleared. The road crossed the rubble field and terminated at a massive set of steel gates, the only access through a tall wall of cemented field-stone and brick that hemmed the settlement’s fifteen or twenty buildings.
“Somehow, I don’t think they want visitors,” Creedy said, reining up beside Grey. Kingsnake was a trim, neat man, scarcely out of his teens, who’d picked up with Grey a few years before. He was ferociously intelligent in a cold way, which made up for his abysmal shooting skills. He wore a tricolor bandana tied around his left upper arm. Someone had started calling him Kingsnake for the red, black and tan cloth, and the name had stuck.
“Can’t blame them,” Grey observed. “But we need a place to winter, or enough food to travel, or we’ll be dead before December.”
It was his own fault, Grey admitted to himself. If he’d gone south earlier, as planned, and hadn’t let stories brought back by his scouts lure him to the mines at Blueslide, they’d be wintering in central Oregon. Their saddlebags were all heavy with raw silver, it was true. He’d assumed they could buy what they needed this winter, but now they had an issue. It hadn’t helped that some of the men couldn’t control their basic animal idiocy. They could have stayed in Blueslide. They’d been careful and had preyed on outfits that were in competition with the locals, or hidden their mistakes well, and then Craig and his buddy had burnt down the saloon and killed a child in a fight over a whore. Sixty miners with guns, disorganized, weren’t much of an issue, but sixty miners all mad at you were.
Sandpoint’s gatekeeper, a thick-waisted, pig-nosed woman who looked half Chinese, had turned Grey and a small contingent away, not liking the look of them. The lumps of crudely refined silver hadn’t impressed her, and she’d warned them off.
“We don’t have but the food we need for the winter ourselves. You boys will have to go south,” she’d said through the bars of the gate. “Try Coeur d’Alene. The traders ride up from there, and they’ve got farms and a mill or two,” she’d said.
Good enough advice, except Grey doubted they had enough food for a week; much less the three it would take to get to the lake country.
His eyes roved along the shore within the walls, noting the boats pulled up high for the winter, the nets hung to dry. They had to have fish. They were like all townies; no food or trade for strangers with guns. He understood, but he had thirty men he needed to feed.
“We’ll have to go in and get what we need, Snake, so get the boys ready,” Grey said.
It had worked before. You lit a fire to start with, to keep the defenders busy. After all, what good was defending a town that burnt down behind you? This would be harder, though. Three or four would have to get in at night over the wall, silently, and start the fires in the east end of town so the rest could cross the walls at the western extremity, just past the gate. Once they were in and the gates opened it would be straightforward; grab what you needed, shoot anyone stupid enough to get in the way and clear off. They had silver, damn it. The townies could have traded. They just needed the food to make it out of the snow.
Grey shivered and took a swig from the bottle that rode in his coat pocket. It helped a little.
He set things in motion that evening and watched them all go wrong. The three men who’d gone in first had started one small fire, but within a minute there was a chorus of dogs barking and a few heavy thumps of shotgun fire. None of the three who crossed the wall had carried a shotgun.
Still, it was a distraction to the east, and four more had gone over the wall to the west of the gate while the noise was just picking up. One managed to return to the tree line, bleeding from a hundred cuts. He told Grey that the wall had been topped with glass set in the mortar, and that defenders had waited in the shadows, killing the other three as they jumped down, quietly, with axes and hammers. Someone had convinced the townies to stay at their posts despite the now-extinguished fire, and now Grey’s riders were six less, and still on the wrong side of the gate.
For the next three days Grey and two other sharpshooters moved through the trees from vantage to vantage and shot whoever raised a head above the walls. They killed six or seven, but time was pressing as the weather stayed cold and snow threatened. Scouts Grey had sent out to forage came back with one hope. A couple of old boats had been found, ungainly fiberglass hulls meant for powerboats, but stripped, overgrown and forgotten in the ruins of a lakeside house a few miles down the western shore. The locals had done a good job of scouring any other boats from the lakeshore, making a waterside attack unlikely, but they’d missed these.
Within another two days the boats were afloat, and rations were down to pemmican and rank strips of jerky meant for the dogs. Grey went on the lead boat, and the pitch-black trip across the freezing lake remained one of the worst memories of his life. His fingers couldn’t feel the shotgun they gripped, and the splash and spray from clumsy makeshift paddles soaked his clothing in icewater. His empty gut gnawed at him. He prayed that the meteors would stay quiet; a big one illuminating the lake would be fatal. By the time they beached within the wall in the shadow of a rotting motel he could no longer control the chattering of his teeth.
They had an hour to wait. Just before sunrise those outside the wall would begin to fire on defenders. If none were visible, a sortie would be made on the gate to force its defense. When the shooting started, the dozen men behind the wall would move up behind the defenders and kill them.
Grey moved the men into the motel, quietly, to wait. Inside, the lobby was now webbed with nylon ropes and the smell of smoke and fish was overpowering. Grey and the others found one old man mending a net. Kingsnake held him, a hand over his mouth, while another man cut his throat. In the nearest guest rooms they found stacked smoked fish, mountains of it, and ate ravenously. Grey and a few others filled their pockets and packs with jerked fish while awaiting the dawn.
With food and the smoky half-warmth of the drying house, Grey’s spirits rose. He pulled the bottle from his pocket and had another drink. 
They’d make it yet.
 
“We didn’t, though,” Grey said. He sat very stiffly in the red wooden chair in Josie’s little room. “The hog-nosed woman had set up her defenders along the route to the gate. They were ready for someone to break in from outside, but she also had a second group set up to watch the route we’d have to take from the waterfront. They chopped us to pieces. We lost almost everyone, and killed maybe a dozen of theirs.”
Josie had sat on her bed, listening, running her hands over the old orange afghan that covered it.
“How’d you get out?” she asked.
“Just luck. We fell back toward the lake, and I split off, told the others to scatter, ran through a house and climbed a barricade and managed to get over the wall. I got back to my horse. Creedy got out, too, and we worked our way south on the fish we had, picking up new guns as we went.”
“You could have left on your own. You’re the best hunter I know. You’d have found food.”
Grey shrugged, started to speak and stopped, then took a deep breath and tried again.
“Do you think people can change?” he asked.
“Maybe,” Josie said. “But I don’t think change alone makes up for what we do.”
“I never figured it did. We killed - I killed - a dozen people, probably, for half a bag of fish.”
Josie stared at him. 
“It’s still cutting you up inside. You think I could hate you? How could I hate you? But I pity you, Grey. You’re weak in ways that hurt you, and strong in ways that don’t help. You have to find a way to forgive yourself.”
He couldn’t meet her eye. “I know,” he said. “I just don’t know how.”
She rose and hugged him where he sat with his hands in his lap.
“Come to bed,” she said
 
 


Chapter 8: The Road South
 
Georgia spent the next weeks at the bar with her sister. Grey visited Tillingford’s again during that time. He shut his trapline down, bringing in the last pelts of the year and stowing his gear under the floor of his small cabin. He stopped at his nearest neighbor, a young man named Cuisar who grew a little patch of vegetables and painted strange pictures, and told him what to do with the stuff if he didn’t come back. Then he made his way to Maggie’s. 
The weather was random. Crisp wintery days would be followed by warm foggy ones, or cold rain, or dustings of late snow. The sun would ride up a bright blue sky in the morning and disappear behind a scum of black-grey snow clouds before lunch, only to reappear and set in glory.
The snow on the ground had retreated to the higher slopes of the valley, though vales and shaded hollows held mounded, granular old snow the consistency of rock salt. The worst of the early snowmelt mud was gone.
Over first days of April the rest of Grey’s band trickled in and congregated at one of the cabins on Maggie’s upper pastures. It was an old, swaybacked building that ran north-south, with walls of square-cut logs dovetailed at the joins. The roof was cedar shake, bleached almost white by the sun and rain. Windows were cut in every twelve feet, and the single door opened onto a small roofed porch. A decrepit lean-to built against it held stovewood. A split rail fence enclosed a pasture with a shallow green stock pond at its rear. 
Harmon Tillingford arrived first on a gaunt old gray, leading a pack mule. Harmon had his father’s high color and was pink-faced in the spring wind. Like his many brothers he was tall and lean with long face and narrow jaw, but he was hard around the eyes in a way that his siblings weren’t. Grey didn’t know much about him, but Harmon’s father had hinted that the boy had done work like this before. He wasn’t really a boy to anyone but Art, Grey reflected. He had to be in his mid-twenties. Harmon’s only visible weapon was a handmade crossbow with a cedar stock and a bow made of ground and polished spring steel. He carried a round, stubby quiver at his right thigh that held perhaps two-dozen short, thick-shafted bolts with hammered steel delta heads. 
Georgia came the same day, accompanied by Josie. Georgia seemed to know Harmon and greeted him.
Clay was on hand, of course, and he brought along a bluff, laughing man named Kelly Sowter. Sowter had a big, hard-muscled gut and moved lightly on his feet. He brought an old pump shotgun and three oilskin tarps to use for tents on their second mule. He shook Grey’s hand, tipped his ragged John Deere cap to Josie and Georgia, and set about making a pot of chicory. Clay’s second man came with him. It was Ronald, looking pale and excited and young. Grey killed the urge to pull him aside and give him some sage advice. He hoped the boy wasn’t carrying an urge to prove anything.
Doc arrived the following day in an old duster that smelled of mink oil, with another pack mule carrying two of his orange crates. Winston had been left with a neighbor. The day’s ride to the ranch hadn’t tired Doc, who dismounted with a fluid slither and wandered over to meet Georgia. Josie grinned behind his back at Grey and mouthed “ladies man?” Grey smiled and shrugged. It was a side to Doc he hadn’t seen.
It was dusk when a single horseman trotted up to the cabin as Sowter was starting to serve supper. Josie had been on the porch and stuck her head in with a quizzical look.
“Grey, there’s a strange looking guy headed this way. Are you expecting someone?”
“Maybe. I’ll come out.” Grey pulled his boots on and excused himself.
The rider had come to a halt about thirty yards from the cabin, but dismounted and walked his horse forward when Grey emerged. The newcomer was wrapped in a serape made of an old tan blanket. His exposed arms were covered with the cracked gray leather of an ancient motorcycle jacket, and he wore greasy black jeans tucked into a pair of scuffed engineer’s boots. His face was hidden by snarl of wool scarves. Josie saw the wink of steel under the serape when he dismounted.
“This where the party is?” he asked, pulling at the scarves and exposing a narrow, whiskered face lined with years and weather. His eyes were a pale green, like a cat’s, Josie saw. Grey stepped past her, held out a hand and the man shook it.
“Mal. Malcolm Barnes. I expect you got my message,” Grey said.
“I did. It said you were offering one a week and loot?” His voice was mellow and slow, with a hint of an accent, but his eyes moved rapidly, taking in the cabin, the windows facing him and the faces therein.
“Yep,” Grey agreed. “We’ll be eight against a lot more if things go poorly. That a problem?”
Mal shook his head, mouth set in a line. 
“The pasture gate’s around back. You can put your horse in there with the others and come in, meet everyone. Get some food.”
“All right.” Mal said, catching his horse’s reins and heading around the corner of the cabin.
Grey turned and went back inside, Josie following.
The cabin had three rooms, side-by-side, each about twenty feet square. The center room had a woodstove made of an old steel drum and a plank table. The chairs were a mix of rickety wooden ones and equally shaky aluminum lawn chairs. Most of the windows still had glass in them. Those that didn’t had oiled hide that passed a tired yellow light. It smelled of mice. Over a dinner of chili and bannock, Grey invited questions.
“Who’s he?” Clay asked, eyeing Mal.
“He’s an old partner. He does this kind of work and he was available,” Grey said. “You can trust him, Clay.”
“Are you a gunfighter?” Ronald asked. Grey thought he’d tried for nonchalant but the boy just sounded nervous. Mal chuckled and muttered through a mouthful of chili.
“No such thing. I fight for pay, yes. That doesn’t make me a gunfighter. They are for stories.”
Sowter cut in.
“Pardon my asking, but why bother yourself? Who’s paying?”
Mal gestured at Grey with a fork and took a bite of bannock.
“Why are you paying for a gun?” Josie asked.
“Because it’s Mal’s job,” Grey said. 
“Grey’s a funny guy,” Mal said, swallowing. “He’d have thought it was rude if he didn’t hire me, and just asked an old friend to ride off and get shot at.”
“Pretty much,” Grey said. For a while there was only the clink of utensils.
Doc was watching the window. Wind-driven rain was pattering against the glass and zigzagging down in silver trails.
“When do we leave?” he asked.
“Tomorrow. We can talk all we want on the road, and I’m tired of talking,” Grey said. Harmon grunted and twitched a smile. Ronald looked surprised but stayed quiet.
Maggie came by just before dawn, looking older. She’d been sick with a dry cough nearly all winter, but refused to let Doc have a look at her. Clay told Grey he figured she would either get better or die on her own. She spoke privately to Clay and Sowter, gave Ronald a stern bit of advice, and eyed the quarterhorse Georgia had supplied Grey.
“You should shoe it,” she said. “If it comes up lame you’re going to be walking back.”
“He’s got feet like iron, Maggie. He’ll be fine.”
Maggie examined his face. Grey saw the whites of her eyes had taken on a yellow cast that he didn’t like.
“Are you going to be okay, Maggie?”
She laughed. “You should spend your worry on yourself.” She glanced away, eyes settling on Ronald as he finished tacking up his horse. His breath steamed in the cold air and he cursed as his horse circled, eager to be off and tired of waiting.
“Try to bring them back, Grey.”
“I will.”
“You’ll bring them back?” 
“I’ll try.”
She turned and studied Mal for a long time, and shivered in the cold. She coughed; three hard wheezing hacks into a closed fist. She wiped her hand and pat Grey on the back. Maggie mounted her little Arab, who tossed his head fractiously as she turned him and set off east into the rising sun.
Grey watched her go, then went inside to say goodbye to Josie. The others waited. She came out with Grey after a minute, her eyes red, and watched them leave from the cabin’s porch. They headed south, their shadows stretching over the matted brown grass on their right, elongate and writhing as they flowed across the uneven ground.
Grey chose the path, and he stayed high on the western rim of the hills flanking the lake. They avoided settlements and traveled the old highway route at first. Far below, on their left in midmorning they passed the long line of the bridge, stretching across the waist of the lake to the Port. Boats were already at work, fishermen moving in slow formation along the water. They kept on.
The country was hilly, rocky and rough, equally split between tussocks of bunchgrass and basalt outcrops and stands of big, red-barked ponderosa pine on the south-facing slopes. Those that faced north were brushy with saskatoon berries, thorny alders and the early green of thimbleberries. The trees here tended to be fir or spruce, with cedars and aspens in the moist clefts of the valleys. 
They were forced higher and off the highway as they headed south, where the mountains flanking the lake pressed in and the slopes fell away in rust-brown cliffs for hundreds of feet. Tan mountain sheep ran and hopped across the faces of the cliffs like goats at play in a pasture. From time to time they could glimpse the line of the old road at the base of the cliff, or the plumes of smoke from cabins in the rare clumps of trees near the shore. 
They stopped and watered the horses at a creek in the afternoon. Early grasses and weeds cloaked its banks, and they let the horses graze for an hour. The riders ate smoked fish and a handful of parched corn, and set off again. There was little talk.
They camped that night on the high bench west of the crater that marked the south end of the lake. The crater was perfectly round and nearly a hundred yards across, the bottom filled with bright green water dotted with geese. A devastated jumble of masonry and steel surrounded it, all that remained of the little city of Penticton. Cottonwoods had spent decades reclaiming the area, and their green-budding branches, still a week or two from unfurling leaves, lent the wreckage a tinge of spring.
Ronald spent a long time looking at it through Clay’s binoculars.
Sowter turned out to have a knack for stories, and that evening he told one about a cowboy and a bobcat that helped relax the group. Even Mal cracked a smile while disassembling and cleaning the collection of pistols he carried. Georgia watched him with a crease between her brows. 
Grey assigned watches.
“I doubt there’s any chance of us being bothered until we get farther south, but let’s not take that for granted,” he said as a few groans issued at the news. Doc insisted he needed his beauty sleep, and that he couldn’t shoot anything anyway. Clay pointed out he could see just fine, and Doc wound up on first watch.
It took Grey a while to get to sleep. He wasn’t the most natural rider, and he was out of practice and feeling his age in stray twinges. When he did sleep, it was dreamless.
 
 


Chapter 9: Politics
 
The Castle’s ground floor featured a huge cafeteria. The facility had been intact and undamaged when Creedy had taken possession and with a few adjustments it still fulfilled the same role it had for its builders.
The gas ovens in the kitchens had been pulled out. Their never-rusting remains sat in a heap in the weeds outside. Charcoal and wood grills and ovens - some scavenged, most made from sheet metal - had replaced them. The rear door, opening onto a concrete stair that lead up to daylight, remained open when the kitchen was in use to exchange air and let smoke escape. The ceiling and walls were stained yellow from years of greasy smoke, but there was no built-up soot. Creedy insisted the kitchen staff keep the room as clean as possible and punished the staff as a whole for the mistakes of any one. This evening a spitted calf occupied the largest barbeque, built in the concrete foundation of the old grill. It was turned by hand, and had been since that morning. A half-dozen cooks scurried, making platters of meat, baskets of buns, fried potatoes cooked in lard. There was no fresh fruit. It was too early in the year, even for the traders who packed in from the coast, where a few ships called year-round from southern ports. Jars of canned peaches from Castle stores stood ready for dessert, though.
Oil lamps and candles lit the dining hall, an L-shaped expanse with a raised speaker’s dais in the corner where the two arms met. Red and white bunting had been hung in loops on the walls backing the platform. There were seven long steel tables with attached benches in each arm of the room. The tables were filled with Creedy’s officers and representatives from his townships, along with their entourages. Tonight, each table carried four tall candles, adding to the illumination. Tablecloths of pale blue linen made from Oregon flax and woven on handlooms at Salem covered every table.
The crowd was mixed. Some wore thirty-year-old suits and ties, and escorted ladies ranging from the prim and elderly to the barely pubescent, attired in dresses hand-made or scavenged. Others wore reeking furs stained with smoke and blood and grease and were unaccompanied but for their sidearms. Most looked like farmers at a grange meeting, with white shirts, broad hats and dungarees.
Creedy sat at the head table, dressed in his usual khakis, his hair neatly combed, with Sam at his side in a slinky red dress. He watched his people with interest as they interacted with the headmen, mayors or town elders of his little kingdom.
The dynamics appeared simple at first, but he enjoyed the subtlety of the real dance beneath the obvious one. Bear Jackson, garrison commander near Walla Walla, bulked hugely over a smaller man, speaking down into his face, frowning thunderously. Creedy imagined the smaller man was a townie in Bear’s zone. Smaller men were always at a disadvantage in discussion, Creedy mused. It could be overcome, of course. Several of his commanders were women - often the best of his troops - but they always had to overcome the disadvantage of size and strength. Simple men postured and threatened and struck if balked. They made decent sergeants; women, and complex men, found ways to apply pressure with a word. He valued that far more. A case in point was Stephanie Hollis, diminutive in her formal black slacks and short suit-jacket, pale hair in a tight braid. Hollis was currently sitting one table over, flanked by her husband William and her aide, whose name escaped Creedy. She ran the important wheat and oat territories south of Spokane, and the representatives from her towns sat quietly at her table, attentive and polite. Simple men like Bear would never reach that level of control over their charges, which was why he would never advance.
Of course, if he thought he was about to, he’d be better suited for what Creedy had in mind for him and his ilk.
Samantha glanced at Creedy as he rose, and then turned her attention back to her dinner. Bruising shadowed her right cheek despite her makeup.
Creedy climbed the three steps and took a central position on the platform, clasping his hand behind his back, head slightly lowered. He waited until conversation stopped. It didn’t take long. He raised his head and smiled broadly.
“Good evening, friends,” he said. There were a few good-natured responses. The crowd had been well-fed and left to its own devices, and was in a good mood.
“This is our eleventh annual meeting. I’m glad to see you all here, and I trust your journeys were safe. I’ve always prided myself on supplying a safe environment for travel and trade.”
There was an approving murmur. Anyone who had argued that point with Creedy over the years wasn’t present to say otherwise.
“While we’ve made a civilization where wilderness held sway, most of you are aware that there are changes coming; great changes. New players are arriving and we may find our lives altered.”
That had their attention. Even the whisperers stopped to listen.
“We may not speak of it, but I think we all know in our hearts that we are Americans. We’ve continued the tradition of a great nation shattered by disaster, and survived and prospered as best we could.” He glanced around the room, smiled inclusively, and began pacing thoughtfully along the front edge of the raised platform.
“You’ve all heard the rumors - the news, I should say - that the United States is once more striving to make the united in its name a reality. That its reborn military arm, the Continental Defense Force, is making its way west, bringing with it the prospect of a brighter future. A future without the fear of outlaws and cartel thugs raiding our towns, murdering our families and stealing the very food we need to survive.”
He stopped, facing the diners, and raised his hands, palms upward.
“What should we do? How shall we greet the return of the union? Some ask that in fear, some in curiosity, and it is a good question; a question that needs to be asked.” That part, he smiled inwardly, was certainly true, unlike what was to follow.
“I have taken the liberty of making some initial contact with representatives of the CDF.” There were murmurs at that, but it sounded like surprise rather than disbelief, and Creedy smiled again.
“Their aims are to bring law and order, to allow for the peaceful rebuilding of our once-great nation, and all they require of us is to do what we have done; keep the peace, make the world safer for our children, and labor for our betterment.”
Some of the less astute, Bear for one, looked confused. They’d spent the past decade killing and looting in the guise of protection. Creedy depended on their trust in him, and their hungry egos, to carry them past the questions.
“I think we can all agree to these aims. So. What shall we do? I have a plan I hope you will consider.” He paused for effect.
“I believe we should join with the CDF, uniting our existing garrisons with their own system, allowing for a smooth transition of control with no loss of safety or possessions to any of us here.”
There was some scattered applause at that, even though half the audience had understood only half of what was said. The townies looked dazed and hopeful. Bear and others like him had a sort of thick animal cunning on their faces as they tried to work out how to stay in charge of their little kingdoms. Hollis and three or four of the really important leaders were carefully deadpan, but Creedy could sense their amusement.
“That being the case, as this year goes forward, you, the civilian leaders of our communities, will work closely with your Castle garrison commanders to make ready to greet the return of the nation. This is a time you will remember and share with your children and grandchildren. This is the time that the United States will again stretch from sea to shining sea.”
The townies were still applauding as Creedy reminded them that a dance was to follow dinner. He bowed once and returned to his seat.
Sam stared at him. He grinned.
“What? Do you have a question?”
She shook her head. Then nodded.
“I did, but not about that. Did you want wine this evening?” Sam had learned quickly that Creedy’s dark, sullen periods earned her bruises like the one fading from her face. His brighter moments turned his mind to sex and drink.
“I think that sounds wonderful.” Creedy turned his attention to his meal.
“I’ll get a bottle, and some dessert if you like. I think they have peaches,” Sam said, rising. Creedy waved a hand dismissively as he chewed, his eyes studying the reactions playing out around the room.
If he’d watched Sam, he might have seen something interesting stir in her gaze as she turned and went to the kitchens, but he didn’t. 
The kitchen staffers were also eating, the fires banked and the desserts spooned into bowls. Marcia, the older of the two who had joined the Castle staff when Sam had, was nearest the door and put her plate down as Sam entered.
“Yes, Miss Sam, what can I do for you?”
“Marcia, how are you? I haven’t seen you in months I think.” She briefly clasped the older woman’s hands and smiled. “I need a bottle of good red wine and two desserts.”
“Certainly, ma’am,” Marcia said. She released Sam’s hands, and transferred the tightly folded note she had been palmed to her apron pocket. “I’ll have the desserts brought out and the wine delivered to Mr. Creedy’s quarters.”
“Thank you,” Sam said.
 
Creedy left Sam waiting for him in his quarters as the wine chilled. He took Gregor aside and retreated to a small, windowless interior room. It might have been intended as a storage room, but it also made a secure meeting area safe from other ears. It held a round wooden table and five mismatched chairs and a pair of kerosene lanterns. 
 Hollis arrived first, followed by northern commander Dean Shafton and Leslie Straud, who watched over the Snoqualmie Pass tolls and Columbia River traffic, respectively. Once they were seated, Gregor closed the door and waited outside.
“That was interesting,” Hollis said. She crossed her arms and leaned back. “You could smell the hope, the greed and the fear in there.”
“Good,” Creedy said. “Let them all focus on their little local piece of the pie. The CDF is going to come in and hang them all before taking it away. I just want them busy while we get ready to go. I don’t want the idiots following us.”
Straud was immensely fat and sweating as he always did. “I’ve converted a lot of the takings to silver and gold, so we’ll be able to move whenever we need to. The plan still what it was?”
“Yes,” Creedy said. “By the end of June they’ll be haying, they’ll have the early fruit crops in, and the route overland to Vancouver and into Alberta should be busy.”
Shafton pursed his lips. “We just settle in, control the bridge across the lake and start up all over again out of sight of the CDF.”
“Yes. It’s not brain surgery, and it’ll be easy. They’re scattered up there, and there’s no sign of opposing groups. Not like down south.”
Hollis narrowed her eyes. “And it’ll be the four of us and twenty-five men each?”
“Don’t fixate on the numbers,” Creedy said, meeting Hollis’s stare. “Take men you can trust, if that’s only sixteen, fine, bring sixteen. It’s not going to be a war, just an occupation.”
Straud drummed his fingers on the table. “There’s no way we can turn the Greens back, then? Or do a deal?”
Creedy raised an eyebrow. “I know you’re fat, Leslie, and hate to travel, but don’t let your bone idleness get in the way of your brain,” he said. “I haven’t been out talking with them, but I do have information coming in from Montana. They are armed, numerous, and have some vehicles. They are repairing the tracks and trains are running. They may even have telegraphs or some kind of radio. This is the actual thing; that’s the army over there. You don’t fight an army, you move or you join. And they’re not accepting applications from outlaws; they’re executing us. So be  ready; that’s all I should need to say.”
Straud nodded morosely. “I know. Sorry I asked.”
“No camp followers, none of that crap?” Shafton asked.
“None,” Creedy said. He brightened. “Speaking of which, I should go play with Sam before I have to get rid of her. You want to come along, Hollis? You can bring your husband, too.”
Hollis laughed without humor. “You never stop trying. I’ll take a pass.”
“Your loss.”
 
 


Chapter 10: Wenatchee
 
Mal stayed on point for the group, a quarter-mile ahead of the rest as they moved south. The weather improved over the next few days, with the incessant spring showers and brief wet snow flurries giving way to bright sun. Days were comfortably cool for travel, though nights remained cold.
The landscape changed in stages. The big fir trees on northern slopes gradually gave way to dryhill ponderosa pine. Sagebrush appeared in blue-grey domes in the rocky grassland areas. South of the crater they left the edge of Lake Okanagan, the single body breaking into ponds and lakelets, some joined by weedy canals, some by streams, some sitting aloof from the others. Viridian cattails were sprouting among the dun stalks of last year’s reeds. Ducks and geese grumbled and called from hidden sloughs beside their trail, flaring into flight if they strayed too close.
The highlands here were split by cliffs and steep valleys, and the riders had to follow the old highway. The road was still paved for long stretches. In a few spots the freeze and thaw of winters past had broken the pavement into crumbling cobbles, or had erased it entirely under grass-grown landslides grooved by the passage of wagons.
A few traders passed them, headed north. Cautious greetings were exchanged and one peddler followed them trying to sell his skills as a tinker until Grey warned him off. They skirted what inhabited buildings they could. It wasn’t difficult, as most houses still in use were those set back from the road. South of the ruins where Grey had watched the raiders the previous year the countryside changed again. The valley widened out, flanked by gigantic cliffs of granite and basalt, and the bottomland ahead was a startling light pink. In another half-hour they entered a land of orchards, both tended and feral, with the trees in full bloom. They camped in the perfume beneath the trees that night.
As the band approached the old border they began to seek out conversation. People were cautious, but those with goods to sell or trade were willing to talk and often dealt with traders from the south as well as those heading north into the Okanagan. Grey and his band were eyed cautiously, but they found no trouble in trading for dried fruit and a pound of dried tea leaves. Information was harder to come by. Georgia had the best luck. She spoke with a farmwife while the others bargained with her husband for grain for the horses. As they rode on she moved up beside Grey. 
“That woman remembered seeing the others last summer,” Georgia said.
Grey made an interrogative noise.
“She guessed there were about twenty or thirty in all. Rumors are that they traded where they had to, but preferred to take when no one was watching. A few hunters and trappers went missing around that time, and one family’s farm was burned out. No one saw who did it, but the locals think it was them.”
“So we know they followed the valley up.”
“Yes. Not a surprise, I know. Crossing the mountains is a lot of work. She did have one interesting bit of info, though.” Georgia grimaced and shrugged. “It’s hearsay, so take it as such, but she said one of the bunch had mentioned to someone that they were looking forward to getting to Wenatchee on their way back.”
Grey nodded. “That’s twice we’ve heard of Wenatchee. We’ll make that our first stop.”
That evening they camped near a crescent-shaped lake a mile or two west of the road. Ronald had brought line and hooks, and cut a twelve-foot birch sapling for a rod and promised fish for dinner. The others set up camp in a hollow where a fire would be harder to see, and by the time they finished, the young man had returned with six firm silver trout. Sowter insisted he was the best qualified cook, and took charge. No one was in a hurry to oust him as self-proclaimed chef.
After everyone had eaten and gotten comfortable, Grey had Georgia repeat what she had told him.
“You think we’ll find their men in Wenatchee?” Ronald asked. 
“Probably not,” Grey said. “Until recently, it sounds like Wenatchee has heard about them but not seen them. We might find some, but even if we did it’s not going to be the ones I want.”
“But that’d be less to fight later, wouldn’t it?” Ronald crossed his legs and leaned forward, eyes on Grey.
“We’re not looking to fight them,” Grey said. “That’s an idea you need to get away from.”
The young man looked hurt, then confused.
“What the hell are we doing, then?”
Mal shifted noisily, getting comfortable in his bedroll, his feet nearly in the fire.
“Well, that’s the question, and one we should all know the answer to. I meant to run through this anyway, but since you bring it up, this is as good a time as any,” Grey said. He picked up a stick and poked at the fire, watching the sparks swirl.
“Okay, don’t think of this as a war, or even a fight,” he began. “This is about fear and cost and killing. We’re going to do our best to find these men and then do what we can to annoy them. Well, not them, but the men who give them orders.”
“How...?” Ronald started, but Clay shushed him with a glare.
“We’re going to cost them men and money,” Grey continued, still staring at the fire. “We’ll burn or take what we can from them. We’ll do our best to kill the men they value most, and we’ll try to sow as much distrust between them as we can. Don’t make the mistake of thinking we’re going to ride into a town and have a showdown. We’d die.” Grey’s voice was flat and quiet. “We’ll find out where they live, and kill them while they sleep. We’ll find out who supports them locally, and we’ll burn them out. We’ll locate their stock and run it off or kill it.”
“That’s, well. I mean.” Ronald fell silent, shaking his head. Georgia spoke when it seemed plain Grey wasn’t going to
“That’s how they operate, you wanted to say?” she asked. Ronald shook his head and then shrugged and exhaled noisily. 
“It is how they operate,” Georgia continued, “and that’s why we have to be just as ruthless. If we feel sorry for them, or squeamish, and don’t go as hard as we can, all we’ll do is encourage them.” Georgia leaned forward, wrapping her arms around her knees as she sat. “You’re young and we all were once. It’s hard to understand that sometimes you do what you have to, no matter how dirty it is.”
“So you’d kill a man in his sleep?” Ronald asked.
“In a second,” Georgia answered. “It’s to be preferred if he’ll be shooting at me later in any case.” Ronald stared at Georgia as if seeing her for the first time. Beside him, Sowter nodded reluctantly. Doc looked unhappy but didn’t say anything.
“Listen, Ronald,” Grey said, looking up and holding the younger man’s gaze. “You’re wondering if it makes us as bad as them. No. they’re killing folks who can’t defend themselves. They’ll rape anything with tits and burn what they can’t carry off. They’ll be coming to our home looking to do the same, and not just on a raid but to settle down and do it until they get tired. The difference is that you’ll feel bad about what we’re going to do, and they never will.”
Ronald looked away and nodded, once.
“I just wish there was another way,” Clay said. 
“If you think of one, tell me,” Grey said. “I’d love an option.” 
“If you don’t have an option, though, don’t natter on about it,” Georgia said, rising and pouring herself a cup of tea from the pot that sat in the fire’s edge. “That’s just self-pity.”
“Not moral qualms?” Doc put in.
“No,” Georgia said. “It’s self-pity. Everyone here would be ecstatic if lightning would conveniently hit each of these sons of bitches right now and kill them. You’d sleep like babies. What’s bothering you is that you have to get your own hands bloody.”
“Amen,” Mal muttered from his bedroll. “Can we sleep now?”
“What are we hoping to get from picking at this bunch?” Harmon asked, ignoring Mal. 
“That’s the question,” Grey admitted. “Their boss won’t scare even if his men do, but he will get angry. If we can make his control look like it’s slipping he’ll have to try to come out and deal with us personally, or his own men will kill him. We need to get him angry enough to come out looking for us. If we can get him, the rest should fall apart and squabble amongst themselves.”
Harmon considered that for a while, then cocked his head and peered at Grey.
“You know he’ll come out?” he asked. “If he doesn’t have the balls for it he might duck his head and hope he can ride it out.”
“I rode with him,” Grey said, poking at the fire again. “He’ll come out. He’s got balls enough, and brains.”
A few heads came up at the admission. Only Ronald really looked surprised. 
“That’s why the Reverend has a hard-on for you?” Doc asked.
“I think he remembers me from somewhere.”
“You should ask him if we get back,” Doc said, leaning back and pulling his blanket up to his chin. 
Grey hawked and spit into the fire, watching embers glow white hot before crumbling away to orange, red, black.
 
 
They travelled for another eight days. Grey set a slow pace, and they went watchfully.
Wenatchee was a sprawling collection of six or seven smaller towns at the edges of the original city’s ruins. Vineyards and orchards surrounded these settlements, and beyond them rangeland where small groups of ranchers ran cattle. The landscape was opening out into broader panoramas of grassland and sagebrush to the southeast, and the hard basalt crusts that gave the scablands their name. Trade routes led north and south. The south route was far busier, joining the old interstate corridor that led up into and across the Cascade Mountains, then down to the coast and on to Puget Sound and the communities there.
The bustle and activity surprised Grey. Even five years ago, towns were hunched behind fences, desperate to survive. Merchants in Wenatchee’s boroughs were selling coffee from Mexico, porcelain from China and canned goods from plants in the east. 
Clay suggested they introduce themselves as hands from a ranch up north that had burned out, looking for a work. It wasn’t much of a story, but it would do. There were saloons in most of the settlements that served local wine and beer, and some offered lodging. While there were some complaints, mostly over the possibility of a hot bath, the group travelled a few miles farther, searching along the banks of a runoff-swollen river until they found a sheltered site for their camp. Doc, Sowter and Harmon set up the tents while Mal disappeared into the cottonwoods, scouting the area. The others rode back to the nearest roadhouse, a two-story wooden building painted a faded barn red with a crooked sign that said ‘food and drink’. They arrived as the sun touched the western horizon.
A string of horses were tied up along the rails outside the building. Music and the sound of voices seeped through the walls, and the windows were brightly lit. Two water troughs sat against the west wall of the building. Both were half-full. They watered the horses before tying them with the others. Clay pointed to the taps at each trough.
“Pretty fancy. Plumbing for the horse troughs,” he said. He stepped to one and turned the tap. Water jetted into the trough, and he shut it again. Clay scanned the horizon for a moment and pointed at the shadowy shape of a small water tower on a low hill to the north, cloaked within a thick knot of trees.
“I get the feeling things are on the mend a bit,” Clay said. Georgia chuckled and smiled at him.
“It’s been thirty odd years, and we’re impressed with a faucet,” she said. “We set a pretty low bar. Let’s go get a drink.”
“Talk little, listen lots,” Grey warned.
A second sign hung in the entryway, brightly lit with a pair of lamps, over an archway that led to a set of wide wooden stairs going up.
“No guns, no fighting, no credit. Enjoy your stay at the Ciderhouse,” Georgia read. She looked around. The vestibule had one other exit, an old double panel kitchen door that had been set into the left wall, and someone had carved the word “check” on it. She banged on it with a fist and the upper half opened, revealing a paunchy man in a faded corduroy jacket. 
“Yeah? You got stuff to stow?” He asked, staring. “Haven’t seen you before. You can read? Saw the sign?” His voice was rough, clipped and largely disinterested. Georgia nodded while Grey craned his head and peered into the warder’s little room. Coats hung on a series of nails driven into the back wall, and shelves to the left and right held a selection pistols, a pair of rifles, a stubby submachinegun and a few big hunting knives.
“You check your stuff here. No cost, but remember to pick it up. Don’t bother trying to claim what’s not yours. I got a perfect memory. If you sneak something in, Tony, he’s the owner, will send you back out without it. That clear?”
“As crystal,” Clay chimed in. He unbuckled his belt and handed it and his revolver over. Ronald paused a moment and sucked his teeth, then did the same with his Glock. Georgia smiled and handed over her heavy woolen coat. Grey shrugged off his long deerhide duster and the fur vest he wore beneath it. He retrieved an old folding jackknife that rode clipped to his belt, and proffered it.
The doorman tucked each item away, showing interest only in Grey’s vest. He wanted to know what kind of fur it was. Grey told him mink. The man stroked it once, gently, and set it with Grey’s coat and knife.
The Ciderhouse was just that, they discovered. The lower floor under held a massive cider press and a cooper’s shop. That area was locked off with chain-link, a padlocked gate giving access to their left as they began to mount the stairs. The wooden steps led up to the second floor. The air smelt strongly of tart apples and alcohol, and someone was playing guitar and singing an old song. 
They emerged from the stair in a well-lit room that was body-warm with the two or three dozen locals present. They sat at tables or clustered along the bar, talking, eating and drinking. A frizzy-haired woman in a blue smock swept past with a wooden tray filled with cups and glasses of all sorts; to Grey no two looked alike.
“Welcome, and don’t just stand there, go find a table and have a seat and I’ll be by as soon as I can,” she said, all in one rapid-fire blur at a near-shout, as she passed.
“There’s a table over in the corner, I think,” Ronald said. He set off through the press, muttering apologies to those he jostled. 
“Fuckin’ drunk kids,” muttered one sour-faced old man as Ronald slid past. The boy flushed but kept moving. Clay was a big man and made considerably more contact as he followed Ronald, but the old fellow just looked up sourly at him, then turned away as Clay gave him a sunny smile.
They were scarcely seated before the woman in blue came by again.
“Welcome to the Ciderhouse,” she almost chirped, “Ciders all around, I expect? We’ve got a roast going, and carrots and gravy, so there’s food, too.”
They settled for cider, as Sowter would be making dinner, and Georgia paid for two rounds, using a single piece of Grey’s silver and getting a handful of little square brass coins in return.
The cider followed soon after, and was sweet and good. Clay sipped his and watched the rest of the room. Georgia counted the brass bits into her pocket and raised an eyebrow at Grey.
“I know. Silver buys more than I expected down here,” he said. “So there’s some reason there’s not a lot in circulation, I guess.”
“That matter to us?” Clay asked. “You think maybe someone we know of has a hand in it?”
“No idea. Tell you what, I’m going to wander over to the bar and see what they have beside cider. Remember, we’re looking for work, so ask around.” Grey rose and made off into the crowd.
The bar sat across the right rear corner of the big barroom, balanced on the left by a rough stage occupied this evening by a man playing acoustic versions from the grunge catalogue on an old six-string. He was good, played fast and sure and had the crowd singing along on the choruses. Grey wedged into the end of the bar where he could watch the singer, and where he was amongst a group of big-handed, tanned men in worn boots. He bought drinks, had a few in return, and did a lot of listening for the two hours before the musician packed up and the crowd began to thin. Throughout that time he spared peeks to track the progress of the others. Georgia had taken Clay to the little dance floor before the stage and was dancing with him, quite well. Grey blinked at that and shook his head. Ronald had picked up a cute, chubby blonde that clung to him with drunken affection and was trying to talk to her while she rubbed against him.
Grey made his way to the stairs and back down to the cool and relative quiet of the entryway as the Ciderhouse emptied. The others followed soon after. Ronald looked a little unhappy to be leaving. They retrieved their belongings from the doorman and stepped outside, where the air was cold enough to make them glad of the hard cider.
They compared notes as they rode back to camp. If they’d really been looking for work, they had a couple of good prospects. As far as information on the Castle went, there was only a crumb.
“I managed to get their conversation turned around to outlaws and such, finally,” Grey said of the group at the bar. “The only contact these folks have with Creedy’s men - normally - is a toll-post on the old interstate where it crosses the pass. The interesting bit is that the man who usually runs that post left this winter and put someone else in charge.”
“Left?” Ronald asked. “Killed and buried, more likely.”
“Usually that’d be my guess, but he’s been seen. He passed a caravan headed west. This guy, he’s named Straud, was headed east on a route maybe three or four days south of here.”
“Was he alone?” Clay asked.
“No. They say he had a load of mules with him, a wagon and eight or ten guns.”
“Why would they have an old fat guy escorting a shipment of whatever it was?” Clay asked. Grey noticed he and Georgia were riding stirrup to stirrup.
Georgia laughed.
“What?” Grey and Clay chorused.
“They’re pulling back to get ready to run up north and steal your valley, boys. The fat guy probably just hauled the best of their loot from the tolls to somewhere he and Creedy can get to it easily when they leave.”
“But why would they move it so early? Why not travel with all his guys around it to keep it safe?” Ronald asked.
“Maybe they’re coming sooner than we thought?” Grey asked and immediately shook his head. “No, we’re being stupid. If we were leaving the valley we’d be loading up what we needed to survive and getting everyone ready so we could all make it out. But this is Creedy.” He glanced at Georgia, who was grinning. “You already had this figured out, didn’t you?”
“Pretty much. I worked it out while I was dancing, in fact. Your old partner is probably going to leave here with his top advisors, a corps of gunmen he thinks he can trust, and all the loot that’s portable. He doesn’t give a shit about the men he leaves behind,” Georgia said. “He’ll leave them this territory while he goes off on his own.”
Clay nodded and tipped his hat to Georgia. “Ma’am, you are both lovely, wise and a good dancer. If you can shoot, too, I’ll have to marry you.”
Georgia cocked an eyebrow and ran her palm over the pale stippling of scars on her cheek.
“The last man that asked me to marry him tried to get a shotgun divorce later on,” she said. “He couldn’t shoot any better than he screwed, luckily.”
“There’s no accounting for fools,” Clay said, frowning majestically. “I suppose that I will need to seek your favor by showing some familiarity with both of those skills?” 
Grey ignored the banter, which continued, growing gradually more lewd and finally making Ronald blush and walk his horse ahead, out of earshot. Grey thought he was missing his new blonde friend.
If Georgia was right, he reflected as they rode back to camp, and Creedy moved with a smaller force, pulling the head and heart out of his organization instead of taking it wholesale, that opened up possibilities. A smaller group with fewer men could be split, driven, worked on over time and miles. There were still questions - too many of them to make any plans - but there were possibilities.
Maybe they could do this.
 
 


Chapter 11: The Greens
 
The Colonel and his aide stood at the window of the old Billings Hotel and watched a horse drawn plow rattle past, clearing the roadway of wet April snow. The aide, a young man with blonde hair cropped short, read through a series of reports: Ammunition, animals, men healthy, men ill, fuel stocks, fodder. They moved to a dark oak desk against the wall. The older man signed the papers with a silver fountain pen.
“I want them all ready to start moving in a month, Purvis,” he said as he approved a requisition for sulfa powder for the medical corps, then lay the pen aside and straightened his narrow tie.
“Sir? Not this fall?”
“No. We’ve received information that makes an early arrival in central Washington important,” the Colonel said. His accent was Bostonian, with broad vowels and a lazy sound that contrasted with his stiff, perfect posture. 
“We may not have rail support then, sir. The engineers say they need to fix sections of track west of here, and the scouts haven’t checked all the bridges through Idaho yet.” Purvis fussed with his stack of papers. He hated surprises.
“We’ll make do,” the Colonel said. “If we have to rely on cavalry and infantry, we’ll still have the force we need. Just let the corps commanders know. Today. We move out May first.”
“Yes sir.” Purvis saluted and hurried from the suite. The Colonel returned to the window, staring down as a squad marched past, each man in mottled olive, each shoulder bearing the shield and eagle of the CDF. They were a fresh unit, raised here in Montana, and a few had trouble keeping time. Somewhere in the distance a diesel engine blatted into rumbling life for a few moments, and the heavy sound rattled the window glass.
It was eight hundred miles to the Larson Homeland Security Center. At a steady march without the railway to speed progress, that was six weeks travel time, the Colonel mused. That would put his forces on the spot in mid-June, with good weather. With luck, they’d be able to pull some of the tankers across the mountains, and that would allow for the vehicles to lend support.
He moved to the faded green couch that faced a long-dead wall mount TV and sat down, careful to fold his uniform jacket over the couch arm first. On the glass-topped coffee table facing the couch sat a Bakelite box as big as a suitcase. He thumbed the combination into the wheeled lock on its front and lifted the cover free, exposing a nest of copper wire and vacuum tubes. Four large paper-wrapped dry cells occupied fully half the space in the case. A folded headset and key rested atop the components, and a brown-backed notebook. The colonel picked up the notebook and opened it. 
A series of scrambled numbers and letters was written in his own hand, and below it:
Creedy moving by July, taking part of garrison. Plan head into Canada, probably Okanagan. Unknown if Creedy aware of materials.
“And now it’s a race,” Rastowich said, closing the book.
 
Georgia lay in thick sagebrush on a hillock overlooking a stretch of crumbled road. Three hundred yards from her position a Shell station crouched, the yellow clamshell sign speckled with bullet holes and faded to a powdery gold. The building sat where the old secondary highway crossed a smaller road. It was a big one with four pump islands and an attached repair bay; an old truckstop sitting in the midst of a vast asphalt patch. Six horses were tied to the pumps under the building’s peeling canopy. Much of the tin and ply roofing had been torn away by windstorms and the canopy was now just a scaffolding of rusty steel that cast a dappled web of shadows. The station itself was of cinderblock, and still in fair shape. The windows were long gone, but someone had nailed corrugated steel over the larger gaps. One man was visible. He wore a coyote-hide jacket and green pants and had a squashed green safari cap on his head. He carried a shotgun slung on a rope over his shoulder. Georgia watched him through her rifle’s scope. She could see him clearly, and could read the boredom and annoyance on his face. For no reason she could see he paused and swatted one of the horses, making it shuffle a step sideways.
It had taken a week to find out about this little garrison, which locals just called The Shell, and it was to supply the first key they needed to open the doors of the Castle.
The area around the station was agricultural, with fields and solitary houses, each marked by the smoke of fires. There was little livestock other than chickens and a few sheep. The station itself sat amongst the ruins that clustered at the junction. None of the closest buildings were inhabited or inhabitable. Fire had swept through them at some point, and most were roofless jumbles of warped, rotting two-by-fours and disintegrating particle board, or gaping basements; pits full of brambles and broken glass. Georgia saw movement, and tracked the rifle to it. 
Harmon, dressed in ragged bib overalls, was moving up the intersecting road, pushing a pair of heavily-loaded bags draped across a bicycle. The bike’s tires were long gone, and Georgia could imagine the sound the rims made on the broken asphalt. She monitored her breathing and balanced tautness in her stomach with smooth, cool thoughts. It was all math, she reminded herself.
The man in the coyote furs spotted Harmon, and unslung his shotgun, cradling it in the crook of his right arm as he moved to meet him. Harmon stopped pushing and wiped his face with his sleeve. He smiled in a goofy way that made him look light on brains, and waited for the guard to reach him. Behind the guard, Grey, Mal and Clay left the cover of the weeds and trotted across the parking lot to the near wall of the station. Grey leaned his head around the corner to make sure Harmon had seen, and waved a hand. Clay and mal started around the rear of the building.
Harmon talked for a few more seconds, then gestured at the bike, and reached into the far sack’s open top. Georgia watched as he withdrew something, unhurriedly, and turned back to the guard who stumbled backward and fell. The sound of the shot reached her a split-second later, followed by another as Harmon shifted the gun to a two-handed grip and finished the fallen man. He was off and running, then, reaching a hiding spot in the nearest ruins before the fallen bicycle’s wheels came to rest.
Within seconds men were boiling out of the station, each one armed with pistols or shotguns. Four sprinted toward their fallen friend, while the other stopped near the horses, peering around in confusion. Grey stepped around the corner with his rifle shouldered and shot him as he turned to the movement, then stepped back as the four in the road returned fire. Three charged toward the corner Grey had ducked behind, while one dashed for the remains of a ruined house not far from where Harmon had hidden. Georgia tracked him, hyper-alert, and squeezed off a single shot. She led for his motion and the distance without conscious thought. He fell and did not move. She felt a brief pulse of cool satisfaction and released the breath she had held. 
The survivors heard the crack of the rifle and crouched against the front wall of the building, staring wildly about. Clay and Mal stepped around the front corner of the station, and there was a brief burst of pistol fire. Mal walked forward, checking the open doorway as he darted across, and stood looking at the three where they had fallen in a heap. Georgia saw him shoot one of the men as he lay. Grey joined them and he and Mal moved inside, while Clay took up a position near the horses. Harmon reappeared, with Ronald and Sowter, from where they had been ready in the ruins, and joined him. It was over, and Georgia’s one empty was still hot when she picked it up.
Georgia watched while the shell case cooled in her hand but saw nothing moving. The brief moment of satisfaction had passed, and she sighed as she slung the big rifle and went to fetch the horses. 
 
The inside of the station was filthy and stank of body odor, pot, spoiled food and urine. The shelving had been shifted to barricade the windows behind the layers of sheet steel and the dead men had ranged a circle of chairs around a stained table in the room’s center. Cards and earthenware bottles exuding a sour yeast stink lay scattered on it. In the old stockroom, they found the bedrolls of the little garrison. In one of the bathrooms they found a girl, probably fourteen or fifteen, chained to a sink and crouched in her own filth. She wouldn’t speak, but sat unmoving as Clay, with a file found in the junk-filled repair bay, sawed through the padlock anchoring the chain around her throat. She remained silent and still when Doc later examined her. Ronald found as clean a blanket as he could and draped it around her shoulders. He went outside and threw up, afterward. Mal patted him on the back as he came back in, but said nothing.
Clay and Sowter found three rusty steel cases, each with a padlock, stacked behind the counter that had held the till. They called Grey over.
“That’s them,” he agreed. “Let’s get those loaded. Go ahead and use some of their horses.”
Doc emerged from the back room.
“Grey, we need to talk,” he said. He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and sighed.
“Talk quick, we need to get loaded and get out of here.”
“The girl. She’s catatonic, or close to it. I can’t leave her.”
“You can’t stay,” Grey almost shouted. “Sorry. You knew what this would be like. What do you want me to do about her?”
“We have to take her along, just until I can find someone to take care of her.”
Ronald was pale but listening. He nodded. “I can watch her, Grey.”
“I’d argue but there’s no goddamn time. You two get her on a horse, I don’t care how. We need to get out of here before anyone gets too curious. The locals will be scared off by all the shooting, but only for a while.”
Sowter, Harmon and Georgia watched while the horses were loaded and the blanket-wrapped girl was manhandled onto a quiet horse. They were away less than half an hour after the first shot, and saw no one.
“You’d have thought there would be one or two come down to see what the noise was about,” Sowter grunted as they made their way around the base of the hill and back into the scabland beyond.
Grey nodded, eyes sweeping across the nearest farmhouses where they hid in their clumps of shade trees. “How scared does that make them? That not one came down to see?”
They camped that night on a ridge ten miles west of the Shell station. It was the first night in a long time that they had seen the meteors so thick, and a dazzling spray of them waxed and waned throughout the night. All were short sparks of fire, with none of the lumbering trails of thunder that had been common a decade before. Grey watched them for a while before falling asleep. He wondered if anyone wished on them anymore.
Sometime during the night or early morning, the girl crawled away, avoiding whichever of them had been on watch at the time. She had left a heap of blankets to counterfeit a body in her bedroll and she wasn’t missed until dawn. When it got light enough to follow her trail, they tracked her through thorny bushes to a precipice overlooking a tumbled mass of jagged basalt. Her body, thin and pale, lay among them. The ground was hard and rocky, so they built a cairn over her where she lay.
Doc said a few words. Ronald said nothing, but he was the last to leave the grave. 
Grey wondered if she’d known the cliff was there.
They moved camp. That evening Sowter made a smokeless fire from tinder-dry brushwood pulled out of a rocky-flanked arroyo and started a pot of beans and dried chilis boiling. Clay and Mal took turns with the file, sawing locks off the steel boxes. 
The contents varied. All were less than half-full. Most held a few bits of silver or gold jewelry mixed with trade goods like cloth or clothing, tanned leather, wax, thread, needles and tools, bags of seeds, bottles of medicine, coins. One contained ammunition of varying calibers and a bundle of unused notebooks. One notebook had been used to tally the goods - all protection fees collected from local farmers, Grey thought, with additions here and there from murdered travelers. They consolidated the contents into two chests after picking out what ammunition fit their guns and a quarter of the cash, and headed south and east.
 
 


Chapter 12: Potter’s Creek
 
Cory Jones was an unhappy man. He’d been to the Castle for Creedy’s big speech and had come back to Potter’s Creek unimpressed. His little corner of the kingdom produced one thing of value: Horses. His ranchers ran a thousand head or more, and the best of the two- and three-year-olds went to the Castle to be broke and trained. Creedy’s men went through a lot of horses year-to-year. They did a lot of miles in bad country, and many of the Castle soldiers weren’t much good at caring for the animals in any case.
Jones thus had a vast supply of valuable horses, which was wealth he couldn’t spend. They weren’t something you could stick in your pocket when the CDF came and claim poverty. He also wasn’t convinced the new bosses would keep a one-eyed local commander with a taste for youngish boys - and he suspected a lot of the ranchers would be quick to point him out as a thief, anyway. If they didn’t keep him on, well, what would he do? He didn’t fool himself that his innate charms would woo the smooth-faced boys he liked, and without cash he’d be left half-blind and alone, surrounded by people who didn’t like him much.
Jones aired his worries to his sergeants, in confidence of course. He’d have been horrified to learn how quickly everyone in town knew that Cory, known widely behind his back as Boyfuck Jones, was worried he was going to be out of a job. The one thing he did notice was a rise in disorderly behavior by some of the ranch hands. He had a few whipped, and that settled down.
So the timely appearance of a cold-eyed man named Simmons who needed a business partner was music to Boyfuck’s ears.
Simmons was a big-bellied man with a squint who drank constantly as they talked. He’d walked into the old fire hall Joes used as barracks and office, dropped his weapons on the counter in front of a surprised guard, and said that he was there to talk business with the boss. After a minute of confusion, the guard escorted Simmons upstairs to Jones’ suite of rooms. Simmons asked to speak in private, so Jones had taken a seat on the old sofa, laid a pistol on the seat cushion beside his hip, and told the guard to go. 
The visitor made an offer that seemed too good to be true.
Simmons needed a partner. He was setting up shop independent of the Castle, preying on the ever busier trade route along the old Interstate 90 corridor, and needed a local angel to help shift stolen goods. It was the sort of arrangement that would have gotten Jones killed in the old days, but with Creedy handing over the reins to the CDF, the horse breeder saw it in a different light. 
“I need a fence,” Simmons had said, downing his third or fourth shot of Jones’ whiskey. “I wouldn’t cut anyone in, but with the army coming, I want a respectable way to shift stuff. You have the horses and a business, and will be sitting pretty to move goods after these army idiots finish running around.”
“But if they find out, they’ll line me up against a wall and shoot me,” Jones objected.
“Why would they bother? You’re taking trade from someone. Tell them it was for horses. Not your fault the goods were liberated somewhere else. It’s a straight fucking deal. My boys and I do the dangerous work; you get a thirty percent cut for doing nothing. You just load it on your horses whenever you’re selling nags down south or on the coast, and change it for cash and ammo.”
Jones wrinkled his nose. He had a broad baby face, and whenever he spoke or grimaced it moved like putty, with deep creases and folds that crawled across his visage. 
“Don’t pretend there’s no risk to me,” he argued. “If I don’t have a convincing reason to have a sack full of gold teeth or Mexican opium or whatever your boys borrow off the trade routes, it’ll be my ass against the wall.”
 Simmons grunted, belched and looked annoyed.
“Fuck me, there’s always some risk in anything,” he said, face flushing. “We could fall off our horses and break our goddamn necks. This is guaranteed gold. My boys aren’t about to hit a caravan moving fucking Mexican dope. The last thing we need is a cartel pissed off. But think of the stuff moving through now that the shipping is coming back. There’s goddamn silk from China for sale around Wenatchee and at George. There’re silversmiths on the south coast and they sell to mercantile concerns all over, and that silver moves through Snoqualmie pass, then down across the lonely old scabland. Hell, even the basics for the shitkickers like salt and seeds will make us a pretty penny and all we do is put it in a different sack and resell it.”
Simmons paused and stared at Jones.
“And I can always find someone else. I came to you because you have horses. But so do a lot of guys. So quit dancing. Do you want in or not?”
“When would we start?” Jones asked.
“I’ve got enough for a first run already,” Simmons said. “People in town say you usually take a string of horses to the coast this month, so that could be our trial run.”
 Jones cocked his head to one side. “My horses, and I’m going to have risks, as you pointed out, so I want a bigger cut. No one will be able to find you if it goes bad, but me, I live right here. So I want sixty percent.”
Simmons had a talent for profanity and Jones let him go for a while. In the end they shook on forty percent and Simmons proposed a toast to their partnership. 
With a little luck, Jones thought, this would net him the cash he’d need, if things went the way he was afraid they might. And if the CDF looked like it was going to be a problem, well, he could always go off with a caravan to the coast, and if neither he nor any of the money came back? That would be a problem for Simmons to work out.
 
Sowter and Mal, backed by Georgia on a distant rise, made the exchange with Jones and three of his men. Grey watched and followed after the meeting broke up; making sure no one was trailing his people. They met a few hours later at their campsite, a level, sandy area screened on three sides by steep basalt outcrops. It sat on a low rise, not far from a chain of weedy lakes in low-lying rocky holes that supplied their horses with water.
Red-eyed and still smelling of whiskey, Sowter recounted his talk with Jones. He was just finishing when Harmon and Ronald walked into camp after picketing their mounts. Grey nodded to them.
“We got the stuff to Jones. How’d you do?” Grey asked, once they’d sat down. Harmon pulled his boots off and wiggled his toes.
“I think we managed it,” he said after a moment. “I don’t know how fast word will get out, but Ronald was damn convincing.”
The younger man grinned and looked up. Grey raised his eyebrows. Ronald’s left eye was swollen mostly shut and was surrounded by a massive blue-black bruise.
“I take it there’s a story behind that?” Clay said. Doc rose and tried to examine the eye, but Ronald, still grinning, waved him off.
“It’s fine, I just got a fist in it,” he said. “You want to tell them, Harmon?”
“You got punched for it, so you get to tell the story,” Harmon said.
“It was luck, more than anything,” Ronald said. “We stopped at Vantage, where the ferry runs, and hung around the little bar that’s built under the wreck of the old bridge. It had some stupid-ass name that I forget.”
“The Squat Hole,” Harmon put in.
“Right, that was it. Anyway, we drank beer and made sure we looked drunker than we were. People were all talking about the garrison we hit - no surprises there. We wedged right in with the guys at the bar, and Harmon and I were talking about the riders we’d seen leaving the crossroads Shell a few days back - going like hell toward Potter’s Creek and taking loaded mules with them. I was arguing that they were just traders in a hurry, that they’d seen the massacre when they stopped to pay toll, but Harmon kept harping on how they had too many guns. It wasn’t too long before half the guys at the bar were asking about it, and we were just spooning it out, smooth as porridge.
“One big guy did most of the work for us,” Ronald said, chuckling. “I kept being the voice of reason - argued that they were just traders and that Harmon was full of shit, when this guy starts off on how he was a Castle soldier, and he wanted to hear Harmon, and I should just shut the fuck up.”
Harmon started to snicker. “So Ronald here turns to him, looks him in the eye and says ‘then you ought to have the brains to know that Boyfuck Jones wouldn’t have the balls to try and shoot up a Castle garrison and steal from your boss.’”
Ronald grinned, then winced and rubbed his eye. “He punched me a good one for that. The room went kind of spinny and I fell over.”
Grey saw Doc joined in the laugh that followed. He was glad; the old man had been very quiet since the girl had died. The punch in the eye had apparently distracted Ronald from thoughts of her, too.
“Then we have a good start. Now we sit back and watch the fireworks,” Grey said.
“You think maybe Creedy will come out?” Mal asked. He was, as usual, already in his bedroll and trying to sleep.
“I doubt it. Not yet,” Grey said. “But I want to see how many men he sends. If he only sends a few, I may want them, too.”
Ronald scratched his head and studied Grey.
“It’s funny,” he said, “but I don’t know how to feel about any of this.”
“Which bits?” Grey asked.
“Well, the killing, setting up more killing, the girl from the station, the farmers so scared they won’t come out to see who’s riding across their fields.”
“You feel confused?” Grey asked. “Kind of foggy?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s normal, kid,” Grey said, poking their little fire with a twig. “It’s because you’re a good man, and this is ugly stuff. Just remember that it needs doing.” Grey shrugged and tossed the twig onto the flames. “It’s a good thing. You ever get to where it doesn’t bother you, and you’ve lost something you may not get back.”
Mal cracked an eye at that - the man slept more than a cat, Grey thought - “Are you impugning my amoral nature, sir?”
“No, you get a pass if you were born that way.”
“Okay then. Can someone wake me up for my watch, please?”
 
Teddy was fourteen and pudgy, with angelic curls and blue eyes. He’d been a swill boy at the local brewery, and had caught Jones’ eye last summer. An exchange of goods had moved Teddy to Jones’ over-furnished rooms, and the boy had turned out to be both mercenary and sensual. He was in his room on his bed, reading one of the crumbling comic books that Cory had found for him, carefully sounding out the words, when the noise started in the street outside.
Potter’s Creek had a small mercantile core with a drygoods, barber/dentist and blacksmith, a little cafe that turned into a bar at night and a ramshackle motel that served horse traders and caravaners that came through. A gutted semi parked perpetually across from the fire hall had been converted into a stand that sold vegetables in season. The town’s access points were shielded by staggered barricades made of old sections of concrete K-rail. Three or four of Jones’ ten men were supposed to patrol town at all times. Right now they were gathering in the road next to the semi, facing a group of riders three times their number, and the confused babble rising from the crowd interrupted Teddy’s slow reading of Spider-Man. He went to his window and pushed it open so he could hear more easily. There was a thump below him on the fire hall’s first floor. Down the street he could see other men with guns moving in and out of buildings. He knit his fingers into a nervous knot and watched.
Harris sat slumped in his saddle and stared at Jones. The Potter’s Creek boss was talking, but Harris had quit listening some time ago. His men were searching the town. This needed to go right, to go smooth. He’d only just clawed his way back to a position where Creedy would trust him with a job, and he didn’t mean to fail. The scarred flesh on his back writhed as he considered the possibility. He frowned, his moustache giving him a misleadingly sad and sympathetic look.
Harris stretched, twisting his neck and hearing it pop, and looked over Jones’ shoulder at his little knot of men. They shifted and stared around, eyes never resting anywhere for long.
“You know what, Cory,” Harris said when Jones paused. “Even if you don’t have the stuff, you need to be shot for running such a shithole. Your guards didn’t stop us riding in and taking their goddamn guns, so what good are they? What good are you?”
“Fuck, Harris, half of them know you. They’re not going to shoot our own men,” Jones shouted. His face was pale and his hair hung in lank sweaty threads. “What the hell are you looking for? You ride in and start tearing the place up for no reason. What’s going on?”
“That’s what I should be asking you. What’s going on, Cory? You feeling a little left out? Trying to bankroll a nice retirement when the new boys get here?” Harris asked. His mouth thinned in a sneer as a pair of his men exited the fire hall, dragging a rusty green steel box between them.
“Not a good plan, if that’s what it was,” Harris said, watching his men open the box. Jones turned to see where he was looking.
“Harris, that stuff I took in trade, if there’s a problem with it, you got to believe me, I had no idea.”
“The problem is you stole from the Castle. You stole from Mister Creedy, and you go caught,” Harris said, pulling his pistol
“I didn’t steal anything! A guy - his name’s Simmons - he brought that in, he wanted someone to help him move it,” Jones babbled. Harris cut him off by working the slide of the automatic he held. The men behind Jones shifted to the sides.
“Oh, so it didn’t come in trade? Now some guy brought it?” Harris raised the pistol and shot Jones in the throat. The gunshot brought a cessation of all other noise. Jones took a step or two back in the sudden silence and sat down, hands raised to his wound as his lap filled with blood. 
“Why do you bother lying to me, Boyfuck?” Harris asked.
He watched as Jones struggled to rise. After a while he rolled onto his left side and ceased moving. Harris raised his eyes to the men of Jones’ garrison. One tried to run, and a member of Harris’s squad tripped him and then kicked him in the head until he stopped moving.
Harris turned his horse and looked at the circle of locals that had turned out to watch.
“I’ll be back in a week or so, and we’ll be putting in a new garrison,” Harris yelled. “Anyone decides this would be the time to run off with anything better think again. Jones thought he could, so you remember that.” 
There, now that’s the way you do that, Harris thought. He smiled and holstered his gun.
 
The fire hall had a balcony of sorts on the second floor that ran for ten or twelve yards along the west side of the building. By sunset the local garrison hung from it, the bodies turning slowly in the May breeze. 
The men ignored Teddy. He tried to go back to the brewery once they left, but the owner drove him off with kicks and curses. He tried other places, but no one wanted to shelter anyone who had been associated with Jones, not with Harris coming back. He left town a few days later with a small backpack and his Spider-Man comics.
 
Ronald and Harmon rode back into camp the night after Jones died. The pair had been among the townies watching Harris that day, both dressed in ragged picker’s clothing. Ronald jumped off his horse, laughing.
“Damn, Grey, it worked! They killed off the whole mess of them,” he said, grinning. Harmon nodded and said nothing, but raised ten fingers. He turned away and began to untack the horses and unpack the items Grey had asked him to trade for.
“Good,” Grey said. He was sitting between Georgia and Clay, cleaning his rifle with a swab and a pull cord. “I’d wanted to sow some distrust, but we got lucky. Someone didn’t have the brains to ask the right questions.” 
Ronald laughed, rubbing at his neck with his left hand. “If they’re all this dumb, this’ll be easy.”
Sowter was bent over the fire, stirring a pot of beans and corn. He withdrew a spoonful and blew on it before tasting it. 
“You’re real happy about it,” he said, setting the spoon aside and staring at Ronald.
“Aren’t you?” Ronald asked. “That was the plan.”
Sowter shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m glad it worked. Never mind me.”
Grey rubbed his forehead with a palm.
“It’s normal to feel let down afterward,” he said. He tried to hold Sowter’s gaze, but the heavyset cowboy wouldn’t meet his eye.
“What the hell’s the matter?” Ronald demanded, looking around. “I’m confused.”
“I hate lying,” Sowter said. “I’ll do it if we need to, but don’t expect me to like it.”
“There’s not going to be much more lying,” Grey said. Sowter looked up.
“No?”
“Not any more, no. We’ve shaken them up, but if we pulled another stunt like this they’ll know there’s a third party involved,” Grey said. “They’ll figure this one out soon enough. I’m sure a few townsfolk saw you go in to talk to Jones, even if no one saw the exchange. So we’re going to announce ourselves.”
Clay, watching Ronald, interrupted.
“Why would we want to do that?”
“To keep control,” Grey said. “If Creedy figures it out on his own, he’ll feel like he’s in control, think that he’s a step ahead of us. I don’t want him to feel like that. I want him off balance and playing catch-up. We have to keep him reacting to us, not the other way round, or we’ll get killed.”
“Are you going to ride up to his door and challenge him to a duel?” Georgia asked. “Compare dick-size and then play pistols at twenty paces?” Mal snorted and Harmon, who was carrying his saddle past the fire, paused just long enough to roll an eye.
“Sort of,” admitted Grey. “But I’m planning on cheating.”
 
 


Chapter 13: Pullman
 
The vanguard cavalry company had set up camp in the foothills south of the little town of Pullman. Sentries walked the perimeter and tents were going up in neat rows while small knots of locals came and went, watching with hands in their pockets. The pickets moved them off politely if they came within a few hundred feet, but otherwise ignored them.
 Colonel Rastowich and two squads of ten riflemen veered off from the main body of the battalion just outside the town. Dusk was settling in and the Colonel could see fires and lights around a cluster of big brick buildings on a hill above the overgrown remains of the old town, which lay along the curve of a small river. He rode toward them, watching the locals who either scattered at his approach or stood, curious and staring. To any who stayed, he offered a nod and a ‘good evening’. Some returned the greeting, others just stared. One old man pushing a barrow of manure abandoned his task and tottered into the road. The Colonel had to pull up to avoid riding him down.
Rastowich studied the man while his squad eyed the surroundings; one old man in tattered clothes, eyes red and white hair thinning across a pink scalp. He blinked up at the mounted man for a minute, studying him in turn, then straightened and offered a shaky but passable salute. The Colonel returned it by force of habit, and the old man smiled. Rastowich thought he might be crying.
“Major Jorgensen, 92nd Air Refueling Wing, Colonel. We’ve waited a long time.” The man’s voice was a rasping thing, harsh as gravel in a pan.
“Colonel Rastowich, Major. It’s good to meet a serviceman, no matter the wait.” He thought for a moment, brow creasing. “The 92nd? Then you’d have been at Fairchild, servicing the B-52s?”
“That I was, sir.” The old man tried to say something else but started to shake and wipe at his eyes with a dirty sleeve. One of the troopers dismounted, led him to the roadside and helped him sit down. The Colonel left him there and continued down the slope and across the rumbling stream, then up the hill in search of whatever passed for local government.
The lights and activity centered around the surviving buildings of a university. Locals had moved in decades ago, fortified the structures and then added to them as the population slowly rebounded. The complex was now a maze of brick and wood structures surrounded by rusted chain-link, makeshift barricades and huge heaps of rubble where buildings had collapsed. The Colonel stopped several hundred yards from the first barricades. Captain Nakamura took two men and rode up to parley. They returned soon.
“As the scouts reported, sir, not many weapons in evidence and generally friendly,” Nakamura said. “The mayor is waiting on you, and the defensive points on the perimeter seem to be vacant.” 
“Where are their men, Captain?”
“Cleared off, sir. The mayor wants to warn you about them.”
“Excellent, let’s hear what he has to say.”
 
Rastowich had been leading his men west for three years, so what he heard from Pullman’s Mayor - a tall man named Williams - wasn’t a surprise.
The townspeople were afraid. They were afraid of the army, of the criminals who had controlled them, of change. The Colonel did what he always did, answering questions patiently and assuaging fear. On more than one occasion over the years he’d been amused by his role as therapist rather than military commander.
Williams and his fellow townspeople had heard of the CDF and were willing to accept, tentatively, that the army was here to reunite them with the nation rather than to loot their farms and rape their women. They would have to discuss the logistics of basing a permanent garrison of troopers, but were willing to consider it. All of the discussion was necessary but boring and the Colonel let Nakamura do most of the explaining, standing at an ancient podium in one of the school’s lecture halls. The place still had its folding metal seats, and all were occupied. Rastowich spent his time studying the faces and only half-listening.
“We also have someone who would like to speak with you from the Castle,” Williams said, capturing Rastowich’s attention.
“Oh? I’d understood they had fled.”
“Most did, Colonel, but this man, Kevin Moorhouse, he’s from Pullman and stayed on.” the Mayor gestured at a youngish man with drab brown hair cut to collar length. He was clad in old denim pants and a crimson and gray hooded sweatshirt that was unraveling at the cuffs.
“All right, Mister Moorhouse, what have you to add?” 
“Ah, Colonel, sir.” Moorhouse stopped, took a deep breath, and began again. “Colonel, my boss, the garrison commander, Toby Kovacs, I mean, he wanted to know if he could meet with you. Sir.”
“Why would I want to meet with him?” Rastowich asked.
“Um, yeah, well, Mister Creedy said he’d been talking to you and that the Castle would be joining up with you to help guard the towns and such,” Moorhouse said. 
“I’ve never spoken with the man, nor is the CDF interested in his plans to merge his force of outlaws with its ranks,” the Colonel said. “I understand you are one of his ‘soldiers’? Were you ordered to act as a go-between?”
“I was, yeah.”
“I assume that he’s somewhere nearby awaiting my response?” Rastowich asked.
“Yes sir, he is.”
The Colonel shifted his gaze to Williams, who was pale but composed.
“Mister Mayor, did this Kovacs individual act against the people of this community? That is to say, is he wanted for criminal acts?”
The Mayor looked at Moorhouse. Both men looked out of their depth. “Yes, I guess he is, Colonel.”
“Do you have a system of jurisprudence in place, Mayor Williams?”
“Jurisprudence?”
“Do you have a court of law, here?” The Colonel clarified.
“Oh. No, the Castle was the only law,” Williams said. “If you could call it that.”
“Then I’ll take this case under consideration in a tribunal. Captain, please take this man to a secure location, and have him inform you of the whereabouts of Kovacs. We’ll want him for trial.”
Nakamura rose and led the paste-pale Moorhouse from the auditorium while the crowd murmured.
“Until such time as this area has a circuit court, the CDF will be available,” Rastowich said. “Once the rail lines are active, you’ll be able to send a delegation to the western regional command in Colorado.”
“The rail lines?” Williams asked. “Western regional command? I mean, we’ve heard rumors, but the trains are running?”
Rastowich yawned behind a fist before answering. 
“Sorry. Been a long day. They are. To Lewiston so far, but they’re headed this way as quick as the engineers can certify the track.”
The questions continued for another hour, and the Colonel finally begged off, exhausted. He and his men, along with their prisoner, rode back to the camp, seeing nothing unusual and listening to the little coyotes yip and call in the grasslands. 
Captain Nakamura slowed his horse until he rode beside the Colonel, out of earshot of Moorhouse at the head of the column.
“Do you think this spot will do, Sir?” He asked.
“It will work, Captain. There’s a rail yard here from when this was wheat country, and there’s grass for the horses and food for the men until the supply trains reach us. What’s on your mind?”
The Captain was silent for a few seconds.
“I suppose I’m just getting a little antsy. We’re almost there, sir. Do you want the prisoner’s information tonight?”
“Tomorrow is fine. Let him worry overnight. It’ll make him more talkative come the morning.”
“You’ll want a scaffold set up?”
“Yes. But in the town, not at camp. See that it’s ready in three days, Captain.”
“Yes sir.”
 
 


Chapter 14: Mattawa
 
Clay sat at the campfire and smoked a tiny soot-stained meerschaum pipe. Georgia walked in from the dark, straightening her clothes.
“I will be glad to see an outhouse again,” she said, sitting beside Clay and tossing a stick of wood on the fire. They watched the sparks fly and fade.
“And a real bed,” Clay said. “And not being worried that twenty angry men with guns may suddenly wander into my camp. But I should be happy it’s not raining.”
“Don’t even say that, you’ll jinx us,” Georgia said, squinting up at the stars. She sucked air through her teeth and peered around. “Is Sowter on watch?”
“Yeah, he’s walking a slow circuit with Doc. You smoke?”
“I was going to ask what stank so bad, so no,” Georgia admitted, glancing at the pipe.
“It’s rabbit tobacco and pot. Hippie-cowboy mix, I guess.” Clay shrugged and knocked the pipe empty against a boot heel. “It’s relaxing.”
“Are you feeling nervous?”
Clay thought for a moment. “I guess I am,” he said.
“Why? What is it?”
“Grey. I can’t quite work him out.”
Georgia cocked her head to the side and smiled slightly.
“I’d have thought he was pretty obvious, but maybe you’re right,” she said.
“Obvious? How?”
“On top, he’s looking to make up for his past, but under that he’s good at this sort of thing, and everyone takes pleasure in what they’re good at,” Georgia said.
Clay grimaced. “Yeah, I get those, but I keep wondering if there’s another layer under there.”
“I’m sure there is. There’s personal baggage of some kind with this Creedy, and there may be some urge to go off and get killed as a hero, and another part of him that wants to run away and pretend the past never happened. People are always a mix, cowboy.”
Clay laughed and pushed his hat back so that a forelock of hair escaped to hang like a dark comma on his forehead.
“Not always,” he said.
“Oh, really? I suppose you’re here like a good soldier, with no questions?”
“Pretty much. Well, wait, that’s not true,” Clay said, leaning back against his bedroll. “I’m here for two reasons. I started off with the one; follow Grey down and see if we could stop these guys getting into the valley.”
“What’s the new one, then?”
“I want to see if you’ll decide you like me,” Clay said.
“I like you well enough to sleep with you,” Georgia said with a grin. 
Clay reached to her, and she moved to him. With her head nestled under his chin, she heard him chuckle.
“Well, that’s a start, anyway,” he said.
 
The rest of the group had split up and were sampling the entertainment in Mattawa, two days southwest of Creedy’s castle.
Mattawa was a cluster of old wood frame homes and brick businesses. Few of the buildings had been left to ruin, and those that had fallen had been cleared away. The population of three hundred or so was largely farmers. Their fields surrounded the town in a great, irregular checkerboard delineated by irrigation canals from a foot across to twenty yards in width. The wet fields and slow-moving slough water gave the air of the town a rich muddy smell that contrasted with the faint sage perfume of the arid scrub around it.
Businesses were limited to a blacksmith and stables, a general store in an old converted Laundromat, two bars - one with a brothel upstairs - and a huge mill. Much of the mill was unused except as storage and crowded with rusted ranks of useless machinery, but a pair of gristmills had been converted to wind-power. The big multiblade fans creaked and rattled night and day, driving the axles that turned the mills. Grain growers throughout the scablands and the Palouse plains to the east would cart their crops here to sell, and the mills would in turn sell flour to the traders. Crews worked night and day from harvest through the winter months, ghostly in their coats of flour. By July the first early wheat would be in and dry and the work would start again.
Castle men were here in some numbers. Grey had scouted the town, and found two blockhouses, one near the mill, and one on a hill to the west that gave an encompassing view of the town and its surroundings. Each strongpoint was a cinderblock building, with reinforced windows and doors. Townsfolk said that the number of men varied. Most agreed that there were often three or four, heavily armed, at each location.
“I want them relaxed,” Grey had explained to the others as they’d ridden to Mattawa that morning. “We’re a lot of strangers to show up in town at once, even if we don’t look armed.” Grey had made everyone conceal their weapons. Harmon left his crossbow behind, and wore a simple belt knife. The other three had tucked their pistols out of sight and left their long guns in camp.
“What I want to do this evening is spread a few rumors, but quietly, about some hardcase riders down from the north. Make up whatever you like, as long as it sounds like there are a few dozen of them. These guys are pissed because Creedy was on their turf, right?”
“Won’t he just ask his scouts?” Ronald asked. 
“Probably, but what’s he going to think? He has to take it seriously after the station and Potter’s Creek - and after we burn out his blockhouses here. Speaking of, does everyone remember their jobs?”
The other three nodded their assent.
“Good, stick to what you need to do. Don’t get distracted.”
“What if someone sees us?” Harmon asked. “If we wind up in a fight, it’s not going to go well.”
“Then don’t be seen,” Grey said. “And if you are, run away.”
 
Mal and Grey visited one of the two bars. It was a two-story house that had been converted, with the sheetrock and paneling pulled out where feasible, leaving room for tables and a scuffed wooden dance floor. There were a dozen or so men drinking at the bar and the nearest tables and two older women playing cards and arguing at a small table near an unlit fireplace. Candles and oil lamps supplied enough light to see by, and not much more. 
A plate of fried dough twists sat on the bar, and Mal reached over a drinker’s shoulder with an apologetic grunt and took two. He gave one to Grey and began to eat his own.
The drinker turned and gave Mal a stare, blinking.
“Do I know you?” His voice was slurred and he leaned back against the bar at a dangerous angle on his stool.
“I don’t think so. Have you ever been anywhere down south? Utah, maybe?”
The drunk shook his head and blinked again. A pair of his friends had turned to listen. They were all in their twenties, with big hands and white flour dust graying the roots of their hair.
“No. That’s in California, right?”
“Yeah,” Mal said.
The drunk blinked some more, trying to come up with another question. He shrugged and turned back to the bartender, gesturing for another beer. One of his buddies spoke with beery good cheer.
“Welcome to Mattawa, buddy. Home of the best flour anywhere, and fuck all else. I’m Kevin. Have a beer.”
Mal smiled and pushed a silver piece across the bar. The bartender swept it cleanly out of sight and replaced it with a stoneware mug of beer.
By midnight Grey and Mal had made a half-dozen boozy friends, been offered a place to sleep, and heard stories about Potter’s Creek, the imminent arrival of the army, and the new whore over at the Blue Marmot. The consensus was that Boyfuck Jones hadn’t hit the station. Too many people had come forward later and testified to the existence of a fat man named Simmons. Word was that the Castle was extremely interested in who Simmons was, and was offering a reward for him. As for the rumors of the army, those had been growing thicker as spring grew warmer. The news from traders heading west kept moving the soldiers closer. The latest had them crossing the Snake River at Lewiston, and that was three weeks or more from Mattawa. 
Grey pulled Mal aside while their friends ordered another round.
“You think that’s accurate? They’re in Lewiston?” Mal asked.
“If it’s true, we’re out of time,” Grey said. “Creedy has to move in the next two or three weeks or they’ll have him trapped in his goddamn castle.”
“Do we try to stop Harmon and Ronald and get out of here?” Mal asked.
Grey’s brow creased and he scratched furiously in his beard. He sighed as he met Mal’s gaze.
“It’s almost midnight. It’s too late. Let’s stick with the plan instead of running around in the dark trying to change it.”
Grey remembered that decision, later, after it went so wrong.
 
The moon shone down on Mattawa, a half-circle of silver, when Ronald and Harmon left the Blue Marmot and headed east out of town. They didn’t see anyone on the streets, and weren’t expecting to. They were both surprised when a voice hailed them from the roadside. Three men detached from the shadows and moved to their right, boots crunching on the gravel.
“Where are you two headed?” one asked. There was enough light to see that all three were armed. The leader wore a dark coat or vest that made his torso bulk strangely. “You two got somewhere to be, middle of the night?” he asked.
“What the hell business of yours is that?” Harmon slurred, sounding drunk and belligerent. Ronald blinked.
“It’s our business because we make sure things run nice and smooth,” the leader said, altering course to stand at Harmon’s side. “So, I’ll ask one more time, why you’re sneaking out of town in the middle of the night.”
“Fuckin’ nosey pricks,” Harmon growled, kicking clumsily at the questioner. The man stepped aside easily, grabbed Harmon’s leg, and yanked him off his horse onto the cracked pavement. Harmon landed hard and Ronald thought he could hear his teeth click as his head rebounded off the asphalt. The leader planted a single energetic kick into the sprawled figure’s stomach and then turned to Ronald as Harmon retched.
“Your friend fell off his horse,” he said in a reasonable voice. “While he’s recovering, you can answer the question.”
Ronald tried to sound frightened. He discovered that wasn’t very hard to do.
“I’m sorry Mister, he’s drunk. He didn’t mean nothing.”
The man stepped closer, rested a hand companionably on Ronald’s stirrup. “That’s not an answer, son.”
“Sorry. We just stopped to get some drinks, and we wanted to see if there was any work around here, and the girls at the Marmot, you know, but we spent all our money so the bartender said we had to leave, so we figured we’d just go sleep it off...” Ronald babbled. He loosened the pistol in his belt with his right hand, away from the view of the three men.
“Whoa, whoa, slow down, kid. Jesus, no answer or a hundred of them all at once.” The other two laughed. “Tell you what, we’ll send Earl here over to the Marmot and check your story out, and if the bartender backs you up, well, then you can put your friend back on his horse and get the hell out of my town.”
“All right,” Ronald said, trying to sound relieved. It wasn’t like they’d actually been kicked out or bought a whore, or ran out of cash, but at least this would get one of the three away for a while and even the odds.
“Uh, Mister, I need to piss,” Ronald said. Harmon continued to moan and make weak retching noises. Ronald hoped he was not as hurt as he sounded.
“Well, get down and piss, then,” the guardsman said. “If you run off, I’ll kick your drunk buddy to death.”
He really did have to urinate, and he unzipped to do so, watching Earl trot the five short blocks back to the Marmot. Earl had made it about halfway when he finished and zipped up.
That was when the explosions started.
 
A lot happened at once. A lurid orange fireball accompanied by a bowel-loosening thump rose on the far side of town, the glare illuminating the grain elevators at the mill. Earl, caught midstride by the shockwave, tripped and landed hard on his hands and knees. Both guards and Ronald stood gaping for a second as a blast of hot wind swirled grittily past them.
The leader turned, staring open-mouthed up the street. He started to say something, and a second wave of smaller explosions, rolling in an arrhythmic stagger, kicked more flame and debris into the air. This went on for what felt to Ronald like a long time, but was probably no more than twenty or thirty seconds. People were staggering into the street half-naked to see what was happening.
The leader of the three guards set off toward the fire at a run, trailed by his companion. They picked up Earl as they passed. Within a minute a few other men staggered after them, some carrying shovels and buckets.
The concrete silos glowed a pulsing orange now, lit by the flames growing at their feet.
“I guess they managed to get that blockhouse lit,” Harmon said as he rose and dusted himself off. “We’d better hurry and get out of here.” He paused and spit. “Bit my damn tongue when he pulled me off my horse.”
The two trotted out of town on foot, leading their nervous horses. Their mounts flinched and shied, their eyes flashing over white in the dark. They turned off the road, stopping for a minute in a cluster of acacia until the horses calmed and they could mount them.
“Do we still try for the house on the hill?” Ronald asked.
“I guess so. It should be easy now. I imagine every guard in the place is down at the fire,” Harmon said.
Ronald nodded and turned his horse. They rode in a big half-circle, coming up on the second blockhouse from the dark fields surrounding Mattawa, the horses’ legs whispering in the tall grass. The pair scanned the hill’s skyline, backlit by the smoke and glare of the fires beyond. The squat shape of the building was clear against the dirty orange glow, but no figures moved around it, and no lights showed.
“We should leave the horses here and go up on foot,” Harmon whispered. “You have that bottle of gas?”
“Yeah.” 
The two dismounted and started up the hill, their feet crunching through the weeds, their eyes fixed on the building. The rear windows were high up, small and covered with iron grids, and Harmon sucked air through his teeth in exasperation and gestured to the left. Ronald followed as he led the way around to the building’s shorter side, which was equally uninviting. They paused in the wedge of shadow at the corner. Beyond, the ground was lit with a diffuse orange light.
Harmon squatted, his knees popping, and edged an eye around the corner while Ronald stood, clutching two glass mason jars and feeling their contents gurgle as he shifted his weight from foot to foot. 
“Do you see anything?” Ronald hissed. Harmon sat as still as a stone.
“No. Well, yes, a big fire. That blockhouse is burning like a torch. Must be a hundred people working on putting it out before it gets to the mill, but I don’t see anything moving up here.”
He leaned back into the shadows and stood.
“Give me one of the jars,” he said. Ronald did. “Just walk like you’re supposed to be here. I don’t think there’s much chance anyone will look this direction, or that they could see us from down there - it’s probably three hundred yards and they should all be glare-blind. Anyway, we need to try the door, because I don’t see any other way in.”
Ronald swallowed and felt his throat click almost painfully. He exhaled a held breath. “Okay, let’s go.”
Harmon leading, the two walked around the corner into the ochre light, not hurrying. The glare was strong enough to cast their distorted shadows on the cinderblock wall. Ronald glanced down at the fire, and could make out a crowd scurrying around the blazing building, though the ground between was lost in glare and shadows. Twenty paces along stood the building’s only door, a rusty steel one with a few flecks of green paint still clinging to its upper surface. Harmon tried the handle and cursed under his breath.
“It’s locked,” he whispered. “Back around the corner.”
A shadow rose up the door between their own, and Ronald started to turn, then froze.
“You two shitkickers? No whores up here,” said a familiar voice. “You two can turn around real slow.”
Ronald felt faint. He felt a sudden strong urge to just curl up and close his eyes and hope everything would be better when he woke up. Harmon hissed through his teeth. Ronald looked at him and saw his shadowed right hand move as he turned slowly to his left, drawing his knife from its sheath at his belt.
Oh shit, they got us, what are you doing? The young man thought as he turned. He was painfully conscious of the pistol tucked into his jeans under his jacket.
“What the hell is that? Drop the jar,” the leader said. Harmon complied, and it hit the ground with a gurgling thump. He put his hands behind his head in the same movement, facing the three backlit figures a dozen yards away with his knife now behind his neck.
Ronald turned on numb legs and dropped the second jar. It rolled a few feet before catching on some weeds. The gasoline and naptha inside it had been expensive when they’d traded for it in Potter’s Creek. A trivial corner of his mind regretted wasting it.
“You get your hands up, too,” the voice said. Ronald raised them to shoulder height.
“Earl, see what they’ve got.”
Earl handed his rifle to the guardsman who had spoken, who cradled it in the crook of his arm. His other hand held a pistol, level and steady on Harmon. The third guard stood to one side holding a rifle or shotgun shouldered and ready.
We’re going to die, Ronald thought. He wondered why he didn’t feel anything but numb.
Earl moved to Harmon and began to pat him down. Harmon stood still for it for a few seconds, then the pair went down in a flailing tangle of arms and legs, Earl screamed shrilly as Harmon did something to him with the knife. 
The pair rolled over and there was a sharp crackling noise. Harmon howled and Ronald could smell the sour tang of gas on the air as he dropped his hand for his pistol.
Earl kicked free, rolling away from Harmon, as Ronald drew, thumbing the pistol’s safety off and crouching. He shot without aiming, twice, and the silhouette with the long gun staggered and fell. Ronald heard a bullet from the leader’s gun cut the air next to his ear. The man was firing rapidly, stumbling backward, and further bullets went wide. Ronald shot him in the chest and he fell over. He turned to help Harmon, who was yelling and kicking at Earl, knocking him sprawling before he could rise. It took Ronald a moment to grasp what he was shouting.
“He’s got a vest on! He’s got a vest on!”
Who gives a shit what he’s wearing? Ronald thought. His stomach lurched as the meaning finally sank through.
He turned back toward the fire in time to see the lead guard roll over and rise to his knees, bringing up his pistol in a two-handed grip. Ronald aimed for the black oval of his face above the too-bulky torso. Both men fired and Ronald fell backward, while the guardsman remained on his knees, his pistol sagging to the ground. Harmon cursed, trying to rise from the pool of blood and gasoline he was lying in. Earl coughed wetly, with Harmon’s knife in one of his lungs and most of his intestines trying to slither free, and gripped the little snub-nosed revolver he carried in his coat pocket. He rolled back, grappled with Harmon and pulled him down. Harmon felt something hard jab into his back, and felt more than heard the shot that shattered his spine. The muzzle flash ignited the gas that soaked his clothing, and he began to burn.
“No,” Harmon muttered, unable to move. He could smell the stink of burning wool. He tried to raise himself on his hands but could not get free. Earl had passed out lying across him and was beginning to burn as well. The pain was unbelievable. The light of his burning clothes glinted on the oiled blue of the little pistol, fallen from Earl’s hand, and Harmon strained to reach it, scrabbling at the earth and pulling himself forward an inch at a time as bone crackled in his back and the stink of burning pork joined that of wool.
He realized he was moaning, but that was a distant noise - something his body was doing while his mind was otherwise occupied. He felt a brief, clear moment of triumph as his fingers closed on the butt of the pistol. The fire had spread into the surrounding weeds now, and by its light he saw Ronald stagger upright, his left sleeve soaked with blood, his eyes wide and white and unfocused. Beyond him knelt the corpse of the guardsman in the bulletproof vest, seeming to stare with one surprised brown eye and one that was a pit of pulpy red and black. Behind him at the bottom of the slope the townspeople and garrison fought the fire, unaware of the little drama on the hillside.
He wanted to tell the boy not to worry, and to get away, but his hand was in a hurry and tucked the pistol under his chin as his hair ignited. He wished he could say goodbye to his parents. He hoped Ronald would make it out all right. He wondered if any of it made any difference, and then he pulled the trigger.
 
“What do you suppose they had in there?” Mal asked, looking back at the dim orange glow on the horizon. He and Grey were riding slowly, heading east and north, back to camp.
“No idea, but when that gas went down the chimney it got exciting in a hurry, didn’t it?” Grey asked.
“I hope we didn’t burn down the mill,” Mal said, still gazing back over a shoulder as his horse picked its way along behind Grey’s. “I think there’s a second glow over where the hill was. I guess the boys managed to get in there okay.”
Grey nodded, not looking back. “I don’t know that we needed to poke Creedy again, not with the army moving on him, but it never hurts to keep your opponent guessing.”
Mal nodded, and they rode in silence for a while. One fair-sized meteor rumbled on a long slant across the stars, shattering into a series of smaller streaks of fire and covering half the arc of sky before dying out. Both men watched it.
“Big one,” Grey said.
“Yeah, don’t see many of them anymore like that,” Mal agreed. He shifted in his saddle, his leather jacket creaking. “So what’s our play, now?”
Grey scratched in his beard before replying.
“Creedy has to move, or the CDF is going to get him. We know where he wants to end up, so we can guess his route. We need to try for him along that route.”
“Will you send someone ahead to let the people in the Okanagan know?” Mal asked. “Just in case we can’t stop a small army from riding through us?”
“I guess I better. We’ve been lucky so far, but I hate to depend on luck.”
Mal nodded in the dark. “Luck, she’s a bitch.”
 
 


Chapter 15: Punishments
 
Creedy had strapped Sam across the foot of the enormous brass bed that consumed much of his private quarters’ floor. He admired the strained posture of her limbs, tied to the posts, and the trembling curve of her back as she fought to shift her weight. The top bar of the foot rail cut into her waist and it pleased him to hear her gasp each time he thrust into her, the motion grinding on her bruised flesh.
He was, he admitted to himself, bored. Even the sex didn’t hold his attention the way it should. His mind wandered, pondering the upcoming move, less than two weeks away. He shifted his stance in the inverted V of her spread legs, seeking a better angle to bring more force to bear. Sam choked out a curse as his thrusts began again, but he scarcely heard.
“It’s time for a change, isn’t it, Sam?” He asked, conversationally, digging his nails into her buttocks, trying to see if he could draw blood. His nails were too short, it seemed. All they did was leave white bloodless arcs pressed into her skin.
“Time to find new pastures, new pastimes, new horizons to explore.” With each ‘new’ he thrust as hard as he could, rattling the bedframe and forcing gasps from Sam, who kept her face buried against the comforter. She heard his grunt and felt him shiver as he came. He pulled out immediately afterward, and the cool air of the room chilled her wet thighs. She concentrated on breathing and tried not to think.
She heard him rattling objects on his dresser; heard the swish as he found a belt and swung it experimentally. She set her teeth and tried to retreat into red, bloody plans for the future.
A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. 
“Come,” Creedy called. She heard the door creak open behind her. Being left exposed was somehow worse than what preceded it.
“I’m going to kill you,” she whispered into the coverlet. “I promise.”
“Fish just got back, Mr. Creedy.” She recognized Gregor’s voice. “He says that Jones wasn’t responsible for the attack on the Shell after all. It was a third party. Someone called Simmons. Some locals saw him in Potter’s Creek, and he may be one of the people from the rumors out of Vantage. They didn’t see the exchange where Jones took possession of the goods, but they think a few guards may have.”
“What do the guards say?”
“Harris strung them all up when he shot Jones.”
Sam heard Creedy sigh, and shuddered when he ran the folded width of the belt up between her legs.
“I need to get dressed, then. Gregor, can you tidy this up, please? Have one of the housekeepers neaten up the room and clean up Sam.”
“Yes, Mister Creedy.”
She heard his bare feet pad around the bed, felt his breath on the side of her face as he bent to whisper. She kept her eyes shut, but she could smell his sweat. He smelled sour and bitter under his aftershave, like bad wine going to vinegar.
“I may have to call a meeting tonight,” he said, a finger tracing her cheek. “I’ll want you looking presentable. The blue dress, I think.”
She managed a nod. Even that motion hurt the band of battered flesh across her midriff.
 
Word reached Harris that Creedy wanted to see the company commanders in the exercise yard. He reported within minutes, climbing up the steps from the basement barracks his men inhabited under the north wing and entering the dusty quadrangle surrounded by three-story concrete walls. Others were there before him, and more arrived over the next few minutes. Creedy stood near the raised platform of marble blocks that marked the yard’s center. It looked like the base for a statue, but had been empty when Creedy first took over. It worked well as a reviewing stand or speaker’s soapbox, whatever its original function. The square whipping post rose a few yards from its southern edge. Harris looked at it with loathing, and the scarred skin on his back ached at the memory.
Creedy stepped onto the dais and scanned the ten unit commanders and their aides. The small crowd fell silent, standing or slouching as their natures decreed, eyes on the trim man in khakis.
“Gentlemen, good afternoon.” Creedy laced his fingers behind his back, his voice carrying well over a few whispers and the scrape of shifting feet on gravel. “I’m sorry to say that we have a disciplinary matter to address today.”
All shuffling stopped. There was one strangled, nervous cough, then absolute silence. Harris wondered where Gregor was. Gregor was the hideously efficient tool Creedy preferred to enforce discipline on his officers.
Creedy scanned the crowd, his gaze stopping on Harris. At the same time a massive hand reached around Harris’s right side and deftly took the pistol from his holster. Harris started to turn, but another huge hand gripped the back of his neck, fingers digging painfully into the muscle and tendons, and lifted him onto his toes. He was pushed forward, gasping and stumbling along. Those who stood in the way scrambled clear as Gregor, holding Harris at arm’s length, frogmarched him to the dais.
Harris opened and closed his mouth, but nothing emerged. The big man held him at the edge of the platform, and Creedy stepped forward, looking down into Harris’s eyes. The company commander was crying, Creedy noted.
“Harris killed one of my commanders for stealing from me,” Creedy said, his voice echoing from the surrounding walls as he raised it to a dramatic, amused tone. “That’s not normally a problem, except the man he killed wasn’t the thief.”
“I didn’t know!” Harris cried in a high, crackling wail.
“But you should have. That’s the point,” Creedy said in a patient tone, as though lecturing a slow student. “With minimal work, it became obvious that someone else had brought Jones the stolen items. You, however, decided to kill the garrison before you questioned them. To make you look efficient, I suppose.”
Harris started to say something, but Gregor slammed his free fist into the side of his captive’s head. It sounded like an axe hitting a tree stump. 
“Don’t interrupt,” the big man whispered. Harris whimpered, blood seeping from his ear.
“Being good at the job you have means being smarter than this man,” Creedy said, eyes again scanning the crowd. “And if you’re not smarter, you’ll come to an unfortunate end.”
Harris began to flail, his hands clawing at the fingers gripping his neck. Gregor picked up his right foot and kicked, twisting his body to increase the force. His boot connected with Harris’s right leg above the ankle, and it popped with a sharp, wet sound. Harris howled, panicked and bucking against Gregor’s grip, his right foot hanging askew.
“Gregor, please illustrate why it’s important to use your head in the employ of the Castle,” Creedy shouted above the screaming.
Gregor nodded. He didn’t smile, but a wet gleam touched his colorless eyes as he dropped Harris. His broken leg failed him instantly and he fell in the dust, his coat rucked up around him. Gregor watched as he rolled onto his stomach and began to crawl rapidly, crablike and moaning. The big man walked after him as the crowd shifted, keeping the pair in the center of a cleared ring. He took a skipping step and kicked again, faster than his bulk would seem to allow for. Harris’s arm snapped and folded under him, dropping him into the dust again.
Creedy watched, a hint of a smile on his features, as Gregor circled Harris in a considering way, kicking him with studied disinterest. Bones continued to break and after a while Harris stopped trying to crawl. After a little longer he stopped screaming. Gregor continued on, nevertheless, working up a sweat that gleamed on his face as he reduced Harris to a semi-liquid bag of meat and bile. Eventually, the big man became bored, stepped back and mopped his brow with a sleeve.
“Harris’s men are now under Fish,” Creedy said, stepping down from the dais, tugging the bottom of his khaki jacket and straightening his collar. He stopped by the bloodied lump on the ground and considered it briefly.
“I’ll forgive any of you getting beaten by a better man,” he observed, “but I won’t tolerate stupidity. Dismissed.”
 
Creedy was quiet that afternoon, and Sam, barely able to walk, avoided him. After cleaning up, Gregor returned to his post outside Creedy’s office while his commander finalized lists of materials and men for the move north. The big man was surprised to see Hollis approach, escorted by one of the perimeter guards. The tiny blonde woman, dressed in her usual black, nodded to Gregor. He eyed her clothing, which was covered with dust. 
“I need to see Creedy. It’s urgent.”
Gregor knocked and ushered Hollis inside, then returned to his desk and resumed reading a book he’d found in one of the castle sub-basements. There were halls down there full of books and stored documents, many of them behind locked steel doors that only he held the keys for. Most of the locked doors had tiny grilled windows, and you could see the bookshelves beyond, looming in the dark. This particular book was on osteopathy. Gregor found it boring, but the anatomical information might be useful. He was a little worried that Harris had died too quickly, and hoped to do better next time.
 
As soon as Gregor had shut the door, Creedy gestured to the chair facing his desk and raised an eyebrow.
“Hollis, you look worried. What’s happened?”
“The CDF is in Pullman,” Hollis said, mouth curving down in a bow of distaste. “I had two days to get myself and men I trusted out of there. I had to leave most of what I’d planned to bring north behind.”
Creedy exhaled sharply through his nose, placed both palms on the scarred surface of his desk and drummed his fingers.
“How many men did you bring?”
“Twelve,” Hollis said. “There were fifteen more between two eastern posts that I wanted, but there were patrols in the area and I decided the risk wasn’t worth it.”
Creedy stared at Hollis for a while, his eyes distant. “Fuck.”
“We need to move,” Hollis said. “We need to move now.”
“I need to decide exactly what we’re going to do, and we need to get word to Shafton and Straud. Hopefully we have at least a couple of weeks, but we’d better assume we don’t. If we don’t, we’ll go without them.” Creedy drummed his fingers again, faster this time. He stopped as Gregor knocked and thrust his head around the door.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, Mister Creedy,” he said. “But there’s a rider here from Mattawa. He says someone attacked their post.”
 
 


Chapter 16: Decisions
 
Doc was pretending to argue over the proper way to cook ground squirrels with Georgia; Mal and Grey had finished untacking their horses. The camp was pitched in a gentle swale between a trio of low hills that screened it from the wind and kept the nightly campfire from being visible. Somewhere on the shadowed hilltops Sowter and Clay sat, blankets drawn around their shoulders, watching. 
The moon had just risen when the tethered horses whickered and called, greeting the shapes descending the slope.
Ronald rode into camp, his left sleeve and side soaked with blood that looked black in the firelight. Blood spattered his left leg, and speckled the flank of his horse. Another riderless horse followed behind. Ronald looked about, his head moving like a sleeper’s, and reined up but did not try to dismount. Doc scrambled for his bags.
Georgia moved to grasp the halter of the second horse. The bloodstained young man stared for a moment, then grunted and dropped the horse’s lead rope.
Grey walked to the head of Ronald’s horse, capping its nose with a palm. “Harmon?”
Ronald shook his head. 
“You followed?” Grey asked. 
“I don’t know,” Ronald said in a rusty voice. “I don’t think so. I’m thirsty.”
Doc returned with a canvas bag and a faded tarp. He dropped the tarp near the fire, kicking it until it unrolled.
“Get him over here where I can see,” he said, crouching and unlacing the satchel.
Grey asked Ronald to dismount, but he stayed where he was and stared at the fire. Mal stepped closer and repeated the order, helping him when he finally kicked his foot free of the stirrup.
“They shot him. He burnt up,” the boy muttered. “He was on fire, and he shot himself.”
“Come on over here, let’s get your arm looked at,” Mal said. He looped an arm around Ronald’s waist and walked him to the tarp, supporting him when he staggered. Grey handed the reins of the boy’s horse to Georgia where she stood holding the reins of Harmon’s. She stared at Grey for a moment, studying his face before she led the pair off.
Doc worked quickly, cutting away the clotted shirtsleeve, exposing the blackened, swollen upper arm with the crusted hole drilled through the bicep. Blood oozed sluggishly from the wound. He turned Ronald before making him sit down, bending to look at the back of his arm.
“The bullet’s still in there,” he said. “I’ll give you something, and then we’ll get it out and bandage you up.” Mal supported Ronald as he sat, still staring at the fire.
 Grey squatted, facing him.
“Can you tell me what happened?”
“We couldn’t get in,” Ronald said. His face was pasty under the soot, dirt and blood that masked it. Doc snapped orders at Mal, who laid Ronald prone and propped his feet up on one of the saddles. The injured man blinked up at the stars, his eyes wandering lazily, like a dreamer’s.
“The windows were sealed up. We tried to use the door but the three guards were there from before.”
“Did they chase you?”
“No, I shot two, and Harmon killed the other one.” Ronald’s eyes squeezed shut and he bared his teeth in a grimace. “They were on fire. They burnt. Both of them. Harmon looked at me and then he shot himself in the head.” He opened his eyes and stared at Grey, his gaze confused. “He was looking right at me.”
Doc had powdered some big white pills in a steel mug and dissolved them with a splash of water. He elbowed Grey aside and made Ronald drink it.
“Once that kicks in he’ll be out for an hour or two,” Doc said. “I’ll clean his arm up then.” He wrapped a cloth tightly around the wound. “Keep his feet up, and let him rest, Grey.”
Ronald’s eyes stayed on Grey.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“It wasn’t your fault, Ronald.” he stood, feeling his knees pop. “We’ll talk later, after you’re all fixed up. You just rest and listen to Doc, right?”
Ronald blinked and looked away, his eyes reflecting the moon but seeing something else.
 
The old physician worked quickly once the drugs took effect, and he removed a flattened slug from where it nested deep against the bone, then stitched tissue as best he could while Mal and Georgia held candles and handed him whatever he asked for. Clay came down to check on his friend while Doc worked, cursing the light, then went wordlessly back to his post for the remainder of his watch.
Eventually Doc rose, wiping his hands on a rag.
“If shock doesn’t kill him in the next few hours - or infection in the next few days - he’ll be all right,” he said as he walked to where Grey stood at the edge of the firelight. “I think the slug fractured the humerus, but it’s a miracle it didn’t do a lot worse.”
“That’s good,” Grey said. “We’ll have to move as soon as we can. They’ll be coming.”
“He’ll be out another few hours,” Doc said. “He shouldn’t move for a day or two. You’ll tell me we can’t wait?”
“No. I think they’ll come fast and hard on his trail. The fires would have puzzled them for a while, but they’ll react quick to a shooting. That’s something they know about.”
Doc stood a moment, listening to the wind as it hissed across the grass. He held out his hands, looked at his stained fingers, then dropped them to his sides and returned his gaze to the bearded hunter.
“Why are we doing this, Grey?”
“What do you mean?”
“What’s in this for you? What’s the payoff for all the death? If we can somehow stop this Creedy from moving his guns to the Okanagan that’s all well and good - but why are you doing it, really?”
Doc waited, listening to the wind. It was a long time Grey answered.
“I don’t know why. I think it may be because I’m like him. We’re the same, or used to be. And it needs doing.”
“And did it have to be you that did it?” Doc asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Will it make up for Harmon? Or Ronald?”
“I don’t know.”
Doc sighed. “You may want to figure that out. Soon.”
 
They left as dawn broke. Ronald rode pale and silent, his left arm strapped across his chest. Sowter rode beside him, watchful. Neither the burly camp cook nor Clay had spoken with Grey after he had informed them of the impending arrival of the army - and Creedy’s likelihood of moving within the next few weeks. Georgia had been the only one who’d spoken.
“So last night’s little disaster could have been avoided altogether?” She’d asked with a bitter little grin. Grey had simply nodded. Why bother with the excuse? ‘Who could have known?’ solved nothing and helped no one.
They rode as hard as they could, but Ronald’s wound slowed them, and by noon he was hunched over in the saddle, lost in a world of his own hurt. A faint red stain bloomed on his bandaged arm as the wound seeped. 
The landscape changed as they travelled, with the last fields and outlying ranches giving way to sandy hills capped with dark rock and little steep-sided valleys choked with thorny brush. Early on, they saw a few people working in the fields, distant specks accompanied by small flocks of birds, and kept well away. For the last few hours they’d seen no one.
Grey drew up and turned his horse to face the others. 
“We need to split up,” he said. “Someone needs to take Ronald back north, and word that Creedy is coming, no more than two or three weeks behind.”
“I can do it,” Ronald said, weaving as he sat.
“Maybe,” Grey said. “But if you get a fever or have some other problem, word has to get to Tom, and Tillingford, and the valley in general.”
“So who goes?” Sowter asked.
“Doc, Ronald and you,” Grey said. “Doc because we might need him, but we know Ronald does for sure. You because someone out there knows you’re Simmons from Potter’s Creek. Besides, you can make sure Doc and Ronald get there in one piece.”
Doc glowered at Grey.
“You think the four of you are going to manage to stop an army?” He spat. “Give it up, Grey. Come home with us. Make a stand with the Port.”
Grey ignored him and stared hard at Sowter.
“I’m depending on you. People have to be ready. Have Tom bring some folks to the old hotel south of Summerland, the one that overlooks the highway. They can force losses on anyone trying to get past, and that’ll mean fewer reach Tillingford’s and the Port.”
Sowter blinked at Grey, leaned over and spat.
“Do you think Tom will listen?”
“Make him. Tell him the bridge is his fallback,” Grey said. “He can hold that bridge with six or eight riflemen as long as they have ammunition.”
Clay had been silent most of the day and Grey swung round when he laughed.
“You’re not expecting us to stop many of them, are you?” Clay asked, adjusting his hat. Grey couldn’t see his eyes under the brim.
“I quit expecting anything some time back,” Grey said. “I made a mistake. I thought we had time, and we don’t. I thought we could control the where and when, and we can’t. So we just have to do the best we can. Anyone else wants to go back, this is the time.”
Clay shook his head, eyes still hidden. When he spoke, his voice was calm.
“You can’t ask people to go get killed, Grey. You can only tell them to.”
“Fuck that,” Grey snapped. Clay raised his head. “It’s not true. I spent years doing just that and it’s bullshit. I want people with me that want to do the job.” He paused and drew a breath. “Harmon’s dead and I miss him. It’s hard. You want the truth?”
Georgia snorted. “You’re finally waking up?”
“Yes, I guess I am,” Grey said, swinging to eye her. He talked fast, hammering over interruptions. “I want Doc home because I think we have a better chance of surviving without him. We’re faster without the mules, and much as I love him, he’s getting old and slow. Ronald’s not going to be worth a shit with a broken arm, and I need to make sure they get home, so I want Sowter to go - because Clay and Mal are better with pistols and I want you and your goddamn German rifle here to kill a couple dozen assholes. Now, if that doesn’t work for you, fine, head home.”
Georgia smiled sunnily. Grey squashed an urge to punch her.
“It’s work getting you to lead, Grey,” she said. She cocked her head and gave him a look he couldn’t read. “We don’t care what sort of baggage you have, we just want to feel like you know what you’re doing.”
Grey exhaled and straightened his toque.
“Right. Then the next creek we cross, I want Sowter to take Doc and Ronald downstream, then cut north after a mile or so. The rest of us are going to leave a trail and head southeast for now. We’ll lead anyone who may follow away for a day, then try to lose them before we head toward the Castle proper to pick up Creedy when he moves out.”
Clay shook himself like a big dog, removed his Stetson, dusted it off, and carefully settled it onto his head again.
“Okay then,” he said. 
Doc argued when the group reached a shallow stream, green with cress and fringed with cattails as tall as the horses, but in the end he went with Ronald and Sowter. The remaining four watched them depart, trailing the pack mules in a staggered line that splashed through the brown water, kicking up cream-colored foam.
“It’s been a game so far,” Grey said to himself as the three disappeared into the reeds. 
“Playtime’s over?” Mal asked.
“Playtime’s over,” Grey agreed, cutting his horse around and kicking it into a canter.
 
 


Chapter 17: Preparations
 
The physical damage to Mattawa was minor, Creedy decided. Someone had burnt one strongpoint and tried for a second, killed three guards and lost one in the attempt. Nothing.
The psychological effects were more serious. Outlying garrisons were late with reports, or not reporting at all. Troopers were milling about, commanders busy making plans. His controlled exit on his own schedule was looking less likely. While he might have bluffed through the approach of the CDF, having this partisan activity on top of it was fracturing his control. Fear only kept people in line until something else came along they feared more - or desired more. Now they were scrambling, trying to consolidate their positions. He knew it was just a matter of days before someone made a play for his position. It wouldn’t matter that he intended to leave. They wouldn’t believe him in any case.
It was almost time to move, and worry about the details as they arose, but he had another job to do first; not vital but potentially amusing. He asked Gregor to meet him in the basement beneath the central wing.
Gregor found his employer standing before one of the locked steel doors, peering at the darkness beyond. A small oil lamp sat at his feet. The concrete hallway here was lined with steel shelves painted gray. Boxes of printed material filled them, as in the rooms beyond the locked doors. Many of the boxes sat open, and papers and books lay in untidy piles. Troops had long ago given up on finding anything of value in the sub-basement, but new arrivals always rooted about before becoming bored. 
Gregor was the only person who spent any amount of time in the catacombs, picking through the old books for interesting things to read.
The aide stopped, his bulk exaggerated by the narrow hallway, and linked hands behind the small of his back.
“Gregor, these doors.” Creedy kicked the one before him, eliciting a dull thump. “I need you to get the keys.”
“I have them here, Mister Creedy,” the big man rumbled.
“Excellent. What would I do without you, Gregor?” The aide retrieved a key ring from his pocket and chose a key. The door opened smoothly and Gregor reached up, locking the hydraulic arm to keep it from closing again. 
Creedy grunted and eyed the hallway, the debris and the drifts of paper and drab rectangles of hardcovers, mostly green or brown, scattered haphazardly. He hadn’t spent much time down here in years, but he had never forgotten what he’d discovered, knowing its potential.
“If we had more time, I’d see if there was anything else of use to us.” He pinched the bridge of his nose with his forefinger and thumb, as if warding off a headache. “No matter. There’s a maze of halls down here and more than a dozen of these locked rooms, yes?”
“Fourteen, Mister Creedy.”
“How many access points are there to the levels above?”
“Two stairwells, and three elevator shafts,” Gregor answered without having to think.
Creedy nodded. The elevators were frozen in place on the ground floor and wouldn’t be a factor for what he had in mind. 
“I think this room will serve my needs.” Creedy mused. “Get some men, bring down one of the propane tanks - the big ones - and five or six cans of lamp oil. The kerosene, not the fish oil, please. I’ll need wire as well, and the red box from the armory.” A ghost of a smile touched his lips and he patted Gregor’s shoulder. “I’d like to leave a little parting gift for whoever moves in after us.” 
“Anything else, Mister Creedy?”
“Yes. I need help moving a few cases from this particular room after you bring the items. Then I’ll want two good lengths of heavy chain and a pair of padlocks.”
Gregor nodded, turning on his heel, and moved away into the dark. Creedy listened to his footsteps as he began to climb the nearby stairwell and then began to clear away the trash stacked before the door.
He hummed as he worked.
 
To reach the ground floor from the subbasement under the Castle’s central block, one first climbed a double flight of concrete steps edged in rusted steel. That brought you to the basement level, with its armory, parking garages littered with vandalized sedans and a few bulky six-wheeled armored vehicles long since stripped of weapons. This area was now given over to the Castle horses, with storerooms holding fodder and a penal brigade that shoveled the stables daily. There were also dark, silent mechanical rooms filled with dusty ranks of heat exchangers, junction boxes, gas lines, jumbles of shining HVAC ducting and pumps, none of which had worked since the first impacts had melted the computers that ran the systems. Time had welded many of the components into immobility, and Creedy had never seen the need to try to restore any of the systems. He had people, and people can fetch water, dig latrines and tend fires. There were always a handful of guards posted in the basement, watching the doors that closed off the ramps that led up to ground level. Another group was posted at the locked doors of the armory, to which only Creedy and Gregor had keys.
Up another double flight of steps - both the basement and sub-basement had tall ceilings - one reached the ground floor. Castle life was centered here, with the huge meeting halls, kitchens, and honeycomb of old offices feeding or housing most of the hundred-plus troops and dozens of Castle staff and laborers.
Above, all three wings of the building were lightly populated, with commanders quarters, or boltholes where the men of the garrison kept stashes of liquor. A trooper guarded the row of rooms where staff slept - Creedy had lost more than one staffer to the appetites of troopers, which was wasteful. Dead servants needed replacing, as did the trooper found responsible. Five years before, on Gregor’s suggestion, Creedy had set up a row of suites, complete with its own guards, that housed a rotating series of prostitutes, usually six women and one man. The whores usually didn’t last more than a year before being rotated out for fresh faces, but it helped keep the garrison quiet. If one died in some particularly rough play, then the trooper in question would pay for the replacement - or go to the post, if unable to.
At the topmost level, the floors of all three wings were largely deserted. Corner rooms overlooking the Castle’s surroundings were manned by snipers, one per corner, allowing two guns to be brought to bear on any side of the complex. Each day one of the kitchen staff would climb the stairs to the top, carrying an old red plastic shopping basket with meals for the stationed snipers. 
Today was Marcia’s day to make the climb, and the old woman moved with patient care, wary of her footing on the cement stairs. She had to descend after climbing to the top in each wing since they had been designed with defense in mind, and only connected at the ground floor. This was the third and final wing, and she stopped to catch her breath on the landing, rubbing the small of her back. With a murmured curse, she started off once more, wending her way to the sniper’s room at the wing’s far end. The halls were empty, the floors drifted with dust marked by the footfalls of the few who ventured here. The air was flat and stale. The building’s windows couldn’t be opened, and what little ventilation there was came from the sniper rooms, where the tough glass had been hammered out. 
A scrawny teenager with a spotty blonde beard turned from the window as Marcia entered. He cradled a hunting rifle across his chest, which he leaned against the wall as he took his meal: Stew in a plastic container, a hunk of coarse bread the size of his fist and a slab of salty smoked beef nearly as large. Despite the warm June air outside, the room still felt cold. It occupied a northern corner, and the concrete of the walls held the night’s chill through the day.
The sniper muttered a thank you and sat to eat. Marcia gathered up the dishes from his previous meal and put them in the basket before leaving.
She worked her way back toward the stairwell, but turned aside before reaching it, quietly opening a door and stepping within. She turned the latch, locking it, and moved deeper into an old suite of offices, past cubicles where keyboards gathered dust and screens stared with fishy plastic eyes going white with age. She opened another door, this one of heavy wood, and entered an office with an expansive desk and a wall of windows that looked out over the dunes and bunchgrass to the north. She watched cloud shadows chase each other across the landscape for a moment; blue smears cupping each hill or hollow faithfully as they fled east.
The desk bore a pile of wool yarn and a half-finished sweater of raw yellow-white. There were a pair of ragged, dog-eared romance novels scavenged from the sub-basement wreckage, a tin holding some lumps of sugar filched from the kitchens, a candle in a tin can and a small bottle of purple liqueur, half-empty.
The old woman turned away from the window, locking the door to the office, and sat down at the desk. The leather of the chair wheezed dustily in complaint. She pushed the knitting aside, then opened the largest of the desk’s drawers. She grunted as she bent and retrieved a heavy, square case from the drawer, setting it on the floor by her feet. She released the metal latches holding its cover in place and removed the headset and key, setting them on the desktop. She bent again and retrieved a notepad and pencil.
The lengthening cloud shadows chased each other faster as the sun set, hurrying to greet the rising dark, while Marcia wrote. 
 
 


Chapter 18: Posterity
 
Rastowich, dressed in the dark olive of his dress uniform, stood with Mayor Williams as Moorhouse and Kovacs were hanged. The battalion’s executioner, a meek bespectacled man named James Wood, moved with practiced economy, hooding the pair, then settling the noose around each man’s neck, the knot just below their left ear.
The two stood, hands tied behind them, on a scaffold erected inside the university’s stadium. The football field had been covered in plastic turf and remained an eerie bright green despite the years of sun and rain. The scaffold looked ungainly and dire on the emerald background. It was built of scavenged lumber, black with age.
Townsfolk filled a handful of the thousands of seats and children romped up and down the steps, dodged down rows of bleachers and called in shrill voices. Most of the adults, Williams included, were smiling. The Colonel was not, and ignored the traditional reading of charges by the lieutenant in charge of the execution, studying instead the scrap of paper he held.
 
Speed essential. Area now locked, status of goods not known. Unknown if C in possession or knowledge of goods. Third party actions against C accelerating schedule. Third party unknown.
 
Rastowich folded the paper neatly into his jacket pocket as the traps of the scaffold thumped open. The former Castle commander and his underling jerked to a stop on their respective ropes. The bodies kicked and spasmed briefly, but soon hung limp, twisting lazily. Urine began to dribble from the dangling legs as the bladders drained.
Williams was extending a hand and saying something congratulatory. Rastowich shook it twice and dropped it, looking over the Mayor’s shoulder and speaking across his thanks.
“Captain?”
“Yes sir?”
“Second and fourth company to ride, tomorrow at dawn. We’re going on ahead, the rest to follow ASAP.”
“Yes sir.”
Three and a half years to get here, reflected Rastowich as he pushed past a still-talking Williams. Three and a half years, and now I’ve got no time.
“One more thing, Captain. Meet me in my tent after mess. I need to fill you in on something.”
 
The camp buzzed. Troopers readied their gear to depart while others packed to move into garrisoning positions within Pullman itself. Troops to travel with the Colonel were lining up by squad at the supply wagons and being issued additional magazines for their rifles. The noise was constant and made worse by the hissing thump of one of the engineering steam tractors that had arrived yesterday. The rivet-sweating metal beast was twice the size of a bus, with a set of rail-gauge wheels tucked under its belly and a four segmented tracks that could, with time and effort, be raised or lowered as needed. The engineers had been repairing track in teams, and reported that supply trains were waiting on one more shipment of rails to bridge the final gaps in the route. The shipment was at least three days away, according to the telegraph. This one tractor had ranged ahead, exhausting most of its tender of coal, to bring a crew and tools to finalize the work on the old Pullman switchyard. Rastowich hoped the predictions were accurate, as supplies were thin after their quick advance, but it would have to take care of itself. 
The Captain presented himself precisely one-half hour after the bugle call for mess, ducking into the Colonel’s tent just as Rastowich was pouring himself a cup of tea. The Colonel poured a second one, setting the pot back on the ring of a diminutive white-gas stove that hissed quietly on a folding camp table.
“Have a seat, Captain. And some tea.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Rastowich sipped gingerly, watching the Captain over the lip of the tin mug. Captain Nakamura was broad and square. Not tall, but taller than one expected due to the width of his shoulders. 
“How many years is it, Captain?”
“Since we started west? Three years and seven months, sir,” Nakamura took short sips of his tea, balancing the cup on his knee between each. 
“This talk is informal, Captain, so relax,” Rastowich said. “I need to share some information with you, in case anything happens to me before we can take the Larson facility.”
Nakamura tipped his head in a brief nod.
“So, to start, the Larson facility is the main reason we’ve taken a northern line to the Pacific,” the Colonel said. “We could have crossed through Texas and into California, but the Puget Sound cities are seeing most of the trade out of Asia, so that’s a factor as well. The San Juan Islands protected a fair bit of their infrastructure from the same post-impact waves that tore San Francisco up so badly.
“In any case, good trading port or not, we’d have had to come north to retake Larson. The Larson facility was built just a few years before the Fall on old Air Force land near a town in Washington called Moses Lake. It was built for Homeland Security as a western operations headquarters, not long after San Diego was hit. How much of that is still taught at the Academy?”
“That San Diego was the target of a terrorist nuclear device. It was the first nuclear strike on the continental US and it precipitated a lot of political changes,” Nakamura rattled off. His mouth curved in a brief smile. “I don’t remember what the changes were, I have to admit.” 
“Constitutional changes, largely, but its moot now. When the Congress reconvenes it’s going to have to start from scratch. Anyway: Larson. Larson was basically a secure block of offices where intelligence was gathered. It was a paranoid time, and the government wanted decentralized control to avoid any chance of a concentrated attack taking out a large chunk of the chain of command. So they built a few centers like the Larson facility.”
Nakamura raised an eyebrow and poured a second cup of tea before speaking.
“What’s hidden in there, Sir? Nukes?”
“No. We still have nukes no one knows what to do with, getting older and dustier in a hundred shielded silos. Ironic that the only technology well enough shielded to survive the Fall was in deep silos and isn’t useful for anything, anymore. Though some of the systems there now are, well, never mind,” Rastowich trailed to a stop, scratched vigorously at an ear and took another sip before continuing.
“What’s in Larson is more valuable than weapons, or gold, or even medicine.”
Nakamura squinted. The Colonel waited with a half-smile.
“Leprechauns?” The Captain asked, deadpan. 
“Knowledge,” Rastowich said, smiling. “More in one spot than may exist anywhere else in North America at this point.”
“It can’t be computers. All but shielded ones were fried, if the Academy profs told me the truth.”
“Not computers, no,” Rastowich said. “As a culture we lost almost everything with the Fall. We’d spent the preceding decades transferring everything to electronic storage, and God crapped a handful of rocks on us and erased it. Poof.” 
“There are still stored media, aren’t there?” Nakamura twirled a finger. “Those CCs or whatever they are?”
“CDs. And DVDs. There are,” Rastowich agreed with a humorless chuckle, “But they’re beer coasters now. And we don’t have the only ones that would matter – the ones they were archiving in DC. Still, you’d need a computer. We can’t even make a player for the discs, and what few surviving computers we have are busy in deep bunkers as is. We can’t spend time searching discs unless we know they’re worth the time. No, as a culture we made a mistake. We got rid of paper and went to new, efficient storage that was fast and perfect and utterly vulnerable. They thought that information couldn’t be lost because it was stored repeatedly in so many places, but it was all stored electronically, and when it went, it all went.”
Rastowich stood, took a step to where his battered satchel hung and dug a slim brown book from it. He tossed it to Nakamura, who read the title and raised an eyebrow.
“Basic Arc Welding for Students. Volume two. Sounds like a thrilling read, Sir.”
The Colonel smiled.
“For our engineers it was, I’m sure, as we crawled out of the smoking pile of crap that had been the postindustrial world. You know we had to relearn the most basic things - chemistry, blacksmithing, weaving just as an example. What books survived are incredibly valuable.”
“There are a lot of books around still, aren’t there, Sir? I mean, they’re not rare. I’ve seen thousands.”
“Yes and no,” Rastowich said, sitting down and sighing. “In the ruins of any major city, you can scavenge as many copies of The Shining or The DaVinci Code as you want. They’re interesting as historical exercises, but not useful. Schools aren’t much help. In the mid-twentieth century they would have been, with textbooks by the ton, but they went electronic as well. Little Jimmy took a PDA to class.” Nakamura raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, it was a type of little portable computer.
“Anyway, even the Library of Congress and the major museums in old DC went with the flow. Outside of some religious groups, most large libraries were transferred to digital media, and many of the books were discarded or destroyed.”
“In retrospect it seems idiotic,” Nakamura muttered, turning the pages in the book he held. He looked up at the Colonel and handed the book back.
“Yes,” Rastowich agreed. “Pride cometh and all that. But we got lucky. When the Library of Congress was digitizing, a few people resisted destroying the physical books. Some of the books, ones representative of their time, or rare, or simply something that a librarian had a fondness for, were stored. In time these stores exceeded the space available to any of the organizations, and they petitioned Congress.” Rastowich shook his head. “From what I’ve read, they barely managed to convince people that keeping anything was worthwhile, and funding for a permanent storage facility wasn’t forthcoming, but they did manage to get a stay of execution for a lot of the material.
“The Larson facility had a quiet second duty under its original charter. It was to house fourteen underground cellblocks, where those deemed most dangerous could be kept and interrogated, quietly, away from public scrutiny. Word of this somehow got out, and despite the paranoia of the times, and the modifications to Constitutional law, the backlash was so great that the project - the underground portion - was brought to a halt and never completed. So the government suddenly had a series of huge underground bunkers and a public relations black eye. To make nice, they allowed the storage of the books at Larson. And that’s why we’re going to go there and recover them.”
Nakamura sat quietly for a moment before speaking.
“How many books are there, Sir?”
“No idea. The project to move them was still underway when the Fall happened. When DC was hit, any distinct record of it was wiped out. There could be a few thousand volumes. There could be a lot more. How many pages of other documents, who knows?
“One thing, Captain: No one but you and I know this. If word got out, it would be easy enough for these squatters to destroy whatever is there, or – more likely - hold it hostage. I wanted you to know, so if I suffer a sudden unintentional retirement you can tell someone you trust in turn.”
Rastowich showed Nakamura the radio set, gave him the frequencies and the cipher key. 
“We have to make sure that Larson is taken intact and garrisoned until we can reinforce it. Use the set to inform headquarters, if I can’t.” The Colonel stood, and Nakamura stood as well. “Anything or anyone that gets between us and controlling the facility is to be removed, immediately and permanently. Clear?”
“Yes sir. One question: What if the outlaws know what they have?” the Captain asked.
“They’re animals. I don’t imagine books are of much interest to them. If they do, we’ll deal with it.”
“Got it, sir.”
“Good. Get some sleep. We have a long ride ahead of us.”
 
 


Chapter 19: Departure
 
The wind had picked up. The grass lay nearly flat, jerking and twitching under the gritty blast that carried bits of trash, dust and dirt in a stinging hail. The horses tossed their heads and were prone to brief fits of bucking and malingering.
Mal led. He had wrapped his scarf around his face and wore an set of yellow ski goggles over his eyes. Grey and Georgia followed a hundred yards behind, with Clay riding drogue, another hundred yards back.
The wind came out of the west, but veered about as it stumbled through the scabland hillocks and canyons. Sometimes it rose behind them like a tide, pushing them toward the Castle, and at others it slapped at their faces, pushing them away. It was too windy to talk, and Grey spent the time remembering.
 
The wind had been bad that day, too. It had been colder, though, with the wet chlorine taste of promised snow in the air. 
Grey’s knuckles ached. He’d had to discipline one of his riders the evening before. The kid had stolen a bottle of whiskey from the supply wagon, and had lied about it when questioned. Stealing from the band was bad, but lying to Grey’s face made him furious. It was so insulting, so stupid. The kid had been seen, the whiskey found in his duffel bag, and he refused to admit the theft. It made him furious. To deny it to Grey’s face was to assume Grey was an idiot who could be fooled by childish lies. He’d blacked the kid’s eyes, and probably broken his jaw, but it had cost him a set of sore knuckles. The cold made the ache sink deep into the bone.
It had been his whiskey, too. Maybe that’s why he had been so angry. He tried to push the thought away, but it didn’t go very far.
The column of men spread and stopped shoulder-to-shoulder in a long line on the crest of a hill, looking down into the valley below, studying the line of a distant river, the trailing smoke of a village on it banks and the fractured, fading web of old roads. Grey turned away and studied his companions.
It had been a hard year. Their faces were hollow-cheeked, with sunken eyes. They’d been eating meat and little else for months, and sores on lips or gums were common among the men. Grey clenched his jaw and felt his teeth move in their sockets. They needed fruit or vegetables. They also needed a score.
Grey took a long pull from the bottle he carried. The harsh alcohol made his bleeding gums sing with pain.
The band’s coffers were empty, the gold taken that summer from the gangs in Trail was long gone. It had been old jewelry, not mined gold. Three families had carved out a niche for themselves simply by discovering an old portable acetylene welder and using it to burn into safety deposit boxes in banks. They’d used some of the gold to hire guns, and had begun expanding. When Grey heard about it, Kingsnake had helped convince him to ride north and clean them out.
There were only a dozen guns guarding the families, and it had been easy. They’d lost just two men and ridden off with close to six pounds of gold jewelry, little red felt bags of precious stones and the miscellaneous loot stripped from the gold hunters’ homestead. They had lived high for a while. The money hadn’t lasted, though. It never did.
He looked again at his ragged band, seeing the filthy faces, the unsmiling stares that held hunger and a certain trembling eagerness as they looked down into the valley at the little township.
Grey realized that he must look equally bad, equally mad and feral and hateful. He’d known he was slipping, but now he could see himself from the outside in a lightheaded way. He felt bile burn the back of his throat. He studied his swollen hands, the knuckles raw and red; saw the crescents of dirt and blood dried under his nails. The legs of his jeans were black with grease and dirt, and his coat, roughly cured from the hide of a bear, stank of rancid fat and sweat. Only the knife hilt in his boot-top, the pistol at his side, and the rifle rested across the saddlebow were clean. His father’s rifle. He ran a filthy finger along the satin smoothness of the barrel.
He’d known, then, that he was done. He’d at least had the honesty not to lie to himself. He knew what he was, but he was done with it. He had become one of the men who’d killed his family.
He could ride off now. Kingsnake would gladly take over the band. He’d run it for most of the past year anyway.
Grey squinted. He could just see farmers at work in the fields far below, the white and brown specks of cattle on the green squares of pastures.
He could just ride off, but that wouldn’t stop anything. It would be the smart thing to do. There were twenty of them, and one of him.
It would be smart to just run, like he always did.
 
“Penny for your thoughts,” Georgia said.
Grey shook his head and blinked. The wind had dropped as evening approached and it was quiet now. He could hear the crunch of their horses’ hooves on the gravel, the whisk of their hocks through the grass.
“They’re not worth that much,” Grey said. “Did I look sour?”
“You looked sad.”
“Ah. I’m just tired.” Grey stretched, feeling his spine crackle, before slouching in the saddle once more.
“If you’d learn to ride with proper posture you’d feel better,” Georgia said with a smirk. “But, aside from your hideous riding skills, what’s bothering you?”
Grey snorted.
“Nothing, I just want it over and done.”
Georgia huffed and rolled her eyes. “Fine, work the laconic wilderness trapper shtick. See if I care.”
They rode in silence for a while, and Grey watched the sky begin to darken to cobalt. They followed Mal into a box canyon with basalt walls made of perfect hexagonal pillars. Clay caught up to them as they dismounted on the sandy floor between the walls.
“No water for the horses here, so give them as much as you can from the canteens,” Grey reminded them. He retrieved a crumpled guidebook from his pocket, peering in the dim light at a beige map surrounded by ads for businesses dead for thirty years. “We should hit the north end of the lake tomorrow morning. We can water them there and fill up our canteens.”
“And then?” Clay asked, stepping to stand beside Georgia. Grey saw her lean against him. 
“Then we find a good lookout on the best route north, and we wait,” Grey said.
Mal rubbed his rump and grimaced.
“It’ll be nice to walk for a change. That saddle is slowly sawing me in half.” He began gathering bleached bits of wood from the sand, brush washed down by the spring rains, and tossed them into a pile. The seasoned wood rattled with a half-musical sound.
“Do we have a plan?” Clay asked, squatting to lay the fire, breaking the smallest twigs into kindling.
“Not a tight one,” Grey said. “Until we see how many and where there’s not much we can say for sure.”
“In general, then?” Clay opened an oilskin pouch and took out a pinch of cottony lint, tucking it beneath the kindling. “I miss matches,” he muttered, readying his flint and steel.
“In general, we get ready, and we try to make sure Georgia has a shot at Creedy, then we deal with whatever counterattack they make, then we pull back and let them either break and run, or head north again,” Grey said. “If they break, we go home. If they still try to head north, we get in front of them and do it again.”
“Simple as pie,” Mal said with a crooked smile as he deposited a final armful of wood near Clay. “I do have a question, though.”
“Yes?” Grey grunted, sitting down.
“What if they do something else?”
“What do you mean?”
“What if they hunker down in their Castle thing - which I remind you we’ve never seen - and try to discourage the CDF? Or bribe them?” Mal cocked his head. “Do you plan on us going in to get your old friend if we have to?”
Clay turned to stare at Grey, who could feel Georgia’s eyes on him as well.
“If it comes to that, and I decide I need to, I’ll go in by myself,” the old trapper said after a while. “At that point the only thing I have left to settle is personal.”
The four didn’t talk much over their sparse dinner. Grey took first watch, sitting in the shadows at the canyon’s mouth, his rifle across his knees. He cocked his head as soft footsteps approached from the direction of camp.
“Don’t shoot me, boss,” Mal said as he wended his way through the maze of fallen rocks that littered the canyon’s floor. He found a shadowed cleft between two large chunks, wrapped his serape tightly around his shoulders, and settled down.
“Couldn’t sleep?”
“I can always sleep. There’s a lot of sex going on back there and it’s making me feel horny and alone, which is a bad combination.”
“Ah.”
They sat, watching the stars in their slow parade. Short pinprick streaks flicked across the darkness as little meteors expended their energy in a last bright celebration of friction.
“Grey?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t get those two killed for a personal vendetta.”
“I won’t.”
“If it comes to it, I’ll go in with you, but those two need to go back north.”
Grey turned to look at Mal, but his face was just a lighter smudge in the shadows. 
“All right, Mal.”




The wait wasn’t long. With the third sunrise the watchers, behind their screen of brush and boulders, saw the Castle begin to stir.
Through his binoculars, Grey had studied the place until boredom had set in. It was an unattractive, functional building, with three main wings and a lower entry hall that enclosed an assumed court. The walls were concrete, streaked with the white droppings of birds. Windows were plentiful in the upper floors, and almost all still held sheets of greenly reflective glass. Aerials and other metalwork devices crowded the roof in several areas. Around it the land was barren and carefully cleared of other buildings. A few stumpy teeth of concrete thrust through the sandy soil here and there, reminders of long vanished outbuildings. The building’s ground floor entry faced the north and the watchers had a good view of figures entering and leaving. Most took one of two paths and were heavily laden; some to the trash-heap that nearly filled a low swale to the east, and some down the road to the south, escorting a wagon filled with old steel drums. Clay guessed they were for water, refilled at the nearby lake.
Nothing moved but the Castle garrison. There were no fields within five or six miles, and trade seemed to come only via mule train or wagon from outlying areas. No cabins clung to the walls for protection. At mealtimes, smoke would issue from sooty steel ventilators on the building’s west side. There was little else to see, until that third dawn.
Georgia was on watch.
“Quick, take a look, they’re coming,” she said. The others left their bedrolls and peered at the Castle, rubbing their eyes.
One of the huge steel doors set belowground gaped open, and a string of riders was exiting, milling as they formed up in the shadow of the building. Grey tried to count heads, but gave up as they roiled and circled, waiting as two wagons, both made of ancient camp-trailers, crept up the ramps, pulled by teams of four horses. The faint barking of dogs reached them.
“That’ll be him,” Grey said as the riders formed up around the wagons and started north. They followed the flat land that led between the rocky-topped hills, and would pass to the watchers’ left, if they held their course.
Mal lay fully concealed behind two boulders, peering down a battered telescope. After a moment he sat back, collapsed the brass tube and tucked it into his jacket.
“I wonder what he has in those Winnebagos?” he asked.
“My retirement fund,” Georgia said. 
“We’ll give them a day to get clear of the local area,” Grey said. “The wagons make them slow, and we can afford to wait until they’re out of reach of their friends.”
The watchers packed up, then ate before setting out, allowing the caravan to make its way out of sight between the bluffs to the north before mounting and following.
The day was clear and hot, and before long Grey and his riders were soaked with sweat. They rode at a slow walk, afraid of catching the caravan; too slow for their motion to provide a cooling breeze. In the afternoon they paused and Grey went ahead to scout. He returned two hours later.
“There’s a shallow creek up ahead - we’ll water the horses,” he reported. “Creedy and his men crossed an hour or so back. He left a pair to watch his back trail, so I stayed hid until they left.”
Mal nodded. Clay gigged his horse until he sat beside Georgia and leaned over to whisper to her. She snickered. Grey turned his horse and led the way to the ford. 
Clay dismounted, cursing as his feet slipped in the churned clay of the creek’s bank. He slogged off to Georgia, who had dismounted farther up the hill.
Mal remained in the saddle while his horse drank, staring northward.
“Tomorrow?” he asked in a low voice, pitched for Grey alone.
Grey nodded. “Tomorrow. At the bridge by Brewster.”
  “Et ne nous soumets pas à la tentation,” Mal said, his eyes on the ridgeline to the north. “Mais délivre-nous du mal. Amen.” He grinned.
They rode hard, the horses grateful for the exercise after a slow day, swinging in a great loop east through the scablands. They passed scattered farmhouses, with lights in some of the windows, and startled small herds of cattle that rumbled away in the dark. There were no garrison posts to avoid on the route Creedy had taken. They made fifteen miles, and crossed the flat concrete span of the old Brewster bridge in purple predawn light.
Brewster lay east and north of the usual trade route through Wenatchee. The ruined town had an unhappy reputation, and had never been resettled after the Fall. The inhabitants had fallen prey to one of the sicknesses that killed millions, and survivors had fled, some taking the plague to settlements that took them in. In the end, people had written Brewster off as somewhere to avoid, and years later it stood stripped and empty, a few dozen buildings crumbling slowly back into the ground. The bridge remained, though, firm on massive piers while the Columbia rolled endlessly on beneath it, blue-green and deep and powerful. It had a muddy, vital smell.
Clay and Mal found cover in the ruins at the bridge’s northern end, in the mazes left by toppled walls and rusted cars. They would stay hidden and engage Creedy’s men from the rear if they crossed. Georgia and Grey settled in on a brushy hillside north and west of the bridge, where they had a view of its entire length.
The waiting began.
 
 


Chapter 20: Locals
 
The town had clustered around the two ends of the bridge, with the body of it on the northern bank. A narrow mercantile strip of brick and cinderblock ran east-west along the old highway route, paralleling the rusted rails of a spur line. The north end of the bridge entered what had been the southern residential section, far away from the few still-standing warehouses. 
Brewster lay silent and ruinous, acacias, sycamores and twisted pines softening the rubble and slowly reclaiming the streets. It was a dead place, a bad pace. In an area where settlements were steadily growing, no one built near it. Feral cats were rare, and dogs were wholly absent. Outside the ducks and geese on the river, they saw no birds.
Afterward, Grey blamed himself for failing to ask why.
 
Rat was blind in one eye, but his hearing was the sharpest among all his brothers. He lay curled in the infested rags that were his bed, listening as the distant sound of hooves stopped. He rolled over, careful not to bump his head on the cobwebbed timbers of the crawlspace. The family had moved under the old school after its roof had collapsed, and had dug a series of shallow burrows in the clay beneath the foundations. He crawled through the fetid dark on knees scabbed and calloused, pausing to poke and hiss at Cutter and Bugs where they lay curled in their own nests.
“There’s someone here,” he lisped, his crooked teeth yellow as butter. What little light there was seeped through the ground-glass windows set in the foundation. “Tell Ma, and get everyone ready.”
Rat was hungry. Lately the family’s diet had consisted of ground squirrels and the little striped snakes that were common in the weeds near the river. It had been a long time since anyone had stopped in Brewster. He drooled a little, wiping it on the wrinkled leather vest he wore.
Cutter scrabbled away, moving with spidery agility, and Bugs followed, chanting nonsense under his breath. Coughs and whispers multiplied in the rank shadows as the others woke.
Rat was excited. Mama would be proud of him for hearing the newcomers.
And maybe she’d quit looking at him so hungry.
 
Creedy, flanked by Hollis and Gregor, paused on the ridge above the Columbia, eyeing the long bridge below, narrow and dark against the reflected glare of the river.
The caravan waited while Creedy scanned the far shore with binoculars. It was fully ten minutes before he dropped them to swing from their strap about his neck, and gestured with his right hand. The caravan started toward the river, riders both before and behind the wagons, which wallowed on suspensions long-since gone soft. 
“If there’s anyone there, it’s only a few, and well hidden,” Creedy said. He wore his inevitable neat khakis, still clean despite the days of travel. He’d managed to shave, as well.
“Do you have any idea who has been hitting us? Why Potter’s Creek? Why Mattawa?” Hollis asked when the troopers were out of range.
Creedy shook his head. Gregor, his size dwarfing the quarterhorse he rode, eyed the bridge and frowned.
“If they want the Castle, they can have it, now,” Creedy said. “If they want us, then this bridge is a great spot to try.”
Hollis pointedly avoided looking back at the brushy slope behind the column, where six sharpshooters lay hidden. She sucked air through her teeth, looking at the width of the river, instead.
“We’re not going to have accurate cover fire if anything happens. It’s too far,” she said.
“True, but having bullets whiz past should make them keep their heads down,” Creedy said. “We’re going to have to treat each bridge this way, and we have many more to come.”
“I know. Let’s get it over with,” Hollis said, spurring her horse forward.
 
Georgia had settled behind a low concrete wall screened by the hanging branches of a willow tree. She watched Creedy’s men as they began descending to the bridge’s far end, studying them through her rifle’s scope. The bridge was a long one, and the riders who led the group were still the better part of a mile off as they mounted the span.
“When the last of them gets in range, you start at the back. Hopefully that’ll run the leaders across,” Grey said, watching over her shoulder.
Georgia counted heads.
“There’s a lot of them. Are you sure you want them coming this way?”
Grey grunted and shrugged. “There’s less than I’d expected. If they don’t panic and split up, then we pull back and try again later. We just need to thin them down and worry them.”
Georgia tracked the rifle slowly. The Castle’s men were clad in a mix of old jackets and rough leather garb, and most wore hats or bandanas to ward off the increasing heat of the day. As they came closer she could see that they were almost all armed. Perhaps a third carried rifles; the rest had shotguns or pistols. Creedy had brought his best. The wagons reached the south end of the bridge and waited there. She didn’t expect they would try to cross until a signal was given. There would be no way to turn the teams around on the bridge. The rear of the column was at the midpoint of the bridge and the lead riders were within the limits of her range, she thought.
“You should get ready,” she said. “It won’t be long.” She tilted her head, feeling the stippled plastic of the stock sticky against her cheek.
Grey moved in a doubled-over shuffle, taking a position a hundred yards to Georgia’s left, behind a forked tree that was nearer the northern end of the bridge, and which overlooked the tangle of rubble where Mal and Clay hid.
The fork was at shoulder level, and Grey stood, leaning against the trunk, resting his rifle across the crotch of the tree.
The riders were cautious, moving in slow advances. They kept close to the staggered string of rusted vehicles that had died on the bridge, screening themselves as cover allowed. Near the column’s far end, Grey caught a brief glimpse of a figure in beige, sandy-haired and erect. It was strange to see Kingsnake without his bandana, Grey thought, but his posture was unmistakable. He shuddered; a mix of emotion rising into a knot in his chest. There was hate there, and self-loathing, and an odd sadness. He shook himself and raised his head from his rifle. The column’s head was two hundred yards off, now, the trailing end where Creedy rode perhaps six hundred. He glanced to his left, to the warrens where Mal and Clay would be hidden.
Something, mottled brown and white, moved on the road to the bridge, darting behind the rusted hulk of a pickup. Grey shifted, swinging the rifle and peering through the scope.
 
Clay rested with his back against a sun-warmed section of brick wall in a ruined house forty yards from the bridge. He fought the urge to peek at the span and the approaching men, and slowly rolled the cylinder of his revolver with the fingers of his left hand, listening to the click of the pawl as each chamber rolled under the barrel. He had folded his heavier coat away, and wore a light denim jacket. Its right pocket was heavy with several speed loaders, each filled with fat yellow cartridges. A handful of loose shells counterweighted the left.
Stay quiet, let us pull them, Grey had said. When they’re all across, hit their rear quick and hard and then get out of there. No heroics. We do what we can, then fall back. If we get separated, meet up tomorrow where we camped yesterday.
“Simple as pie,” Clay whispered to himself, adjusting his hat. He wondered what Georgia was doing. He wondered if Doc and Sowter were all right, and if they’d gotten Ronald home, yet.
Some sound or flicker of shadow made him turn his head to the left, and Clay gaped, his eyes going round.
Something with matted, filthy hair was sprinting at him, low to the ground and silent. Its feet were bare and made almost no noise as it rushed through the debris. Its face was hidden by the tangled locks and stained beard that blew back with its speed, and eyes surrounded by a circle of white sclera stared madly from the darkness under the brows. 
For a split second Clay thought it was nude and had some terrible skin disease that made its hide sag in dusky wattles. Then he realized the apparition was wearing the badly tanned skin of another man, crudely altered into a jacket and trousers, held in place with thongs of hide. The crotch of the pants was adorned with the shriveled penis of the former owner, jouncing stiffly as the creature sprinted.
Clay froze while much of his mind gibbered and refused to process what he was seeing. A tiny corner of rationality screamed at him to move, but without effect. He would have been crouching, gun drooping from nerveless fingers, while the thing cut his throat with its knife, but it jerked upright just a pace away. A half-second later the boom of a gunshot rolled across Brewster. The creature stumbled, muttered something that sounded like “nana”, and fell forward. Clay could see the raw red hole in its back where the bullet had exited, toothed with white bone fragments.
Clay looked right, and another of the things crouched an arm’s length away, mouth hanging open, eyes on the fallen one as it twitched. Clay could smell the sweet rot stink of it. It, too, wore the tanned remains of someone. This one clutched an aluminum baseball bat crusted with dark matter.
“Bugs,” it said, sounding surprised. “You killed Bugs?” It shook its head, hair flopping. “That’s wrong.” 
The talking creature’s head exploded and it fell back in a heap. Clay blinked and saw the revolver smoking in his hand.
“Mother f-,” he began in a stunned voice. He was cut off by the sudden rapid hammering of a handgun. 
 
Rat ran in a crouch, dropping to all fours at times and propelling himself with his hands as he ducked beneath snarls of timber and subsiding walls. His blind eye bulged in a white dome of excitement and he ground his teeth, his narrow jaw rocking from side to side.
Uncle was ahead, sneaking up on one of the strangers, and Rat wanted to get there quick. He was hungry, so hungry. Uncle was strong and a good hunter. 
Despite his speed, Rat moved quietly. He slowed as he spotted Uncle’s broad back, ahead. Uncle held a hatchet and was peering around the fender of a rotted sedan at something Rat couldn’t see. 
Rat crouched, waiting, listening for whatever Uncle was watching. He could hear Uncle’s breathing, and the distant crunch as someone shifted on the gravel, but beyond that he could hear something else. More horses were coming. Many more horses were coming. Rat began to creep forward as quietly as he could.
“Uncle,” he hissed, jaw still sliding back and forth in sharp jerks. “Someone is coming. Lots of them.”
He would have said more, made Uncle leave with him, but a gunshot boomed from the hillside, and Uncle darted out of sight with a growl. Rat started forward, took Uncle’s place and peered as he had. A second shot boomed, this one from Rat’s left and much closer than the first. Rat didn’t look around; he was too busy watching Uncle as he leaped at a man in a dark leather coat. The man sat at the end of a cul-de-sac with walls formed of rusted vehicles, peering through a crack toward the bridge. The man shifted at the sound of the second shot, just as Uncle swung the hatchet, and the looping strike missed his head by inches. The hatchet buried itself in the door panel of the car with a resonant thump; paint chips and rust showered from the door as Uncle heaved on the weapon, trying to free it.
Rat watched as the man in the jacket shot Uncle three times, fast. Blood bloomed across Uncle’s back in a triangle as bullets exited his body, one low in the gut, two high in the chest. Uncle grunted and tried once more to free the hatchet, this time pulling the door free of its hinges. The weight of it twisted the hatchet from his hand as it fell, and Uncle crouched and snarled at the man in the jacket.
“Merde,” Rat heard the man say, just before he shot Uncle in the face.
The rifle boomed again, and Rat heard a high wail that sounded like Little Fingers. He began to run back through the maze of cars and wreckage, weeping from his good eye for his family, and for himself. Mama would be angry.
 
Georgia started when Grey fired. She raised her head and glanced at him, saw that he had turned and was firing down into the ruins where Mal and Clay were hidden, and turned her attention back to the bridge, snuggling into the rifle’s stock and peering through the scope, both eyes open. 
The Castle men milled and unslung weapons, some dismounting and seeking cover behind the stranded wrecks. The nearest were barely a hundred yards away, the furthest perhaps four hundred.
She started with the nearest.
 
Creedy pulled up hard enough that his horse half-reared, the bit tearing into its mouth, as the first report echoed across the river.
Hollis stood in her stirrups, then sat again as more shots came.
“Orders, Mister Creedy?” Gregor asked, digging an aerosol air-horn from his saddlebag.
Creedy sidestepped his horse behind a wheel-less panel truck that hunkered in the left lane and peered down its side, watching as his men scrambled for cover.
“Wait,” he said. He listened to the sporadic fire. “One rifle, one or two handguns.” He scanned the bridge. “Do you see anyone down?”
Hollis was about to answer when a heavier, throatier report rolled across the water. One of the men in the forefront fell back from where he had been crouched against a burnt-out car. Before he had come to rest a second, running tucked over, went down in a tangle of limbs, screaming.
Creedy gestured to Gregor, who held the air horn high and triggered a series of three blasts. The men began falling back, firing sporadically at the far shore. Behind them the snipers on the south bank opened fire.
“God only knows what they’re shooting at,” Creedy said. He kicked his horse into a gallop, lips set in a thin line. Behind him the reports continued, smooth and regular, a handful of seconds between each. One bullet cut the air, near enough that he heard the harsh hiss of it. He felt the skin on his back crawl, waiting for the slam of the next slug, but reached the bridge’s south end unharmed. The teamsters turned the trailers around on the cracked and weedy concrete of an old gas station’s apron and the column moved out.
 
Georgia came out of the chill place she went when she worked, sliding a fresh magazine into her rifle and pocketing the first, which was still half-full. Creedy’s men were too far now for accurate fire. She switched her attention to Grey, who had fired twice more. Beyond him in the rubble the gunfire had ceased, after three or four brief fusillades. Staying low, she moved to his position by the tree and set her rifle up on its bipod.
“What was it? Scouts?” she asked.
“No, not scouts,” Grey said, his voice strange. “Something else. I think they’ve run off now.”
Georgia looked down the long line of the bridge. Half a dozen bodies lay scattered near its northern terminus, and figures made tiny by the distance were just exiting its south end.
“Everybody’s run off,” she sighed, shifting to scan the ruins. She could see Clay and Mal moving cautiously toward the overgrown park where they had tethered their horses. She saw no one else.
“Get ready to move, we need to follow them,” Grey said.
 
“I have never seen anything like that in my damn life,” Clay said for the third time as they rode out after moonrise. They crossed the bridge slowly, stopping to loot the corpses of ammunition and weapons. There were six in all, each shot through the center of the chest. One of the dead men had a small canister with an attached ring.
“Anyone feel like carrying a thirty-year-old grenade?” Mal asked, waggling it. There were no takers, so he pitched it over the railing and into the river.
“You didn’t pull the pin before you threw it?” Grey asked after listening for a minute.
“Why would I do that to the innocent little fish?”
“Point,” Grey conceded. “You’re quiet, Georgia. You all right?”
Georgia shrugged. Wrapped in her black poncho against the night chill, she was nearly invisible.
“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m just feeling old.”
“Not too old to shoot,” Clay said, and whistled. “That was amazing. Thank you.”
“Thanks for what?” Georgia asked.
“For keeping my saddle-shaped ass alive. With those whatever-they-weres trying to eat me, these boys would have killed us for sure if they’d crossed over.”
Mal nodded in agreement.
“Yes, my dear. You have the undying gratitude of Malcolm Barnes, esquire. If you weren’t already the apple of our man Clay’s eye, I would woo you with fine liquor and questionable dancing.”
“One wonders what ‘questionable dancing’ is,” Grey said, clicking his horse into a walk.
“It’s dancing with lewd contact and clothes composed largely of velour,” Mal offered. “More important, though, what the fuck were those things in the mansuits?”
Grey shook his head. “I haven’t a clue. I’ve heard bullshit campfires stories about cannibals and zombies and God knows what else, but I’d always figured that was pure fantasy.” They rode in silence for a minute.
“Well, we can leave zombies in the realm of rumor, but I’m going to have to add ‘inbred cannibal attack’ to my list of things best avoided,” Mal said.
“Do you think we killed them all?” Clay asked, glancing over his shoulder at the ruins.
“You want to go see?” Mal asked, arching his eyebrows.
“No,” Clay said, shuddering.
 
Rat waited until the four Bad People left. Then he waited extra just to be sure. Then he got Spider to help him drag the bodies in under the school. Little Fingers was hurt. She’d been shot in the leg, and she just snarled and wouldn’t come help. Rat didn’t know if she would die. 
Spider and Rat spent the next three days cutting strip-meat for jerky. Any parts they couldn’t jerk they ate right away. All the soft parts went to the babies. They’d have plenty of food for a long time. But Mama cried, and that made Rat sad.
Still, he thought, not everything was bad. Now maybe she wouldn’t look at him so hungry.
 
 


Chapter 21: Fireworks
 
Rastowich stared through the binoculars at the drab gray block of the Larson Facility.
“What the hell is going on in there?” He asked. Five fresh corpses swung on ropes across the building’s facade and black smoke billowed up from the courtyard concealed within the complex. In the upper floors several windows had been knocked out. The Colonel assumed there would be snipers in place in those. He’d already issued orders and sharpshooters were in position to deal with them.
Captain Nakamura whistled through his teeth. “I think they’re waiting on us to make a first move. They probably assume they’re safe inside that pile of concrete. They can’t have missed us riding up and making camp.”
Rastowich rubbed at his moustache and grunted.
“The engineers packed the recoilless?”
“Yes sir.”
“Break it out. We’ll make a breach after dark and go in. That’ll keep their sharpshooters off us, and our men are the better trained and armed. Make sure the vests are issued and that everyone is wearing them.”
“Yes sir.”
“We have to get those books. That’s our legacy,” the Colonel muttered.
And it won’t hurt your chances for a promotion, Nakamura thought, not unkindly. He saluted, and went to find the engineers.
Maybe he could get a promotion, too.
 
Sam had disappeared before Creedy left. Marcia had cultivated enough contacts throughout the Castle that she often knew more than Sam, who existed in the bubble surrounding Creedy. The old cook had managed to slip her a note when she helped deliver dinner to Creedy and Hollis. It was short and to the point; word was that when Creedy left he was taking nothing except guns and two wagon loads of loot. 
It wasn’t a surprise. Creedy had been eyeing her strangely for days, with a mixture of suspicion and mild regret. Sam had already decided that he would want to dispose of her before leaving. She’d heard as much or more of his plans as anyone, and he wouldn’t let that sort of information remain behind. 
Creedy never went anywhere alone, now. He hadn’t called Sam to his bed since the last bruising bout of abuse, and though she fantasized about it, she could see no way to kill him that wouldn’t result in her own immediate death. It was time to get out. 
The labyrinthine subbasement was locked, with chains and padlocks securing the two sets of steel doors that accessed its stairwells. The gates saw a lot of foot traffic, and while not all of it was screened as carefully as it had been, they would notice Sam trying to leave. Nervousness just short of panic ran through most of the more imaginative members of the garrison. Creedy’s banquet lies had done their job and kept things together long enough to bring in a last few weeks of tribute, but even the dullest gunhand had heard the rumors: Creedy was leaving the Castle and the CDF was coming. Anyone with dreams of leadership began to maneuver to take advantage of the vacuum, and bodies were discovered every morning; some with knife wounds, some strangled. Creedy, his monstrous aide Gregor and Hollis lurked on his floor of the west wing, with several squads of soldiers that now bunked there, and seemed to watch it all with disinterest.
The upper floors were a better option, despite leaving her few routes of escape. Sam didn’t imagine Creedy would believe she would stay in the Castle. Taking a knapsack of food and several jugs of water, she disappeared into the upper floors. She had remained there for the six days leading to Creedy’s departure, and only once heard anyone in the hall outside the room she occupied. They tried the door, found it locked, and went on.
She watched Creedy leave, upright in the saddle, looking jaunty and dapper. She had noted the two black cases slung in a leather harness across the back of his horse, and the identical ones riding behind Gregor and Hollis. She watched as they trailed off to the North, disappearing into a gauzy morning ground fog that would be gone within the hour. Then she settled in, with a dozen books stolen from Gregor’s collection, and waited for the cavalry. They arrived the following afternoon.
 
Nakamura watched an engineer assemble a chest-high steel tripod while a second fussed with the long tube of the recoilless rifle itself. A soldier stood nearby, watching over a box of shells, each one the size of a man’s forearm.
“Do you need anything else?” the Captain asked. The engineer adjusting the weapon glanced up.
“No, sir. We’ll have the gun set up inside the hour, and we’ll be ready.”
Nakamura nodded. “I’ll tell the Colonel.” He took a few steps up the slope until he could peer across the hillcrest, studying the bulk of the Larson facility.
“How far are we?” He asked.
“About fifteen hundred yards, sir, give or take,” the engineer said, rising and wiping his hands on a rag.
“And you’re sure this will breach the wall?” Nakamura asked. 
“Yes, sir.” He tapped the weapon’s barrel with a boot, lightly. “It will probably take six or eight shells to make a big enough breach, but it’ll be pretty quick. Maybe a minute, maybe a little less.” 
Nakamura studied the ranks of windows. Unbroken panes were mirror-bright with reflected sky on the shadowed wall.
“After you’ve made a hole, watch for flashes from the upper floors. If anyone starts sniping, stop them.”
 
The Colonel called Nakamura into his tent just before dinner. Nakamura stood to attention, dressed in baggy green battledress. He stared at Rastowich, who was similarly attired, with the addition of an armored vest.
“Captain.”
“Sir.”
“You’re going to be at the command post tonight.” The Colonel bent and picked up a silver signal whistle from his camp cot. He looped the chain around his neck. Nakamura said nothing.
“You don’t approve? Speak freely, Captain,” Rastowich said, raising an eyebrow.
“You’re concerned about the books. It’s not that I don’t approve. It just makes me nervous,” Nakamura said.
“It’ll be fine,” the colonel said, strapping a holstered pistol about his waist. He drew the silver automatic and checked its magazine. “I have done this before, you know.”
“Yes, sir.”
Rastowich racked the weapon’s slide, loading it. He thumbed the safety on and holstered the automatic, then tugged at the belt until it rode comfortably around his hips.
“Now to make history,” he said, retrieving a helmet from the camp table beside the cot and sparing a thin smile for Nakamura. “How hard could it be?”
 
Sam listened to the activity build in the Castle as the day progressed - feet drumming in the nearby stairwell, the sounds of doors near her bolthole being kicked in. She had curled up behind a rank of ancient file cabinets, stretched out comfortably on her bedroll with her supply of jerky, now almost gone, and a heavy black revolver close at hand.
Someone kicked in the room’s door an hour or so earlier, but the intruder cursed and left the darkened office without searching.
What little light crept in from the hallway was dwindling when the first impact shook the building, showering her with brittle acoustic tiles as the drop ceiling jerked. She scrambled to her feet, crouching in the dark, head cocked to the side. She heard yelling, some of it nearby, before another blast poured more dust down on her in a gritty shower.
The blasts kept coming, and now the yelling on her floor had been joined by the faint sound of screaming from somewhere below. She tucked a folded pillowcase inside her jacket pocket, checked the revolver a final time, and hid her hair under a ratty gray knit cap. 
Sam moved out into the hall, turning left toward the stairs. She started downstairs at a run as the blasts gave way to gunfire; sporadic at first, but rapidly growing heavier. Smoke and dust curled up the stairwell to meet her as she passed the second floor landing.
She reached the ground floor and shoved her way through a knot of arguing guards blocking the hall. They paid her no attention.
The hallway split in a T, with the heaviest smoke and loudest gunfire from her right. She went left, sprinting toward the kitchens, her boots clattering on the tile floor.
She jogged across the vast empty hall where Creedy had hosted his dinner party. There was very little light, just a pair of oil lamps guttering near the doors to the kitchens. The tables and chairs were scattered now, and a body - dead or injured - lay curled on the low dais in a pool of drying blood, a crude shiv protruding from the figure’s ribs. She wondered what the deck of the Titanic had really been like. Somehow, she didn’t think the band really played a waltz while the liner nosed over into her long dive to the bottom.
Two men nearly ran her down at the doors in the hall’s far wall, sprinting from the kitchen with their arms full of food. She slowed and watched them go, but neither looked back and they disappeared into the thickening haze.
Sam pushed through the swinging doors, gun held at her side. The room was lit by a few candles and another oil lamp, and in the pools of radiance thrown about them she could see the graceless forms of the kitchen staff. Some had been shot, and others slaughtered with the knives and cleavers they’d used every day to make the garrison its meals. She picked up the lamp, carrying it from slack face to slack face, like a despairing Diogenes. There were only six dead. Marcia wasn’t among them. Her teeth hurt with a dull, remote throb, and she relaxed her jaw as much as she could.
When she turned to leave, she found herself staring at a broad-chested man in tattered hides. His eyes gleamed in the faint light, as did the barrel of the shotgun he cradled. He glanced at her, then at the corpses, then to the cupboards where they hung, doors flung wide.
“What the fuck, boy? There any food left?” He ignored Sam, who held her revolver out of sight behind her leg. “What’d you kill the stupid fucking cooks for?”
“They were dead already,” Sam said. She tried for a husky, low voice. It sounded ridiculous in her own ears, but the man didn’t seem to notice, and began to circle the room, rummaging in cupboards and savagely booting the limbs of the dead out of his way. He sat the shotgun on a counter, reaching up to pull down cans and jars the others had left. He had his back to Sam. She lifted the pistol, steadying the sights on the back of his head and thumbed the hammer back.
“This place is done. You should get some of this grub and get the fuck out,” the big man said. “Get a towel or something you can carry some food in. Everybody’s going bugshit, and the Greens have a goddamn cannon.” He pulled another armload of cans down, rapidly discarding those with visible rust. “Come on, there’s plenty here.” He glanced around, saw that the skinny kid who sounded funny had gone, and shrugged. He turned back to his work, sorting the good from the bad while the smoke grew thicker and the gunfire louder. 
 
Nakamura stood with the two squads left to defend the camp, watching through binoculars as the recoilless rifle rounds began to tear a hole in the side of the building. It was difficult to see anything clearly. The sun had set hours before, and full dark had come. The bulk of the Larson building was dark. 
The explosions continued, eating deeper into the side of the building, glass cascading as windows shattered. The weapon had set something inside ablaze, and Nakamura could see the gap in the wall glow an eerie orange in the roiling smoke.
As the last round hit, spewing dust and concrete in a cloud, Rastowich, leading five squads, began to pelt across the half-mile o the wall, their horses cresting over a low hill to Nakamura’s right, a dark blur moving with the sound of thunder. 
Garrison guards in their high perches began to fire. Nakamura could see the strobe of their muzzle flash. The CDF sharpshooters returned fire, keeping their opponents’ heads down until the recoilless rifle could be brought to bear. The first sniper nest detonated in a storm of broken glass and shrapnel before the Colonel was halfway to the building, and the second followed suit soon after.
Some of the garrison gathered above the wall-breach on the second floor, smashing the windows and trying to shoot at the approaching troops, but the engineers responded with a pair of rounds before they could fire effectively. The offices where the defenders had gathered were transformed to smoldering collections of shattered workstations and bleeding men in the space of twenty seconds.
The charge reached the gap and firing began to swell as men, just silhouettes against the glow, rushed into the Larson Facility. 
Nakamura lowered the binoculars and waited, legs slightly spread, thumbs hooked behind his belt buckle.
 
Colonel Rastowich and his troops worked their way from room to room, each squad moving as a unit, sweeping through the defenders. It wasn’t a fight, it was a slaughter; trained troops with assault rifles against brigands with weapons in every state of repair.
“There’s no one in charge,” Rastowich observed during a lull, talking to a tall, lanky sergeant named Ortega. Three of the squad watched intersecting corridors while the rest piled tattered corpses behind a riddled sandbag barricade. They had circled through much of the ground floor, finding defenders in confused knots around prepared strongpoints, all of which had been set up to guard the doors. They were little help in defending against an assault from inside.
“No, Colonel, I don’t think there is,” Ortega agreed, spitting a grey mix of saliva and dust. “There’s lots of them, but they’re mostly useless and confused.”
That confusion had led to dozens of the bandits simply surrendering, and the central courtyard had become a temporary holding area, watched over by a single squad. 
“Well, let’s keep moving,” Rastowich said, settling a bandana across his nose and mouth. “We’ve got a lot of building to get through.”
 
Sam moved through the smoke, working cautiously back toward the gunfire, peering around each corner before committing to it. After what felt to her like far too many peeks, her forehead itching with an anticipated bullet during each, she peered around the paint-scabbed concrete of a corridor corner and found herself looking at two ready CDF troopers, rifles in the firing position. She ducked back as both barrels swung to her head, then rooted in her jacket, pulling out the dirty pillowcase. She stuck it around the corner, her arm aching with the imagined impacts of bullets, and waved it.
“Don’t shoot, I’m unarmed!” She yelled, sliding the pistol around the corner with her foot. She held her breath and waited for a reply. There was some muttering before a voice called out.
“Step around the corner, slow, and keep your hands where I can see them.”
Sam stepped around the corner, hands up at shoulder height. Keeping clear of the revolver, she walked forward slowly. The two soldiers had been joined by a third, and their three rifles tracked her steadily. When she was a few yards away, one of them started to speak, but Sam interrupted.
“I have important information for Colonel Rastowich. The code is Ahab. Please take me, or that code, to him immediately.”
The nearest soldier blinked. He was young, with a flushed face and wide eyes.
“You have to be fucking kidding, get down on the floor or I’ll put a bullet in you,” he said.
“Please take me to your commanding officer, immediately, soldier,” Sam said.
“Get on the ground, bitch, or I’m going to-”
The third man straightened. Sam saw he had a lieutenant’s bar stenciled on his helmet.
“Stand down, Twitch,” he said. He stepped forward, rifle ready but the barrel lowered, eyes studying Sam through her two weeks’ worth of accumulated dirt.
“Name the commander again,” he said.
“Colonel Rastowich. He’s from Boston. He has two sons, his wife is dead, and his aide is Captain Nakamura.” Sam allowed herself a tired smile. “He likes cigars and has a weakness for pecans.”
The Lieutenant studied her for a heartbeat, then gestured for her to come forward.
“Twitch - that’s private Coffey, here - will take you to the command post.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
The Lieutenant turned to Coffey.
“Shoot her if she does anything stupid, but be sure, right?”
“Yes sir.”
 
Rastowich and his squad had made their way into the basement at about the same time that the remaining garrison forces did. The Colonel pulled his men back and watched from the shadows of one of the mechanical rooms while twenty or thirty men, some wounded, some unarmed, winched the metal doors of the old garage open. They chased down those horses that would be caught; many were panicked by the explosions, and some ran pell-mell when the gates opened. The CDF men saw brief scuffles break out over mounts when the quickest had gone, leaving more men than horses.
“We could take them easily, sir,” Ortega growled. Rastowich shook his head.
“Let them run. Waste of ammunition,” the Colonel said. He wrinkled his lip in distaste. “Once the cowards clear out, we’ll close that door. I want to check the lower levels after that.”
Ortega nodded, turning to scan his men where they crouched in the shadows among a rusting Gordian knot of pipes and meters. He turned away, then back, squinting. The Sergeant moved quietly to one of the meters and tapped it with a knuckle. He grunted when the needle quivered but stayed at the midpoint of its dial. He returned to the Colonel’s side.
Rastowich was watching the last of the garrison, a trio of wounded men on foot, leave the basement.
“Sir, we should let the engineers know that there might be-”
“Later, Sergeant, let’s go.”
“Yes, sir,” Ortega said.
 
Rastowich found the access doors to the subbasement chained and padlocked. He fumed silently while Ortega and another soldier left to scavenge something to open the doors with. They returned with a five-foot section of heavy steel L-frame.
“Borrowed it off an old truck in the garage bay, sir,” Ortega reported, while two burly squaddies worked the bar’s end into a tight loop of chain and began to twist. The bar slipped and the pair dropped it, one sucking his bleeding knuckles as the bar belled on the concrete floor.
Ortega sighed and raised his voice to a gravel-filled growl.
“That chain is quarter-inch welded steel. The door handles are fifty years old and held on with three or four potmetal bolts.”
“Oh,” muttered the one with the bleeding hand. “Right, Sarge, on it.”
The handles came free under the twisting with sharp snaps as old bolts sheared. Ortega had the men remove both. Once they were off, he crouched before the doors, holding a lantern in one hand and a pair of needle nosed pliers in the other. After a brief spate of hammering and fishing with the pliers, Ortega stood.
“Doors should open now, sir,” he said. 
Rastowich approached, laying his hands on the bubbled, peeling paint of the doors and giving them a shove. They swayed but wouldn’t separate. He stepped back and kicked out with the sole of his boot, and the doors swung open, thumping loudly off the walls. The stairwell beyond was dark, but the lamplight allowed the colonel to read the legend painted on the wall in neatly stenciled letters, now gnawed at the edges by time:
Larson Homeland Security Facility - Project Augur, records storage. Authorized personnel only beyond this point.
“This is it,” Rastowich said, eyes glinting. “What we did upstairs made this corner of the west safer, but this. This is where we make the world better.” He laughed. “Are any of you big readers?”
A runner arrived with a tiny amber-colored kerosene lantern for light. He carried a handful of messages from Nakamura at the command post, and a report that the fires upstairs were dying out. Rastowich thumbed through the stack, scanned the casualty list, and pocketed the other reports unread. 
“We’ve got three dead and five injured, which is astonishingly good news,” he said, thinking aloud. “That’s going to leave us four full squads, and we have close to three dozen prisoners, the last I heard.” He ran a thumb along his moustache and stared at the messenger. “Get word to Lieutenant Boroughs; tell him that his squad is to move the prisoners to a secure ground floor room for tonight. We’ll sort the rest out, tomorrow.”
The runner saluted and trotted off.
The colonel led his squad from the stair head, down a double flight, to a musty hallway crowded with shelving and trash. Mixed in among the boxes of old Homeland Security dross were books. Rastowich stopped and opened several, scanning their flyleaves and smiling.
Ten yards down the corridor it branched left and right. Red steel doors with inset panes of wire-reinforced glass stood another fifteen yard off in both directions. Someone had cleared the trash at the foot of the door to the left, and Rastowich turned and walked to it.
“Give me that light, Sergeant,” he said. He pressed his face to the narrow slit of glass in the door, a hand span wide and twenty inches tall. Holding the lantern above his head, enough light spilled through to illuminate the end of a tall rack of shelving filled with rank upon rank of books: Books of every size and shape.
The Colonel tried the door’s brushed steel knob. It turned, and he pushed with no effect.
“Hinges on this side, Sir,” Ortega drawled from behind Rastowich. 
Though Rastowich felt the comedy took the edge off a historic moment, he took a breath and pulled the door open.
“Gentlemen, I give you the Library of Congress.”
With the door open, the lamplight revealed additional rows of shelves fading into the shadows. Rastowich felt his heart pounding.
Yes! He exulted silently. He thought he might cry. So much is saved, right here.
 The door had opened soundlessly, but there was a ringing noise as something small and metallic bounced on the concrete floor. Rastowich looked down. A pair of wire rings with cotter pins attached lay on the floor at his feet, connected to the door’s inner handle by fine strands of braided wire.
The Colonel leaned forward and peered into the room, twisting his head to the left. Ortega stepped up and looked over his shoulder. A white hundred-pound propane tank stood there, its top level with his eyes. Someone had stacked several plastic jugs about its base, each full of a dark liquid. Two dark metal eggs were wired to the tank.
“Asshole,” Ortega said.
 
Creedy would have been thrilled. He’d simply wanted to kill whoever had forced him to the unpleasant necessity of moving. He hadn’t known about the slow leakage of natural gas into the drainage system beneath the subbasement, where it lay, heavier than air and only slowly sublimating off as fresh leaks kept the catch basins full. He was unaware, too, of the still pressurized system, linked to deep tanks buried underground beyond the walls, meant to power the facility in the case of a devastating terrorist attack. The system, terrorist proof or not, had died as easily as anything else with its controlling computers fried, but the pipes, the tanks and the gas were still there.
The Larson facility swelled, its walls heaving outward on the surface of an orange fireball. The concrete skin of the building fragmented, pieces the size of automobiles flying for hundreds of feet. Sections of roof seemed to hover mystically in the air before shattering.
Captain Nakamura, who had turned to meet a young soldier escorting a raggedly clad woman, slammed to the ground. Lying there, mouth agape, he watched a steel beam two stories tall flip end over end against the glare of the fireball. It plunged like a spear into the soil and stood, a mute, smoking obelisk, a hundred yards from the facility. The fireball rolled up into an incandescent mushroom that towered over everything, faded to red, and was gone. The thunder of its voice echoed off the hills and dunes, and then it too was gone. Blinded by the glare, the Captain could only hear the crackle of fire and the screams of the survivors as a blizzard of burning paper began to rain down. He heard someone bellowing orders. It took him a minute to recognize his own voice.
“Everyone who isn’t hurt, get over there and start helping the injured,” he heard himself shout as he struggled to his feet. “Move it!”
Two of the Company’s three medics had been inside. The remaining one, a thin young man in spectacles, looked at the blaze, his satchel hanging from one hand, his face ashen. The lenses of his glasses were orange with reflected firelight.
“Soldier, do your job,” Nakamura said. The medic blinked, saluted and trotted off, skirting the scattering of grassfires that were blooming everywhere. The rest of the men at the command point followed. Some grabbing blankets, water and linen rags for bandages, others sprinted off with the few stretchers the company had been equipped with. Nakamura shuddered and moved to stomp out any small fires that threatened the tents.
“Captain,” a female voice said. Nakamura turned to see the strange woman looking at him intently. Her lip was bleeding and he wondered if she’d bit it when the blast knocked everyone down. “I need to see the Colonel immediately. Tell him it’s Ahab.”
Nakamura opened his mouth, but shut it without speaking. He raised a hand and pointed to the burning pile of rubble.
The woman raised a hand to her forehead and her shoulders sagged.
“The Colonel filled me in. It’s all for nothing, now, isn’t it?” Nakamura asked as black flakes of ash settled softly around them, worms of fire glowing at their edges. The woman cursed under her breath.
“Maybe not,” she said. “Creedy took something out of here yesterday. Old cases. They may have been from the subbasement.” She shook her head and pulled herself erect. “It can wait until dawn. What do you need me to do?”
Nakamura fetched an armload of blankets from the supply tent and gave her half. They were scratchy green wool and smelt faintly of mothballs.
“Help me with the wounded. Do I call you Ahab?”
“Call me Sam.”
 
 


Chapter 22: Hit and miss
 
“God fucking damn it,” Hollis snarled, as two men carried the body of one of the sentries into the firelight and dumped it. A bullet had taken him in the chest, entering under his right arm and exiting beneath the left, which was missing from the elbow down.
It had been three days of mud and endless drizzle since the bridge, and each day had seen a death among the guards as whoever was tailing them struck and drifted away. It had been rifle fire each time, precise and from distances that made it hard to determine where the shooter had been.
“We’re never going to get north with these wagons,” Hollis said. The lean woman, Gregor and Creedy sat at their own fire, while the men guarded the trailers, walked the perimeter and hid their own bedrolls and small fires behind rock outcrops.
Gregor sipped at a cup of barley tea and said nothing.
Creedy glanced at the trailers, then turned to stare at Hollis.
“Those trailers are full of ten years of work,” he said, his voice bland. “Silver, gold, guns, ammunition, food, drugs. You think we should just ride off and leave them?”
Hollis spit into the fire and locked eyes with Creedy, her face intent. His remained expressionless.
“It’s not like we can spend it if we’re dead.” She reached down beside the rock she sat on, scooped up a handful of clay-rich mud and watched it slide between her fingers. “Even if it doesn’t start raining again at sunrise, we’re lucky to make ten miles a day in this slop. The horses are worn out, the wagons are impossible to move, and whoever is following us is good at what they do.” 
Creedy tilted his head to one side, inquiringly.
“You have a suggestion, my dear?”
She nodded. “We take the cases and head south. If they’re what you think they are, we can sell it to the cartels. They’d want it for bargaining with the army.”
Creedy pondered this, sipping his own tea and grimacing.
“You think they’d want it? I wouldn’t know who to contact, though,” he said. “What few cartel leaders I’ve met, I’ve generally killed.”
Hollis flicked the mud from her fingers.
“I have a contact,” she said. “In Chico.”
Creedy smiled and Gregor stirred where he sat, rolling his shoulders.
“Now why would one of my trusted captains have a cartel contact in Chico?” he asked.
“Business,” Hollis said, smiling thinly. “You are a genius at extortion. Esteban is good at drugs. A girl has to earn some mad money. It’s a tough old world.”
Creedy laughed.
“You were always the best.” He tilted his mug back, draining the last of the sour brew. “Pride will fuck a man if he’s not careful. We’ll take the cases and head south, but I want to try to bait whoever is after us at Chelan, so they can die trying to stop us on the bridge there.”
Gregor grunted and emptied his mug into the fire, watching the steam rise.
“You think the men will try to cross if we leave?” he asked. 
“They won’t have much of a choice.” Creedy said. “The CDF is behind us somewhere, and the men have two trailers full of swag. They won’t just ride off and leave it. They’re greedy. They’ll try.” 
“We can take the gold from the trailers, first, of course,” Hollis said. Creedy chuckled. 
“Let’s do it.”
Hollis sighed and looked relieved. She twisted her head to look back over her shoulder at the darkness. Even the meteors were absent tonight.
“Who’s out there?” she asked. She turned to study Creedy, who lowered his gaze to the fire.
“It feels personal,” Hollis said. “Old business.”
Creedy sat silent. After a while, they went to bed.
 
As the sun came up the rain started in, heavier now. Every time they left the roads the ground was slippery, sucking clay and boggy loam that mired the wagons and slowed the caravan’s speed to a crawl. The men cursed and dismounted time and again to heave the trailers free of mudhole after mudhole, fighting to reach the next ribbon of cracked asphalt. Exhaustion was written on every face as the group finally rolled to a stop, staring down from a rocky plateau to the Columbia far below, and the graceful arc of an old steel bridge. A few miles distance to the west, the land was cut into neat green squares, where Chelan farmers worked their fields and orchards. As the day faded the rain slowed, and a scattering of lights burned here and there in the flatland of the riverbottom, winking out as the inhabitants went to bed.
Gregor told a sentry to take a rest; that he couldn’t sleep and would stand watch in his place. The three were gone within an hour, the cases strapped behind their saddles, their pockets filled with the most portable valuables from the trailers; old jewelry, a satin bag of gold teeth, coins from fallen empires, sticky brown balls of heroin in jelly jars, a child’s velvet marble bag filled with precious stones. They stuck to the high tableland, to the rockiest paths, and headed south through the humid night.
 
Grey rode in as dawn was breaking. The rains had stopped, and rose-colored bands of cloud dropped slowly out of sight over the eastern horizon. As the sun left the last wraith of cloud a low rumble echoed from the west, an aerolite burning and shedding sparks as it trailed out in a feathery line of fire. It flashed brightly, disappearing as it dove into ever-denser atmosphere. A long count of seconds later a final blast echoed and roared through the valley. Grey’s horse continued stolidly on, no stranger to explosions.
Clay and the others squatted around a tiny fire inside one of a series of old corrugated steel warehouses, just off the rusting line of the train tracks. Cottonwood trees twice the height of the warehouse sprouted through the clinker, squeezing between ties, buckling some sections of rail with slow patience. Downslope, a thick curtain of trees walled off the view of the bridge and the river. On the far side of the tracks stood a trio of concrete grain elevators streaked with rust and lime.
“You’re wet,” Georgia said as Grey dismounted and stood dripping on the cement floor.
“She never misses a thing,” Mal offered. His guns lay in pieces before him, an oily rag on his knee. “You pay for that meteor personally to announce your return?”
“I forded a few miles east of the bridge last night,” Grey said, disrobing and wringing each piece of clothing as he did.  The river had been stronger than he expected and his horse had been shaking with exhaustion when it reached the north bank. In retrospect, the night crossing had been foolish. “They’re up on the bluff on the south side. We should see them by noon. Maybe a little after. The road down to the bridge is steepish and they have those trailers to worry about.”
Georgia watched Grey, who was now down to a no-color set of long underwear, his clothes spread on the floor near the fire. He yawned, a paunchy, broad man with a beard and hair that hung in lank, dirty ropes.
“You don’t look like much without all that leather and wolf-pelt on,” she said, dipping a cup of stew from the pot that crouched in the coals. She handed Grey the cup. He used a dirty index finger to squeegee the drippings from its side and stuck it in his mouth. Georgia rolled her eyes.
“I may not look like much,” he said after extracting his finger, “but I am the oldest and wisest man in his room.”
Mal raised an eyebrow.
“What?” Grey demanded. “You’re older?”
“By a year, as I recall.”
“Shit. Second oldest and wisest?” Mal conceded the point with a gracious wave of his hand and began assembling his automatics.
Clay chewed on a strip of jerky and adjusted his hat.
“You’re in a good mood for someone getting shot at around lunchtime,” he said.
“I am,” Grey admitted. “I’m too old for this shit, and I’m happy that we’re getting nearer the end now.” 
“You used to love this stuff,” Mal said. “Don’t tell me you don’t crave the juice anymore.”
Grey sat down, serious now, but still smiling.
“I don’t. I get more fun out of running my trapline.”
“Holy hell, Grey, if you get domesticated, I may have to retire,” Mal said.
“Being a loner trapper in a drafty cabin back in the bush is domesticated?”
“It is for you,” Mal argued. “You’re creeping me out with this hale-good-fellow stuff. Can’t you say something bleak?”
“Well, odds are good one of us is getting shot. There is that,” Grey said.
“You had to go and ask,” Georgia said, rising and walking to her rifle case.
Grey watched the others getting ready, listening to their quips and their laughter. He knew it was nerves. He felt it himself, a familiar hectic amusement that was made of fear and adrenaline. 
He turned his clothes. They didn’t seem to be getting any drier.
 
Long before noon, Grey settled in on the roof of a sagging three-story brick building that overlooked the north end of what a faded blue-and-white sign called the Beebe Bridge. Grey wondered who or what Beebe was. 
The building made him nervous. It was isolated and too near the end of the bridge. Mal had argued against it. It would be the first point anyone crossing the bridge would make for, but the other still-standing buildings were too far away, or screened by foliage.  It would have to do. The odds of Creedy’s men charging pell-mell into the face of concentrated fire were, he reflected, very low. They’d pull back, losing another tithe of their strength, and making the next time that much easier.
Chelan was close by, no more than a couple of miles to the northwest, and as he waited Grey distracted himself by using his rifle’s scope to scan the distant fields and orchards where they peeked through the trees. It was too far to pick out people, but he could see the occasional horse and cart. Below him on the building’s ground level, Mal walked through the maze of interconnected rooms, hands in his jacket pockets, studying the floor plan. Grey could hear him as he whistled something complex and baroque.
Georgia lay prone behind the V formed by two huge willow trunks, farther from the bridge and far down the river bank. The river angled sharply under the bridge and the structure’s entire length was within her range as it lay almost perpendicular to her. Clay sat in the brush at her side, his back against another willow.
The ranch hand watched her, his eyes unreadable. Georgia felt his gaze and turned her head to him, cheek resting on the rifle’s stock.
“What is it, Clay?”
He picked a stem of grass and chewed it for a moment before answering. 
“I’m love with you. When this is over, assuming we aren’t dead, will you come home with me?”
A redwing blackbird’s metallic two-tone call belled in the silence that followed.
“Clay,” she said. She looked across the river for a long minute before turning back. “You really go straight ahead, don’t you? You don’t want me, Clay. I’m not very nice. I live on my own ranch, have a face that looks like someone used a cheese grater on it, raise horses that cost more than they sell for, only get invited to go out when there are people to shoot and avoid polite conversation like poison.” She sighed. “Why would you want someone like me?”
Clay switched the grass to the other corner of his mouth.
“Who I want is really up to me, don’t you think?” She started to speak, but he raised a hand and cut her off. 
“Everything you said sounded like old excuses you’re used to giving. Just take a while and think about why you’re saying them. Then let me know what you decide.” He turned and looked across the river. Georgia opened her mouth, then closed it and rubbed her eyes. The blackbird called again.
“They’re here,” Clay said.
 
The wagons waited at the far end of the bridge, as before. The Castle guardsmen that had escorted them slowly down the long hill clustered about the battered beige boxes. There didn’t seem to be as many as there had been. Georgia had tried to count them as they descended, but the wagons and the way the guards circled them made it impossible.
“They look confused,” Clay said. Georgia had made him remove his Stetson, afraid that its off-white glare would mark him. His hair had reddish tints in the sun, she saw. She shook her head and nestled behind her scope.
“Can you hit them from here?” Clay asked. To him the riders looked a mile away.
“Oh yes,” Georgia said. She scanned from face to face. At three hundred yards she could make out features clearly. She couldn’t find Creedy, just one young man’s face after another. About half were heavily bearded, but the remainder mostly sported scruffs of whiskers that made her think they were no more than teens. One smooth-faced boy couldn’t have been older than twelve or thirteen. 
The beardless boy turned his horse and gestured at another rider. He had a shotgun slung across his back, and Georgia thought the three or four round, tasseled things than flapped from its stock might be scalps. 
She went back to scanning faces as the riders milled and gestured, looking for Creedy’s khaki suit. “Maybe he’s been smart enough to change clothes,” she muttered.
“Shit,” Clay hissed. “Look, on the ridgeline.”
Georgia swiveled her weapon. Along the jagged edge of the ridge behind the bridge’s south foot, high above the Castle guns, a dozen horsemen were silhouetted briefly as they dismounted and began to clamber down into the quarter-mile of brush and rocks that separated them from the wagons. They were too far away for Georgia to glean much detail, other than all but one wore the same blotchy green-grey uniform of jacket, pants and helmet, a black vest, and all seemed to carry identical black rifles.
“Well if that isn’t perfect. I think it’s the army,” Georgia said. She laughed but it sounded forced to Clay. “Fuck me if Grey can manage a simple ambush without someone uninvited showing up.
 


Chapter 23: The Bridge
 
Nakamura led the CDF squad as quickly as possible, trying to get within range before the men with the trailers spotted him. From his position on the slope a swelling bench between his troops and the Castle’s men obstructed their view shortly after the CDF troops began the descent. The way was steep, broken with sheer drops of ten or fifteen feet in spots, and detours were needed here and there. Despite the terrain they made good time and reached the shallower talus slope below the rocky outcrop undetected. He gestured to his left and right and his men spread in a line across a hundred yards, readying their weapons. He glanced at Sam, who still wore the ragged leather and denim she’d arrived in. She did not glance at the Captain, but snugged the stock of a rifle into her shoulder and flicked the safety off. Nakamura raised his hand and gestured sharply forward. 
From the river’s far side Georgia and Grey watched through their scopes as the newcomers started down the final slope. The first of the Castle men fell, and the crack of gunfire came across the water a second later.
Grey was looking almost straight down the length of the bridge from his perch, and as a frightened teamster whipped the first wagon into motion his view was reduced to a narrow gap down the side of the white and tan camp trailer. He shifted the crosshairs to the man who sat on the makeshift coachman’s platform, whipping the reins, and waited.
“I hear a lot of shooting over there, Grey. What the hell?” Mal called from below.
“The army got here. They’re driving them to us,” he called down.
“Oh goody,” Mal called back. In the shadows of the building’s foyer he drew his automatics and thumbed the safeties off. 
 
The Castle troops returned the initial fire in a brief fusillade that kicked up dust across the hillside where the CDF soldiers crouched in what cover they could find. People in Chelan raised their heads at the distant drumroll of gunfire and dropped their tools where they stood. They gathered children and livestock and disappeared into their homes. Those who had weapons readied them.
The Castle troops started across the bridge, the thirty or so riders sandwiched between the two boxy wagons, giving them cover. The CDF troops sniped as best they could, and a pair of the leading riders fell, but within seconds the caravan had entered the steel lattice of the bridge span. Further shots whined off the steel crossbeams or thunked into the back of the rear trailer. 
Nakamura waved the left flank forward, and the men moved to the base of the slope, taking cover behind an old concrete curbing. The raiders were protected by the trailer, but it also kept them from firing on their pursuers, and the Captain could hear the men on the bridge cursing and yelling.
“They’re going to get across,” Sam said from where she knelt beside him, elbow on knee, watching for a target over her rifle’s sights.
Nakamura grunted. “That trailer is an issue. If we had some ordnance I’d just blow it up.”
“No you wouldn’t. We still don’t know where those cases are,” Sam reminded him.
“True. You see Creedy?”
“No, but he’d be careful to stay behind the wagons,” Sam said. She eyed the far bank, which was heavily wooded and dotted with old commercial structures. “We’re going to have to cross after them.”
“Into that?” Nakamura said, scanning the far bank in turn, his expression bleak.
From somewhere to the west a rifle began firing with a measured thump and the rearmost trailer slewed as its team came to a stop, the horses stamping in their traces.
“There’s someone else over there,” Nakamura muttered. 
 
Grey watched the column advance. He heard the firing taper off as the green-clad soldiers lost their line of sight to the milling riders. The Castle troops had clumped tightly and were well out onto the bridge, under the spiderweb arch of steel that marked its midpoint. In the lull he heard Georgia’s rifle begin to fire, but couldn’t see what she’d fired at. He swung the scope back to the lead teamster and shot him in the chest. He worked the bolt of the rifle and scanned for another target as the team continued forward at a trot. Georgia continued to fire with an eerie, precise rhythm. 
Clay watched from where he lay in the scrub. Georgia’s rifle deafened him as she sighted and shot, sighted and shot. The empty brass winked in the sun as the rifle kicked each empty shell back over her right shoulder, spinning into the lush riverside grass to land in a growing pile.
On the bridge the Castle men milled, a few shooting randomly at the riverbank. Clay didn’t think any of the bullets came anywhere near. Every few seconds another rider would jerk and slump from his horse as Georgia placed rounds precisely between the supports of the bridge. From the river’s far side the stutter of rifle fire began again, as CDF troops took potshots that rang off the bridge supports.
The Castle men broke. Riders squeezed past the still moving trailer in the lead, lashing their horses forward, bent low and going flat out for the northern bank. A few followed on foot, some alert enough to stay crouched low behind the railings, blocking Georgia’s view. She shifted her aim to the fast moving riders and emptied the last three rounds from the big rifle’s clip. Two of the mounted men tumbled from their horses.
She dropped the spent clip and fitted another, her face pale. “You better get down there, Clay. Mal will need help.”
Clay put his hat on and began to run. Behind him, Georgia’s rifle continued to roar.
 
Grey shot the first two riders that tried to round the trailer. He shifted his aim when he saw the crouching men pressed against the railing, shielded from Georgia, and two fell. He ducked beneath the parapet of the building and began reloading the rifle. Each of the five rounds it held had to be individually loaded, and in the seconds it took him to finish a ragged group of survivors had exited the bridge and taken cover beneath the willows and cottonwoods. Grey crawled twenty feet and peered over the roof’s parapet, scanning the brushy ground behind the building. A riderless horse cantered through the weeds, blood on its neck, but he could see none of the surviving Castle men. He scuttled across the roof, sweating in the sun, and raised his head again, scanning the cracked highway. There was a flash of movement in the shadow of a rust-splotched truck trailer with a chipped painting of a smiling freckled boy on its side. He ducked, and brick dust and chips of mortar exploded from the edge of the roof where his head had been.
Gunshots began in the building beneath him.
 
Mal stood with his guns at his sides, inside and slightly to the right of the doorway. Hooves clattered on the asphalt outside, and the confused yelling of the survivors grew louder. There was a single shot, then a flurry, and he could hear the bullets crack and whine off the building’s façade somewhere overhead.
A man in a tattered parka came through the door, crouched low and holding a short shotgun. Mal shot him, using the second while the intruder’s eyes adjusted to the shadows to aim and squeeze the trigger smoothly. Inertia carried the man forward onto his face, the shotgun thumping on the cracked linoleum tiles of the floor.
Mal drifted to his right, toward a connecting door. Another man leaped through the front entryway, lunging over his fallen friend, and firing a revolver wildly as he came. Mal shot twice as he continued to walk slowly, almost sliding his feet. The man stumbled and fell.
He stepped into the next room, his right hand swinging to cover a glassless window in the far wall, his left rising to cover the door he’d just passed through. Mal’s boots crunched in the granulated plaster that had crumbled from the room’s sheetrock walls as he took three steps to the window. He leaned to his right and peered out. Half a dozen men were clustered under the squat acacia that grew through the sidewalk before the door. Another pair sprinted past in the street beyond. He shot one, then moved left as return fire began to splinter the window frame and thud into the ceiling.
Feet thundered on the floor of the room he had left, sliding to a stop just shy of the open door. Mal shifted his left pistol and punched three rounds through the wall to the side of the door in a level line at waist height. There was a thud, and someone began screaming and thrashing on the floor.
More shots chipped brick and wood from a rear window as the surviving raiders sought cover by getting indoors. Mal began to retreat backward toward the stairwell to the second floor, watching the connecting door and the front window. He heard wood creak and stepped left, turning. Something struck him in the right shoulder and he heard his right hand pistol fall. He continued his turn, unhurried, left hand rising, and shot at the blurred figure that crouched in yet another doorway. The shooter rolled back out of sight. Mal knelt, picked up the fallen gun as more rounds buzzed into the room from both sides. He ignored them and jogged to the stairwell, climbing three steps at a time. He spun at the landing, taking what cover he could from the stair rail. He could see the bright arterial splashes of the blood trail he had left, red as strawberries against the dun of the walls and stairs. He coughed and spit pink foam on the peeling wallpaper.
That’s not good, he thought. His eyes wanted to blur and he blinked, forcing them to clear. He started counting, slowly. Upstairs Grey’s rifle continued to boom. From the bridge came the fainter rattle of the CDF’s weapons as they advanced.
At twenty three the man who had shot him stepped through the door. He trailed his right leg and it left a smear of blood as he moved. Mal shot him left-handed, hitting him twice in the chest. The man stumbled and sat down, an old revolver falling from his hand. His head tipped forward as if embarrassed. Mal started climbing, rounding the turn and heading for the third floor. He was beginning to feel nauseous and his vision was growing dark around the edges. He shook his head and it cleared, though his shoulder - as though finally getting the news - began screaming at him.
Feet creaked on the stairs. Lots of them, and Mal leaned back against the wall, locking his knees as they attempted to fold under him. He watched the stairs and waited. This time they were more cautious. He had counted to seventy five before they came. The one in the lead had another shotgun, and Mal’s hands seemed to weigh a hundred pounds as he swung the pistols up. He saw the flash of the shotgun as his pistols kicked in his hands, and felt something push him back against the wall. The shotgunner’s head exploded in gout of nastiness.
I was aiming at his chest, Mal thought. He kept firing as screaming faces crowded the stairs, the noise deafening. His right hand, slick with blood, couldn’t keep hold of the .45 and it thumped to the floor. He fired the left into the rush until the slide locked back on an empty clip. Two men were trying to clamber over the knot of bodies that blocked the stairs, but Mal lost sight of them as his legs buckled and he fell, his empty pistol skittering on the lineoleum floor and dropping out of sight over the lip of the top step. He heard it bounce down toward the pair. 
What rolls down stairs alone or in pairs, he thought. What is that from?
He tried to draw his backup revolver, but his hands didn’t want to move.
Two faces peeped at him over the top stair. Both men carried rifles, and the older of the two - though both looked like teenagers to Mal - lowered his to draw a knife from his belt. 
“We may be fucked,” he hissed, smiling like a skull, “but you won’t live to enjoy it.” Mal struggled to rise, but his body refused.
The gunshot made man with the knife jump, and his companion fell forward on  his rifle, sliding down the stairs out of Mal’s vision. There was another report and the second man dropped his knife and staggered. At a third shot, he fell.
Mal’s vision was going dark, but he could see the ludicrous white hat topping the figure that climbed into sight. The patter of automatic fire from the soldiers had stopped, and he could hear the clop of hooves and the squeal of an unoiled wheel as the lead wagon, its dead driver still slumped on his seat, passed by outside in the sudden quiet.
 “Hey,” he said, and passed out.
 
Nakamura had moved his men onto the bridge and was crossing cautiously, threading through the abattoir that Georgia had made of it. When Grey walked onto the far end, his rifle slung, the Captain ordered his men to hold their positions and walked to meet him. Sam followed, studying the man as they neared him. He looked tired, she thought, and seemed to be a local.
Grey and Nakamura exchanged a studied glance.
“We need a doctor,” Grey said. “Everything else can wait.”
 
Mal coughed and moaned, his jade-colored eyes fluttering open. They gazed vacantly at the ceiling for a moment before coming into focus.
“Oh, good,” he whispered. “I’d have hated my last sight on earth to have been Clay’s face.”
A young man in glasses leaned over into his field of view. He wore a green camouflaged jacket spattered with dried blood and Mal raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t try to move. I had to stitch up your subclavian artery and I don’t want you popping it.”
“Wasn’t planning on moving,” Mal husked. “My damn legs hurt.”
“They’re full of birdshot,” another voice said.
Grey’s face replaced that of the kid in glasses and Mal managed a thin smile.
“You’re going to be fine,” Grey said. 
“Not going to pass away suddenly?”
“Probably not.”
“C’est bon. Then make sure these guys know a quarter share of what’s in those trailers is mine,” Mal’s eyes closed, his face as white as paper. “Wake me when I don’t hurt so damn much.”
 
Clay stayed with Georgia, who walked the length of the bridge, looking at each of the men she’d shot. Clay counted silently. There were nineteen he felt sure she had killed from the wounds they bore. The big rifle wasn’t friendly, and had left chests torn open and limbs severed.
She didn’t speak, and Clay respected her silence. At the far wagon she paused and looked at the teamster slumped across his seat, his hands curled around phantom reins. She turned around and offered Clay a questioning glance. He adjusted his hat. She began the long walk back to the bridge’s north end and he stayed with her.
Beneath them the river gurgled and hissed on its way to the Pacific.
 
Nakamura rubbed his face and looked at Grey out of tired eyes.
“So you were planning on ambushing this Creedy to keep him out of Canada?” He glanced along the bloody avenue of the bridge deck. He could make out Georgia and Clay as they moved away down its length. “With just four of you?”
“I just wanted to whittle him down, and fall back as we needed to. I figured we could turn him if we kept it up.” Grey sighed and sat on the rusty hood of a gutted sedan. “I wasn’t expecting you to drive them across into our guns. That could have been a lot worse than it was, if it hadn’t been for Georgia.”
The two men sat quiet for a minute, listening to the distant sound of the river and the moans of the few wounded that the CDF men had rounded up.
“No Creedy,” Nakamura said, looking sour. Sam exited the bullet-pocked brick building and walked to where they waited.
“No Creedy,” Grey said. “He must have split off last night.”
“We need to go after him,” Sam said, pushing her hair back from her brow and looking from Grey to Nakamura.
“Why?” Grey asked. “I have no men,” Nakamura said simultaneously. Grey looked at the Captain.
“I know he might have something of value, Sam, but I have less than two squads healthy, and we have to get back to Larson and make sure our wounded there are safe until reinforcements arrive. I can’t spare men for what could be a wild goose chase now.”
Sam considered Nakamura for a moment, her eyes narrowed, and then gave a single sharp nod before turning to Grey.
“Can you track?”
“You’d have to convince me why I should want to.”
“Okay. I will,” Sam said, sitting down.
 
Sam had left to find new clothes and Nakamura was organizing a body detail when Georgia and Clay came back off the bridge.
Georgia retrieved her rifle, folded it away into its case, and hefted the black oblong. Leaning against its weight, she walked to the brick building where Grey watched the CDF men as they set up camp.
Grey leaned against a tree as she approached, looking from Georgia’s face to the black case and back again.
“I’m leaving, Grey,” Georgia said. She stood the case on its end and leaned it toward him. “I want you to keep this. I won’t need it.”
Grey put a hand on the case to stop it from falling, and Georgia let it go.
“I’ll get you the rest of the ammo for it. It’s in my saddlebags,” she said. 
“You’re done,” Grey said. It wasn’t a question.
“I’m done.” She turned to Clay, who cocked his head. “You remember what you asked me?”
“Yes,” he said.
“How about you come home with me, instead?”
Clay took his hat off, leaned down and kissed her, his free hand cupping her scarred cheek.
“I’d like that.”
 
 


Chapter 24: Old Friends
 
It took most of the next day for Grey and Nakamura to discuss the situation and tie up loose ends. Sam had found a uniform and black armor vest that fit her. Grey had scavenged through the CDF’s supplies with the Captain’s approval, choosing a few items and rations for an extended trip.
Mal was in and out of consciousness but the young medic assured Grey he should recover. After a series of slightly delusional demands from the patient, Grey spoke with Nakamura and retrieved as much as a horse could carry from the two trailers, depositing the pile of silverware, engraved pistols, statuettes, furs, canisters of spices, watches and stranger things next to the pallet Mal occupied. 
He did the same for Clay and Georgia, and saw them off that evening. Clay accepted the hide bags with a nod of thanks and turned away, settling them behind his saddle.
Georgia gave Grey a kiss on the cheek.
“Well, your invasion is stopped,” she said. “How do you feel?”
Grey’s forehead wrinkled and it took him a minute to answer. Clay turned, curious.
“I feel okay,” he said at last, looking at them both. “I’m glad we managed to do what we did. Not happy, but glad, if that makes sense.”
Georgia nodded. “You’re not done, though, are you?”
Grey shook his head. “No, I am done. My business, anyway. But I’m going to help Samantha find Creedy if I can. If he took something from that library, it’s probably better that she has it.”
“Why you?” Georgia asked.
“Nakamura’s shit out of luck,” Grey said. “The rest of his troops are either blown up or injured and the only tracker he has is yours truly. Sam figures the two of us can move fast enough to stay on their trail and get the cases back.” Grey shrugged. “He can’t get reinforcements for a week or two, so it’s me or nothing. And he asked real polite.”
“You decided that having the US Army wandering around is a good thing?” Clay asked, squinting. 
“There’s always someone wandering around. They’re no worse than most, it looks like. Besides, I’m Canadian. I’ll start worrying when the RCMP shows up.”
Georgia mounted and Clay followed suit. Their horses stamped, ears raking forward, anxious to be gone.
“You’re not trying to fix things, are you?” Georgia asked.
“No,” Grey said. “Check in on Ronald and Doc for me, please?”
“Any word for Josie?” Georgia asked.
“I’ll talk to her when I get back.” Grey shook his head. “No. Tell her I miss her and I’ll come back when I can.” 
Georgia stared at him and raised an eyebrow. Grey exhaled and looked down at his hands.
“Tell her I love her and I’ll be home soon.”
“That’s better,” Georgia said. “Bring flowers.”
Clay ticked the brim of his hat with a finger.
“We did what we had to, and did it pretty well. That’s something.”
Grey watched them ride away. Nakamura joined him.
“There must be a rule,” the Captain said as the pair crested the horizon and waved before turning and riding out of sight.
“What rule?”
“The guy with the cowboy hat always gets the girl.”
 
*           *          *

 
The bodega was hot as an oven even though the sun had ducked behind the western mountains. July was a punishing month in Chico, and much of the little town’s business occurred at night. The bar in question never seemed terribly busy, and sat the better part of a mile from the knot of buildings that formed the city proper; structures of adobe and brick built where the original town had burnt down decades before. It was a business frequented by people who wanted privacy, and the locals knew better than to visit uninvited. 
That evening the bar was empty but for a wizened old man wiping out jelly jars with a rag and a table occupied by two men, one extraordinarily large, and a woman in dusty black.
 A waterwheel in the tepid creek behind the bar turned an ancient ceiling fan with soot-black blades, and the draft made the oil lamps on the bar and tables flicker. The fan chirped like a bird as the wooden shaft rubbed against its oak bushing with each revolution. The air smelled of cigars and spilled wine.
“Esteban’s late,” Creedy said. He stared at the glass of wine sitting before him and twisted it a quarter turn.
“He’ll be here. He said around sunset,” Hollis said.  
Creedy nodded. “Do you expect any trouble from him?” Esteban was a jovial, fat man and Creedy mistrusted his smile and his bright yellow and red serape and his intentionally comic sombrero.
“No,” Hollis said. “He’s eccentric, but he deals square. That - and his habit of castrating anyone who crosses him - keeps him in business.”
Creedy grunted. “So shooting him and taking the heroin is a bad idea?”
“Very.”
“Then we won’t.”
Gregor stood up and rolled his head, making his neck crackle.
“I’m going to get a beer, does anyone else want one?” he rumbled.
“I’ll take one,” a fourth voice said. Gregor turned to face the door, where a man in a striped serape and sombrero stood. He held an old blue suitcase in his left hand.
Hollis stood and drew a flat nickel automatic with an inhuman speed. Even as the man in the serape raised his right hand, the folds of the cape falling away to reveal a long-barreled revolver, she fired. The man staggered back a step, finished leveling the revolver, and shot her in the chest, sending her backward over her chair in a spray of blood. Gregor had drawn a knife from his belt, and as the man staggered he threw it at him. His aim was perfect, but the man’s drunken stumble took his throat out of the line of the knife’s flight, and it sank into his left arm. The suitcase dropped to the ground and the man cursed. Gregor crossed to the door in three lunging strides, another knife in his fist.
The stumbling man threw the ridiculous hat into the face of his attacker as he took another step backward, off the bodega’s porch and into the dusty forecourt, nearly falling. The big man gripped his opponent’s right wrist and twisted savagely as the pair exited the building. The gun thudded to the packed clay.  
“Private party,” Gregor said pleasantly, waggling the knife. 
“We have an invitation,” a familiar voice said to his left, from the shadows under the ratty arbor that ran around the bar.
Gregor never heard the shot.
 
Creedy glanced around the room, at the tiny windows, the single door, the narrow stairs leading to more tiny rooms with equally tiny windows in the upper floor. The barman had dropped behind his bar with practiced speed, he noted. He freed the pistol he carried and laid it on the table before him, then picked up his wine and took a sip. The man in the serape came back inside, the knife still in his arm. He held his revolver at his side.
Bearded and obviously Anglo without the hat, the man was about Esteban’s size and build. Creedy wondered what had tipped off Hollis, not that he could ask her anymore.
“Shall we talk, or would you rather shoot me now?” he asked. He had no illusions of beating anyone who could take out Hollis and Gregor both.
“Sam, get his gun, and the one the woman dropped,” the man said. Creedy started.
Sam entered the bar, cradling a shotgun and wearing a green and gray uniform topped with a black vest. Her eyes glittered like glass in the lamplight.
“Sam?” Creedy said, his eyes widening fractionally. The bearded man raised his revolver and held it on Creedy as Sam stepped forward and retrieved the two weapons. Creedy started to laugh. He laughed until his eyes watered and he had to stop to wipe them.
The man holstered his weapon while Sam covered Creedy, her face pale as milk. It was stippled with blood. Gregor’s, Creedy assumed. The man in the serape tugged the knife from his arm with a grunt and tossed it aside. He examined the wound.
“I’d think the bullet was a more pressing issue,” Creedy said.
“Not so you’d notice,” the man said, stripping off the woolen tunic to reveal a black vest identical to the one Sam wore. He fingered the shiny lump of a slug that sat half-buried in the armor over his heart. “Saw that in a movie a long time ago.”
He tore a strip from the serape and roughly bandaged his arm, then sat in the chair opposite Creedy. Sam stood to one side, the shotgun level and steady.
“You don’t recognize me, then?” the man asked. “It’s been a long time.”
Creedy stared. “You’re not with the CDF?” The man shook his head.
“It’s the beard. I used to keep it trimmed short.”
Sipping wine, Creedy studied the aged face, seeing nothing special at first. Something about the eyes though; something there reminded him of hunger and cold woods, and then he knew. He smiled, revealing a humorless crescent of teeth and his eyes darkened as his pupils dilated.
“Grey.”
“Long time, Kingsnake.”
“It was you, this summer. It was you,” Creedy whispered, still blackly grinning. “You weren’t satisfied with killing us fifteen years ago, you had to come back and try to finish it.”
Grey shook his head. “Part of me started out that way, but it wasn’t you I needed to kill. You were going to move into the Okanagan, though, and I have friends there. I run a trapline, have a house. It’s home. That’s why I’m here, now.”
“Do they know what you do to your friends, Grey? Did you ever share the story about the day you killed half of them for some dirt farmers you’d never even met?” Creedy shook his head. “You’re best avoided as a friend.”
Grey shrugged, wincing at his wound.
“I’ve never forgotten, if that’s any comfort.”
“It’s not,” Creedy said. He turned to stare at Sam. “You’re friend here led us across most of the northwest for a decade, robbing and killing as we saw fit, until one day he decided to have an attack of conscience.” He looked back at Grey, taking a sip from his wine glass as he did so. “He didn’t just leave, oh no. He decided that if he was done being bad, so were we, and he managed to kill twelve of his friends before we managed to lose him.”
“I ran out of shells,” Grey said.
“I suppose it made you feel better to be the good guy that day? To put on the mantle of the hero?” Creedy sneered. “Sir Launcelot on his charger.”
“No, Snake, it didn’t,” Grey offered, hands in his lap. “Looking back, I hadn’t learned how to stop. But I did, eventually.”
Creedy sat and continued to sneer, his eyes black holes.
“Where are the cases? Upstairs, I assume?” Grey asked, glancing at the stairs.
Creedy sat silently. Grey stood. The flickering light picked out the creases in his face and neck in lines of black shadow.
“What’s in them?” Grey asked. 
“You mean you don’t know?”
“I wouldn’t have asked if I did,” Grey said. Creedy laughed without humor and shook his head.
“You got old, Grey,” Creedy said. “You quit trying and hid in the woods. What good would a new world be to you?”
Grey shook his head. “No, Snake, I was about your age when I finally realized I hadn’t been trying. I hadn’t tried since I was fourteen and the world stopped being what I wanted it to be.”
“So you’re trying now?” Creedy sneered.
“Yes.” He turned and studied Sam’s face, her thinned lips and the little crease of concentration between her eyes. “Do we leave him for the cartel, or do you want to shoot him?”
Creedy smiled his empty smile. “You should kill me this time, Grey. You really should.”
Sam snugged the shotgun into her shoulder and took a step forward, the barrel hovering a yard from Creedy’s temple. He turned his head, his stare meeting that of the weapon’s bore.
Sam reversed the gun as she half-turned, slamming the butt into the side of his head with a brittle crack. His jaw jerked over beneath his right ear and his eyes rolled over white under fluttering lids. He slid bonelessly from the chair, his ruined head banging off the table’s edge and leaving a bloody smear.
“Leave the suitcase?” Grey asked, bending to see if Creedy was still breathing. He was, though he was making a strange snoring gurgle each time he exhaled.
“Yeah,” Sam said. “Let him explain why he has it and Esteban is dead in an arroyo with his two bodyguards.”
Grey stood and walked behind the bar. He looked at the old man sitting there, hands in his lap. His head was bent and all Grey could see was the smooth bronze dome of his skull, dotted with a few stubborn hairs.
“You didn’t hear any of that, yes?” Grey dropped a roughly milled gold coin into his hands.
The old man nodded and his fist closed around the coin.
“No oigo nada,” he said.
“You ought to get out of here for few days.”
The old man said nothing. Grey went upstairs. 
The six cases were stacked neatly, each the size of a large suitcase and made of a tough black synthetic with metal reinforced corners. Grey hefted one and grunted at the weight. He set it on one of the two beds and flicked the latches along its front open. Four long black canisters lay in the case, each perhaps six inches across, each again hinged and held shut with steel latches. He lifted one out and opened it. Grey stared at the segmented, glassy green cylinder inside for a moment before realizing it was a rack of discs, hundreds of them bedded side by side in slots fuzzed with green velvet. He ran a finger along the length of the column, feeling the bite of each edge as it passed. 
*           *          *

They took their time returning north, keeping to paths less travelled and bearing gradually east toward the CDF base in Billings. Sam didn’t want to assume that Nakamura had control of Washington and argued for the eastern route, toward areas already garrisoned. The weather cooperated, though the heat made the horses irritable and finding water was a major undertaking on some days.
Grey thought about Josie a lot.
*           *          *

 
“How long have you been working for them?” Grey asked on the day they rode down a series of switchbacks, blue gulfs opening below on the line of the Snake River.
“I enlisted almost four years ago,” Sam responded. “Why?”
“Just curious,” Grey said. “You have a feel for this new government of yours?”
“I suppose I do. What’s bothering you?”
Grey twisted to look back over his shoulder at Sam while his horse picked its way along the narrow trail. Rocks disturbed by its hooves would occasionally roll from the path and fall into the canyon, turning slowly as they fell through hundreds of feet. She tried to keep her eyes on the tracker rather than the drop.
“Well, do you trust them to do right by folks?” He gestured to their mule and the cases it carried. “You figure they’ll share that, or keep it?”
Sam’s eyes narrowed.
“There are idiots in any organization, Grey. But if you’re asking if we’re setting up a military junta and planning on keeping the peasants ignorant and fearful, then no, we’re not.”
“I hope you’re right,” he said, turning back to face he trail. He said something else but Sam’s horse picked that moment to decide to toss its head at a fly and stumble. It regained its balance and continued placidly on, but it took her a minute to begin breathing again.
“Sorry, I didn’t hear,” she managed when her heart had slowed.
“I was just saying that it would be nice if we could raise some kids on books instead of guns,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
*           *          *

 
They didn’t speak much about Chico, though they spoke a lot about what the discs might mean, and what changes could come. Sam told stories about what had happened at the Castle, and Grey revisited his own dark recollections around a series of campfires. Neither shared those stories with anyone else, afterward. 


*           *          *

 
On their last night before reaching Billings, Sam voiced a question Grey had been thinking about for some time.
“Why didn’t you kill him?” she asked, staring out into the darkness over a valley of pines that soughed in the late summer wind. A single small meteorite trailed a green thread across the northern sky. 
“Creedy? Because I didn’t have to,” Grey said, watching the bolide. “It’s always been too easy for me to kill. It’s forgiving that’s been hard. Why didn’t you?”
It took Sam a long time to answer. “I didn’t want to know if I could shoot an unarmed man,” she said at last. 
“What’ll you do now?” Grey asked.
“I’ll stay with the cases and help make sure they get to somewhere with a computer that still works,” she said. “Then, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take a vacation. What about you?”
“I’m going home. I can do that now.” He laughed under his breath. “If you every want to go fishing, swing by the Port in Kelowna. I know some spots.”
“Maybe I will. I’d like to meet Josie.” 
They stood silently, listening to the trees in the warm wind. 
Grey cocked his head and his teeth gleamed as he smiled at the dark.
The wind was from the east, and blowing down it, faint and far, came the cry of a train whistle.
 
-End-
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