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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    David Nimitz trudged near the head of the column as the Righteous Horde made its way across a dry, seemingly endless plain. Little grew here, not because it was toxic like so many patches they had passed through in their long journey, but because the plains lay in the lee of the mountains that loomed close by to the west. The rains from the sea beyond got caught by the peaks, leaving precious little to hit the plain. Only a few creeks trickled down from the slopes. Each time the column came across one of these creeks, The Pure One, in his bottomless generosity, would pull back the white drapes of his palanquin and call a halt so the faithful could give up a prayer of thanks to God and drink their fill. David would mouth the words without feeling them. There was no point in praying. God had stopped listening. 
 
    David had become accustomed to thirst, and hunger, and weariness. It had all become a dull ache that he barely noticed anymore. In the past few days, however, a new feeling had come through, a nervous racing of his heart and a sudden cold sweat. It had taken some time to figure out what it was—fear. 
 
    It had been a long time since he had felt fear or, indeed, anything else. The march, the massacres, the constant frenzied sermons of The Pure One, it had been such an orgy of emotion for so long that it had eventually all guttered out. David hadn’t felt anything in months, not even when they had been decimated in the attack on New City, or when he had helped slaughter the machete men after they rose up against The Pure One. The retreat across the mountains and to the south had been one long dull nothing, the frequent executions of traitors barely noticed, the cuts in rations just another burden. 
 
    Then he had woken up. One morning a couple of weeks after the failed siege, their leader had come out of his tent to give the morning sermon before breakfast. David had been at his usual post a few feet away, watching the crowd of “faithful” for any trouble. Hundreds of traitors had been executed in those early days of the retreat. 
 
    A flash from a nearby hill caught his eye. A sniper! 
 
    David had whipped his head around to check on his leader, just in time to see The Pure One flinch and a strange shell of blue light appear around him like some magical cocoon. For a moment David had been awestruck, until the leader recovered from his initial shock and checked the dials on that strange little black box always he wore on his belt. The blue light disappeared. The Pure One adjusted a dial and then raised his arms to the multitude. 
 
    “The Lord has protected me from an infidel!” he had screeched. “There, on that hill, is the one who tried to kill me. Go! Go and kill!” 
 
    David had done as he was bidden, chasing down the band of assassins from New City. They had failed to catch them, but David’s mind hadn’t been on the chase, his mind had been on that little black box. He had always wondered about it, always wondered why The Pure One constantly wore it but never spoke of it. And it got David to thinking. 
 
    Most others saw it as a miracle, but he knew some of the Elect, those who stood as close to the leader as he did, had started thinking as well. He could see it in their eyes. 
 
    David knew little about technology from the Old Times. He wasn’t a techno like Harold or Graham. Before all this he had been a fisherman. But he knew that the devices of the Old Times could do almost anything. Hadn’t people in those days flown like birds, and even built a village on the Moon? Hadn’t they destroyed entire cities with a single bomb? Surely they could make something to stop bullets.  
 
    So as the Righteous Horde retreated south, abandoning most of the porters and comfort women since there wasn’t enough food, David started paying attention when the technos talked. Although he didn’t understand all they said, he learned valuable things. Things like “battery limits” and “recharge time”. 
 
    During the day, at rest times, The Pure One would set out a small solar panel attached to a box he had heard the technos call a battery, something that stored the energy that machines used. At night after the evening sermon, The Pure One would retire to his tent until the next morning. David, being one of the Elect, often stood on guard duty outside. After a few minutes, David would hear a low hum coming from inside the tent. It lasted about half an hour. David thought maybe this meant that He was using this battery to recharge his blue shield of light, and that it would be shut off during that time like other machines had to rest. 
 
    God had not saved Him. It had been a trick. A lie. 
 
    It had all been a lie. 
 
    David had so wanted to believe. He wanted to think that the world really could get better, that this man whose words sent a thrill through the hearts of so many really did have the answers, that He was leading them on a righteous crusade to cleanse the Earth. 
 
    But no, it had all been a lie, and David had come to a decision. 
 
    He would kill The Pure One. 
 
    And so he felt fear, not fear that he would be killed, for he knew that would certainly happen, but fear that he might fail. To have sinned so greatly and not have a chance to make amends—that would be too much. If David had to spend all eternity in hellfire, he should at least have a chance to make amends. He knew God would not forgive all the things he had done, should not forgive them, but at least David could balance things a little. 
 
    He remembered a story his mother used to tell about the Virgin Mary. Mom kept a little statue of her in their hut by the shore. The Virgin Mary wasn’t pale-skinned like white people thought, but black like David and his family. Mom used to tell him that one day the blessed Mother of God had visited Hell and seen the sufferings of the damned. She had interceded with God and asked that the suffering souls be given one day of reprieve a year in order to rest. God had granted that, and so even the damned received a bit of divine mercy. 
 
    David liked that story. He had never heard it in all The Pure One’s countless sermons. The leader never spoke of the Virgin Mary. He didn’t talk about Jesus much either. He only talked about God the Father, and his wrath. 
 
    But maybe God really did show mercy to the damned. 
 
    Or maybe God didn’t care. There didn’t seem much proof that the Lord did. Perhaps it was true what some said, that God had abandoned the world after the fall of civilization. Or perhaps the unbelievers were right and there was no God at all. 
 
    It didn’t matter. David would kill The Pure One, and when he died in the attempt, he would get eternal hellfire or eternal darkness. Either one would be no better than what he deserved. 
 
    Days passed. The executions tapered off as the last of the malcontents were killed or escaped. The Righteous Horde, which once numbered more than ten thousand, had been whittled down to a couple of thousand true believers. At least David assumed they were true believers. Perhaps many people now only followed The Pure One because they had nowhere else to go. Word had spread of the “miracle”, and now some of the machete men had returned, begging forgiveness. There were even some new converts from among the scavengers, who used to hide at their passing. Despite their terrible defeat and the short rations, the Righteous Horde looked like it might come back to life. 
 
    David couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    He had to plan this right. He was one of The Pure One’s oldest followers, and had become a leader among some of the Elect. Some, but not all. There were factions and mistrust, and He knew of this and made sure that there were always two guards at the entrance to His tent, and took care to pick them from rival factions. David could always shoot the other guard and then rush into the tent, but what if He could turn the machine back on and stop David’s bullets? No, he had to kill Him first, without warning. 
 
    But then who would kill the other guard? David wouldn’t have time to unzip the tent and fire before getting killed himself. All of the Elect were too quick on the draw for David to manage that.  
 
    The Pure One always pitched his tent a good two hundred meters from the tents of the Elect, and even further from the lean-tos and bedrolls of the few remaining machete men and camp followers. David’s support would have to be someone who could be alerted at a moment’s notice, and fire from long range with an assured hit. 
 
    The answer was obvious—Aaron. He was David’s most trusted ally, almost a friend in this friendless army, and as good a shot as him. There were others who could be trusted to do it and who could make the shot, but only Aaron had an extra something that had always made David trust him a little more—he was a brother. 
 
    The thought made David smile with the irony. Back in the Old Times, he knew, his and Aaron’s black skin would have been held against them. Even in this fallen age there were white people who looked down on anyone different, not that they would be dumb enough to say anything to David or Aaron’s face. There was a time, though, when David wasn’t a killer, when he was young and weak and survived by fishing with his mother and father. They plied the coast far to the north, several long day’s sailing north of New City, and sold their surplus catch to the scavengers or in the little hamlets that dotted the coast. Most settlements were mixed, while some were all Latino or all black or all white. They never stayed at the all-white settlements longer than absolutely necessary. 
 
    “You just can’t trust white people,” his father used to say. 
 
    David always thought Dad was exaggerating. Sure, he had been called names, he had been bullied by whites bigger than he was. The world was full of hate and life was always safer with one’s own kind, but hadn’t it been a black bandit who had stolen their boat? And in the Old Times, black people had polluted the world too. There was evil everywhere, and it did not have a color. 
 
    And then, some years after the cancer had taken both his parents, he had heard of The Pure One. 
 
    David’s faith had been shaken after his parents died. It rekindled again when he heard of the miraculous man from the north, the man who had lived with a big band of scavengers. They had stumbled upon a terrible spill of toxic waste that had killed them all, all except for The Pure One. He hadn’t been touched. No cancer, no rashes, nothing. 
 
    David felt intrigued. He had traded his boat and nets for some food and marched inland to find this man. 
 
    The gathering was modest compared to what the Righteous Horde later became, but even then it was more people than David had ever seen all in one place, at least three hundred. They sat in a small, round valley. Atop a boulder in the valley’s center stood the most stunning man David had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    He looked just like Jesus in the drawings of the Old Times. He had flowing, golden hair, a tidy beard and moustache, and the bluest eyes David had ever seen. He wore a robe of the purest white, and his skin was pure and white too. Of course Jesus had been black, with skin of brass and hair of lamb’s wool like the Bible said, but David could not help make the connection between this man’s appearance and all the images of the white Jesus he had seen. 
 
    He looked so pure. While even the healthiest person had scars or rashes or little deformities, this man was perfect. 
 
    The Pure One had spoken a message of hope, of how God had allowed the world to fall into ruin because those in the Old Times had forgotten their maker. He had spoken of how if they bent their will to the Lord’s, and worked to clean the world, God would purify the earth and civilization could begin again. The unclean were the enemy. No one else. No man or woman, no matter the color of their skin or their station in life, was to blame for how the world had turned out, only the unclean. The Pure One called on everyone to create an army of the pure, a Righteous Horde, to sweep away the bandits and tweakers and those who preyed on the innocent. 
 
    And then he had done something remarkable. He had called up an Asian man who stood nearby. He had told them the man’s name, and said the man was Chinese. 
 
    The crowd gaped, stunned. 
 
    The Pure One embraced him, saying, “All are equal in the eyes of the Lord. This man is as pure and as righteous as any man here.” 
 
    David had joined the Righteous Horde that very day.  
 
    The Pure One had been a white man David had trusted with all his heart, and He had turned out to be a liar. His vision of cleansing the Earth had turned into genocide. His message of hope had become a nightmare. While He did not judge people by their color, He ordered the death of anyone who did not offer total obedience, and that made Him more twisted than the worst racist David had ever met. The Pure One had taken racism and perverted it into something a thousand times more evil. The one white man David had trusted turned out to be the worst white man of them all. 
 
    After all these years, David had discovered Dad had been right all along. 
 
    The night they planned to kill Him, David and Aaron sat together and talked. The mountains to the west had broken into rough hills, and to the south they could see clear to the sea, where the sun had turned the water a brilliant gold. It reminded David of his childhood. The sea was still beautiful if you didn’t get close enough to smell it. 
 
    They built a fire for their evening meal. Even longtime comrades couldn’t be seen talking together without doing some sort of work. That would arouse suspicion. 
 
    “So you’ll do it?” David asked in a low voice. Others sat close by. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron replied, squaring his massive shoulders. “He’ll lead us all to our death. There’s nothing down this way. If we had conquered New City things would be different, but …” 
 
    Aaron let his words trail off. In a normal conversation he would have shrugged or given some other gesture to emphasize his hopelessness. Here such a gesture could be seen as a lack of faith, so he and David kept a serene, optimistic expression plastered on their faces. 
 
    A breeze picked up from the south. David’s gaze darted in the direction of a skittering sound. Only a bit of Old Times plastic blowing in the wind. 
 
    “If the pattern stays the same I’ll be on duty tonight,” David said. “The other guard will be Bill or Sam.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Aaron reassured him. 
 
    Two more bits of plastic blew along in the dusk. David saw they were old bags. They hit the tent of one of the Elect and the man kicked them away. 
 
    “Must be a dump nearby,” Aaron said. 
 
    They finished making their fire. There wasn’t much to use as fuel, just a few sticks and heaps of grass. The plain here was gritty, with bad soil and discolored, half-dead grass. They had not seen a farm for three days. They hadn’t even seen a scavenger in that time. It wasn’t only the proximity of the sea that made people avoid this area; it was the soil itself, soaked with old toxins. Any sane man would avoid such a place. Supposedly the Righteous Horde had nothing to fear because their holiness made them immune. Of course the toxins did make people fall sick, even some of the best, most loyal men from among the Elect. It was sad, their leader said, when one so trusted had an unfaithful heart. Why else would they have fallen sick? 
 
    And there was only one thing to do with the unfaithful. 
 
    David and Aaron shared a quarter of a rabbit, freshly caught by one of the scouts. They’d stayed close to the mountains so the scouts could hunt. Even though the game was plentiful on the slopes, there were too many mouths to feed and other than some stale bread they’d looted from a farmstead a week ago, this was all they had gotten to eat today. 
 
    After dinner, they attended the evening sermon. David stood among the ranks of the Elect, each man with an M16 at the ready, facing the assembled crowd. The words rolled over him mostly unheard. It was the same thing over and over again these days—how the many infidels in the ranks had made the Lord wrathful and led to their defeat, how the Righteous Horde had been cast out into the wildlands to purify itself. 
 
    Now there was hope. The scouts had found richer lands to the south. There would be farms to loot, and perhaps the fabled Southern City that so many spoke of. The Lord would look upon them with favor now that the Horde’s ranks had been cleansed. 
 
    “Purity! Purity! Purity!” the ranks chanted. David chanted too. Not to chant would mean instant death. He wondered how many in that crowd of sunken, sallow faces actually meant it anymore. 
 
    He’d find out tonight. 
 
    The Pure One stepped down from the rock on which He had been standing and made for His tent. As he passed through the Elect, He motioned to two of them. 
 
    “David, Bill, you’re with me,” He said. 
 
    “Your word is the Lord’s word,” David and Bill repeated automatically. 
 
    They fell into formation, flanking their leader, eyes roving for any possible assassination attempt. David glanced at the little black box on His belt. There were two lights on it. The red one was lit. During most of the day the green one was lit. Red had often been a warning color in the Old Times, so perhaps that meant the box had grown tired and needed energy. 
 
    David tensed as the realization came over him that this entire plan hinged on his scanty knowledge of technology. The only items from the Old Times he knew how to use were guns and radios, and He had banned radios. 
 
    Bill was a lean, hard-eyed white man with a shock of red hair. Even though he was one of the early converts, joining only a couple of months after David himself, David found it hard to read him. He’d always been a quiet one, quick to obey orders and a good man in a fight, but he was part of a group of the Elect that rivaled David’s own. David couldn’t remember how this rivalry had started and doubted Bill could either. It probably hadn’t been anything personal. Both groups competed for their leader’s favor, and for the increasingly scarce resources of food, clothing, tents, and women. 
 
    The one thing they didn’t have to compete for was ammunition. There was plenty of that for everybody. 
 
    There were other factions too, both among the Elect and the machete men. None could be relied upon. You had no allies except in your own group, and you couldn’t even be sure of them. 
 
    The Pure One passed through the camp of the Elect, those not escorting him bowing their heads or cheering, the only two appropriate reactions, and walked across the open area between the camp and His own tent. David and Bill stepped to either side of the opening and turned on their heels to face the camp. The Pure One unzipped his tent, a fine old relic kept scrupulously clean by His servants, and went inside, zipping up the entrance behind Him.  
 
    The last light of dusk faded over the sea to the west. Fires glittered here and there between the tents of the Elect. Somewhere, out there in the gathering darkness, Aaron was watching. David couldn’t spot him, of course. Aaron was too good for that. The breeze had picked up and dozens of plastic bags, puffed up with air, rolled and floated between the tents like wraiths. 
 
    Almost time. How would the other main factions react? How would the machete men react? If he came at The Pure One like a thief in the night, wouldn’t they see David as a demon? Would there be true believers still, even after all this? Aaron and the others would have to take them out. They would be easy enough to spot, for they would come at David instantly, without thinking. The smart ones, the leaders from the other factions, would come at him later, conspiring or collaborating, assuming he got the luxury of being around later. 
 
    Most would simply be relieved, wouldn’t they? Most would just bow and accept the change of leadership, for what choice did they really have? 
 
    But the killing had to be something they could accept. There had been a messiah for so long they couldn’t accept the murderer of one unless David became the new messiah. If David lived past pulling the trigger, he must present himself to them, triumphant. It must be done in the old way. 
 
    David glanced down at the Bowie knife at his belt, then back at Bill. The other guard looked back at him blankly. There was no way to tell what went on behind that mask of a face. Bill at the top in his faction, constantly bucking for privilege and favor from their erratic leader. David didn’t blame the man. He wasn’t doing anything that David didn’t do himself. It would be a shame for him to die. 
 
    He’d like the chance to talk to this man, tell him not to raise his gun when David rushed inside the tent. He couldn’t take the risk, though. As soon as David made a move, Bill would raise his gun, even if only by instinct, even if secretly he wanted Him dead as much as David did. 
 
    And that would be the signal for Aaron to fire. 
 
    Too many dead already. Let Bill and that bastard inside the tent be the last. 
 
    If only. 
 
    Lord, if you’re still there, let my death be the last. I’ll walk gladly into Hell for that. I will even give up my one day of reprieve a year, if only you would make my death the last. 
 
    Everyone said the Lord could read what was in your heart. Maybe the Lord could. That worried David. That meant the Lord knew he doubted. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He had to go through with it whether there was any chance of his prayers being heard or not. 
 
    All he had to do was yank down the zipper on the side of the tent with a single, fluid motion. Bill’s gun would come up, Aaron would fire, and David would shoot The Pure One. 
 
    Assuming David was right about the machine at His belt. Assuming Bill didn’t get to fire before Aaron shot him. Assuming Aaron hit. 
 
    Whatever happened, at least it would be over. 
 
    A low hum reverberated from inside the tent.  
 
    Now. 
 
    David cradled his M16 in his right arm as he whipped his left hand to the zipper and pulled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Smile. 
 
    Be the friendly host. Be the oasis of fun in a world of unhappiness. Laugh at their jokes. Tell them some new ones. Remember all their names and greet them like old friends when they come through the door. 
 
    You’re needed. 
 
    Roy Jones leaned against the counter and looked around at his bar, the famous $87,953, the most popular drinking den in the Burbs, New City, or anywhere else. He had a good crowd for a Friday. Farmers, scavengers, and market traders laughed and drank under the dim electric light as some upbeat rock from the Old Times thumped through the sound system. The two TVs were turned off since it wasn’t movie night and it was too loud to hear them anyway. Sometimes Roy put them on just so people could stare at the images in the old movies, but he had found that dampened conversation. 
 
    And the Burbs needed conversation right now. The attack by the Righteous Horde, the arrival of the Chinese ship, the rise in Blame, it had been the worst winter he could remember, and people needed to wrap their heads around it and look forward to spring. 
 
    Two white scavengers sidled up to the bar and called him over. They looked pretty toasted already. Roy didn’t mind. These two never caused trouble except for the one on the left, who had puked on the floor last week. Occupational hazard. 
 
    “Hey Roy, another round here!” the puker said, waving an unsteady finger at himself and his buddy. He fished in his pocket and took out a pair of tokens. “Traded for these at one of the market stalls.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Roy said, taking the tokens, coins from the Old Times stamped with his own mark using a special punch he kept hidden in the back room. Roy would trade booze and food for just about anything, but the tokens made it easier. They had become one of the unofficial currencies in the Burbs, like packets of flour and salt. Roy never understood why The Doctor didn’t issue currency like the old City States had. 
 
    Once he served the scavengers, Roy took a sip from his beer glass set behind the counter and surveyed the crowd again. His two bouncers, Clayton and Baruch, stood watch. Baruch manned the door while Clayton sat tucked away in a far corner, half hidden in shadow, alert. 
 
    Everything seemed pretty quiet tonight. Watching this bar was like watching a pressure gauge for the entire city. Things had been building up for the last few months what with all the troubles, then that shipment of rice had turned things around. Suddenly everyone who had faced a hungry winter had something to eat. All but the angriest Chinese haters had shut up after that. Leah, his short order cook, had thought up all sorts of recipes for it—rice cakes, chicken stew on rice, goat cutlets with rice. Pretty good stuff. He couldn’t remember getting rice even back in the North Cape days when he was a kid. 
 
    A shout and a clattering of chairs woke him up to the here and now. Two farmers were pounding away at each other as they rolled through the spilled beer and spit on the floor. Roy snorted. Garret and Wallis, still fighting over that goat that went astray three seasons ago and ate that tomato patch. Roy couldn’t remember whose goat and whose tomato patch and he didn’t care. This bullshit flared up at least once a month. 
 
    A crowd gathered to cheer, blocking Roy’s view. Clayton and Baruch converged on the spot and elbowed the fight fans aside. Roy spotted Wallis sitting on Garret’s stomach and pounding away at his face. 
 
    “Huh,” Roy muttered. “Last time Garret won. What does that make the score, 7-5?” 
 
    Baruch grabbed Wallis by the middle and hauled him off his enemy, only to have Wallis turn around and land one right on Baruch’s nose. As the bouncer staggered back, blood gouting from both nostrils, Clayton gave Wallis a savage kick in the kidney that toppled the farmer like a dropped sack of oats. Garret took the opportunity to leap up and kick Wallis in the side of the head. Clayton spun around and gave Garret a roundhouse that tossed him backwards, crashing into a table that splintered under him. 
 
    The crowd burst into applause. Roy couldn’t help but smile. A good, honest fight borne of stupidity and not malice made for a great pressure release, and you could always count on these two knuckleheads for a regular diet of that. 
 
    Roy came out from behind the counter. 
 
    “Gentlemen, gentlemen! Why are you always ruining a perfectly good evening? I mean, you didn’t ruin our evening, in fact you enlivened it—” Roy paused as the crowd burst into laughter, “—but you certainly ruined yours. Because not only will I report you to Sheriff Cruz in order to get restitution for my broken table, but Baruch here will probably press for restitution too. And you’re banned for a week. Go fight somewhere else.” 
 
    The two farmers picked themselves off the floor as Clayton stood between them. Garret got to his feet first and Clayton pushed him out the door. Wallis was slower to rise but staggered after his neighbor. 
 
    One of the scavengers sat Baruch down and held his head back, pressing his nose with a dirty cloth. Roy went for his first aid kit. He’d be all right after a bit of patching. The guy shouldn’t have gotten hurt in the first place, though. It was hard getting decent bouncers since Annette had become sheriff and taken on Frank, his other bouncer, as one of her deputies. They used to handle the crowd with style, defusing fights before they began, and ending the rest before any innocent people got hurt. 
 
    Not like these two. He wished he could have gotten a brother as a bouncer, Jaylen or maybe Malik, but everyone in the community with the qualifications preferred their own line of work to taking abuse from drunks, most of them white. 
 
    “They’re at it again!” someone shouted from the door. 
 
    The crowd rushed outside. Roy shook his head and went back behind the bar. A fight in the street wasn’t any of his business. He drained his beer and refilled it. The lager had come out pretty good this month. He reminded himself to brew up some more stout. It was getting low and there was always more demand for stout in winter. 
 
    After a few minutes, the crowd came back, laughing and joking about those two idiot farmers. Roy set down his beer as the traditional post-fight rush for drinks began.  
 
    Soon everyone was back in their usual places, talking and drinking like nothing had happened. Roy told Baruch to take a break in the back room. It didn’t look like there would be any more trouble for a while. 
 
    The door opened and three figures appeared. Roy’s heart did a flip flop. 
 
    He smiled and boomed out a happy greeting. 
 
    “Xinxin! Wei! Da-bin! Good to see you!” 
 
    Eyes swiveled in their direction. Over in one corner, a group of farmers glared at the newcomers. Clayton moved closer to the door. 
 
    These were three of the Chinese residents of the Burbs. Everyone had thought they were Korean until that Chinese ship arrived, and that scavenger Yu-jin had come out as Chinese and translated between the ship and New City. She’d stopped World War Five from breaking out. This family had come out as Chinese too, as had a few other “Koreans” and “Vietnamese.” They had been essential in setting up trade with the ship, saving New City and the Burbs from a lean winter by trading for rice. What with all the toxic rains coming in from the sea, if it wasn’t for the rice everyone would have had to skip a meal a day. There would have been damn little spare wheat and barley for making his beer too. 
 
    But had everyone been grateful? Hell, no. They’d looted Asian houses, lynched a couple of Asians they thought were Chinese, and nearly blew up the ship. 
 
    The three Chinese hesitated at the door. Wei kept his hand close to his holster. 
 
    “Come on in! How’s the baby coming along?” Roy said. Pointing out that the woman was pregnant might stop any violence. Maybe. 
 
    Xinxin put a hand on her swollen belly and smiled. She stood a little taller and strode to the bar, her husband Wei watching everyone, her brother Da-bin walking along in his usual dim way. Roy felt grateful for the music. If it wasn’t for that, you could hear a pin drop. 
 
    “Hi Roy,” Xinxin said as she eased onto a bar stool left vacant by a scavenger who had walked off in disgust. 
 
    “So what’s your craving? Beer or whiskey? It’s on the house.” 
 
    Xinxin managed a nervous laugh. “You know I love your whiskey, but I can’t drink for a while yet.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a goat’s cheese sandwich then. That sound good? And what about you gentlemen?” Roy asked, turning to Wei and Da-bin. Wei had his back to him, scanning the crowd. Da-bin gave him a simple grin. 
 
    “Whiskey would be just fine. You make the best whiskey in town,” Da-bin said. 
 
    “The best beer too! Wei?” 
 
    “A whiskey for me too,” Wei said without turning around. Roy didn’t take it personally. The man had a wife and an unborn child to protect. Clayton hovered close. Roy noticed he had placed himself between the farmers in the corner and the Chinese at the bar. Good man. 
 
    But where the hell was Baruch? Hadn’t he heard Roy shout out those names? Idiot was probably still in the back room nursing his nose. 
 
    Roy served up the drinks and sandwich. He accepted a couple of little packets of flour as trade for the drinks, but refused anything for Xinxin’s sandwich. 
 
    “Good to see you come in. Wish we got to see more of you here,” Roy said. 
 
    “Hopefully you will,” Xinxin said. “We’d like to hire this place. You still hire out for special parties, don’t you?” 
 
    Roy shifted uncomfortably. “Well, sure. I don’t usually get calls for baby showers though!” Roy belted out a laugh. 
 
    Xinxin smiled. “No, we want to hire it for a public party. Chinese New Year is coming up.” 
 
    Aw, hell. 
 
    “Didn’t we just have new year?” Roy asked. 
 
    “We have a different calendar.” 
 
    “Oh, like the Muslims.” 
 
    Xinxin’s eyebrow raised in surprise. “The Muslims have their own calendar too? I didn’t know that. I’ve never really talked to one.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there’s only about a dozen of them in the Burbs.” 
 
    Xinxin leaned forward as much as her belly would allow. “You see? There are so many different types of people here and how well do we know each other? We’re neighbors and still strangers. This is why we want to do it—” 
 
    “Why you want to do it,” Da-bin interrupted. 
 
    Xinxin shot him a look. “Father wants to do it too.” 
 
    Da-bin looked away and picked up his drink. 
 
    Xinxin turned back to Roy. “We’ve been living among you for so long and you didn’t even know we were here. Now that you do, you need to learn more about us. We want to have a big celebration. In the Old Times, Chinese New Year was amazing. Look.” 
 
    She pulled out an old magazine from her pocket. The headline said, “Downtown Celebrates Chinese New Year.” A big picture spread over two pages showed a colorful, snakelike creature carried along by several men and women on the tops of poles. Flipping the pages, Roy saw images of a huge banquet, people letting off what looked like small explosives, and families in costumes so brilliant they still looked bright even on the faded and stained page. 
 
    “That’s quite a party,” Roy had to admit. Someone at a nearby stool leaned over and looked at it curiously. Roy turned the magazine so he could see better. 
 
    “Cool,” the man grunted. Xavier, a market trader. Roy had deputized him to keep the peace during the anti-Asian riots. “Must be a pretty old magazine.” 
 
    You mean old enough to date before the big wars? Back when Chinese could still be Chinese? Roy thought. 
 
    Xinxin went on. “We want to have a parade through town that ends here with a big party. We’re going to decorate it in the Chinese style and offer free food and cooking lessons. It’s coming up in a few days. Joe over at Joe’s Chicken Shack has already agreed to make a batch of sesame chicken.” 
 
    Xavier laughed at that. “Blew my mind when I found out that was a Chinese recipe.” 
 
    Blew everyone else’s mind too. Joe lost a lot of customers because of that. 
 
    “We’ll give you a good trade for the use of your space and your kitchen,” Xinxin glanced around the crowd. “We’ll also pay for the … extra security.” 
 
    Roy let out a sigh. “Yeah, there’s that.” 
 
    Xinxin looked at him hopefully. “So you’ll do it?” 
 
    A loud request for a beer from the other end of the bar got him out of answering immediately. Roy’s mind swirled. This was a bad, bad idea. 
 
    What could he do, though? How many times had he had to kick out some asshole for calling him “nigger” or “coon”? How many times had he been looked down on just because of the color of his skin? He couldn’t turn around and do the same to someone else. His bar was for everyone. That was the rule he had established when he opened it all those years ago and that rule would never change. Hell, he had even hosted a Gay Pride Party last year. Seeing those guys kissing each other had turned his stomach, and the music they requested! Damn. 
 
    The sign on the door said “Roy loves everybody” and he had always tried to live up to that. 
 
    As he served the scavenger at the end of the bar the man gave him a sour look and muttered. 
 
    “What the fuck are they doing here, Roy?” 
 
    Roy looked him in the eye and replied, “Helping me out with a party I’m planning.” 
 
    He turned away before the asshole could respond and saw a regular flagging him down from one of the tables, waggling his shot glass over his head. Roy grabbed one of the bottles behind the counter and a spare glass. He needed a drink himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Song Yu-jin stood in front of the Citizens Council of New City, wishing she were anywhere else. 
 
    She stood on a little platform at the front of a large room inside the Old Times warehouse that served as the nucleus of New City. Most of the citizenry sat in front of her, a sea of white faces with only a scattering of brown and black ones. A lot of those faces looked at her with suspicion and hatred, and not just the white ones. She was the only Asian in the room. 
 
    The Doctor stood next to her, standing erect and looking at the assembly with hard eyes. 
 
    “The first item on the agenda is a vote on citizenship for my assistant, Song Yu-jin. You all know her. She was invaluable in stopping a war by offering her services as translator. She did this at great personal risk to herself and because of her efforts, we now have a valuable trading partner. We got a metric ton of rice, plus we got a supply of rare earths to fix our dying photovoltaic cells. The lights will stay on and we’ll all remain fed, and it’s all thanks to her. 
 
    “I used my position as mayor to raise her to associate status, and tonight I want to bring her forward as a candidate for citizen. I can’t have a personal assistant who has to leave New City at the evening siren. I know she’s new, I know she’s only been an associate for a few weeks, but she’s proven her worth, and when that ship comes back she’ll prove her worth again. I now give the floor to anyone who wishes to speak. Let me remind you that all speakers have a right to the floor without any interruptions. Once everyone’s had their say, we’ll vote.” 
 
    The Doctor sat down. Yu-jin sank into the chair next to him. The other leading members of New City sat with them on a row of chairs on the platform—Assistant Mayor Marcus Callahan and Head of the Watch Clyde Devon. Marcus kept a neutral expression; Clyde did not. 
 
    Neither did the dozen burly guards taking up the front row of the audience, arms crossed and all glaring at her like they wanted to tear her apart. Significant in his absence was Kent, who used to be Clyde’s second-in-command until he tried to blow up the ship. Yu-jin had stopped that with a couple of well-placed arrows. The Doctor had bandaged him up and then stripped him of his citizenship. 
 
    Many people had seen that as unfair since he had only been following Clyde’s orders. The Doctor hadn’t done anything to Clyde. 
 
    He hadn’t dared. 
 
    For a moment the room remained silent, then the voice of an old woman sitting in the second row spoke up. 
 
    “I’d like to have the floor, please.” 
 
    “I give the floor to Rosie Callahan,” The Doctor said. 
 
    Yu-jin thought she heard Marcus click his tongue. Rosie was Marcus’ wife. She’d welcomed Yu-jin. Marcus had gone along with that, but his lack of enthusiasm had been obvious. 
 
    Rosie stood. She was so short that little was visible above the row of guards except a pair of kindly eyes and a bun of gray hair. 
 
    “Everyone is going to waste their breath hinting at it, so I’m going to come out and say it,” Rosie started. “Many of you don’t want Yu-jin to be a citizen because she’s Chinese. You see a Chinese person and you say ‘That person can’t be trusted, that person is going to stab us in the back’. But when was the last time that happened? With an invading army almost a hundred years ago? Oh yes, there were Chinese bandit groups even as recently as thirty years ago. I lost one of my own sons to them. But there were white bandits too, and black bandits, and even bandits who called themselves Christian. The Righteous Horde said they were Christian, and they nearly wiped us out. If you want to mistrust someone, you have a better case mistrusting Christians than you do mistrusting Chinese. 
 
    “But of course you’re not going to do that. That would be wrong. So why mistrust Yu-jin? If she were any other color you’d be hailing her as a hero and we would have unanimously made her a citizen already. And yet you hold her accountable for her heritage. She wasn’t even born in China. She’s a local, as much as you or I.” 
 
    Rosie sat down. Yu-jin shifted in her seat uncomfortably. The speech had been great until that last bit. Even someone as kind as Rosie thought she was somehow less Chinese just because she wasn’t born in China. Anglos just didn’t get it—even when they tried, even when they accepted you. 
 
    A hand raised near the back. 
 
    “I grant the floor to Bill Parker,” The Doctor said. 
 
    Parker was a lean, no-nonsense farmer, well respected throughout the territory for his honesty. 
 
    “Thank you, Rosie, for showing true compassion. I know you feel Austin’s loss terribly, and it’s mighty Christian of you to bury the hatchet. If I was a betting man I’d wager we’re going to hear a lot of thinly disguised hate speech here tonight, so I’m glad you set a good tone right from the start. But I’m going to have to disagree with you about Ms. Song here. 
 
    “She’s done us a pretty good turn and deserves our thanks. But citizenship? No. How much do we really know about her? She’s a scavenger, someone who’s only been coming into the Burbs for the past five winters. Who knows what she gets up to out there in the wildlands? Who knows what kind of company she keeps? We simply don’t know her well enough to grant her unlimited access behind the gate. I’m saying that because she’s a stranger, not because she’s Chinese.” 
 
    Yeah right, Yu-jin thought, trying to suppress a frown. What were you saying about thinly disguised racism?  
 
    One the Clyde’s guards stood up next and gave a fiery speech about the dangers of having an almost total stranger, and one who had lied about her identity at that, being allowed access to the city’s mayor. He chose his words carefully, but his meaning was clear enough. Yu-jin tuned out. She’d heard it all before and a lot worse, and she knew she’d hear a lot more of it tonight. 
 
    And she did. In speech after speech—some angry, some with a veneer of tolerance—the citizens of New City told her they didn’t want her kind sharing the safety of the walls. 
 
    There were dissenting voices, far too few, of citizens who stood up to say that her contributions had more than earned her citizenship. One pointed out that she could have hurt The Doctor any number of times in the past few weeks and she hadn’t. Others warned of the dangers of Blame, and how the elevation of their first Asian to New City citizenship would send a message of tolerance to the rest of the world. 
 
    That was the term used. “Their first Asian.” Yu-jin shook her head. With friends like these … 
 
    Clyde Devon was conspicuous in his silence. Instead he got his allies to speak for him. In fact, he was even savvier than that. He had only one guard speak, and he wasn’t even the most obnoxious person to speak against her. 
 
    After what seemed like days, no one else requested the floor. The Doctor stood and glowered at the crowd. 
 
    “We will now vote on the elevation to citizenship of Song Yu-jin. All in favor say aye and raise your hands.” 
 
    About a quarter of the crowd said aye—Rosie, Marcus, and Roy included. Yu-jin noticed Marcus hesitated a moment. 
 
    “All in favor say nay and raise your hands.” 
 
    A roar of nays came from the crowd. Clyde didn’t even bother to vote. He just laughed. 
 
    The Doctor shot him a venomous look. 
 
    “And now for the next item on our agenda. The post of Head of the Watch is an annual position and needs to be elected by a simple majority. Clyde Devon’s term runs out in a week’s time. Who here would like to run for the office?” 
 
    “I would like another term,” Clyde said. “That would make 27 years since poor old Chuck Diamond got killed in the line of duty.” 
 
    “I’d like to run too,” Earl, one of the guards, said. 
 
    The Doctor had told Yu-jin about him. He was one of Clyde’s cronies and ran every year so Clyde wouldn’t be the only candidate. But everyone voted for Clyde, even Earl. 
 
    A man sitting about two-thirds of the way back stood up. 
 
    “I’m Maxwell Grant and I’d like to announce my candidacy. I’ve been a citizen for almost twenty years and own one of the biggest farms. I’ve organized the farmers for mutual defense against bandit raids countless times. Killed plenty with my own hands.” 
 
    The Doctor nodded. “I think you’d make a fine Head of the Watch, Max.” 
 
    Yu-jin glanced between the two and suddenly understood. The Doctor had put him up to this. The mayor’s next words confirmed it. 
 
    “I’d like to make a motion to declare Clyde Devon’s candidacy invalid on the basis of disobedience to the mayor’s orders and gross dereliction of duty.” 
 
    There was a roar of disapproval from the front ranks. Several of the guards leaped to their feet. 
 
    “He planted a bomb on the Chinese freighter against my express orders! He detained me! It was nothing less than a coup d’état!” 
 
    Soon everyone was shouting, some against Clyde, some for. Clyde took it all fairly coolly. He looked angered and a bit sad, but not surprised. 
 
    Can I go now? Yu-jin wondered. 
 
    The Doctor managed to regain order. 
 
    “To declare someone invalid requires a simple majority. Before we vote, who would like to have the floor?” 
 
    Clyde stood up. “Well shoot, I’d like to speak.” 
 
    “It’s not like I can stop you,” The Doctor said. Yu-jin thought he sounded like a petulant child. 
 
    Clyde turned to the crowd. “You all know me, and you all know where to find me—on the wall, protecting New City. That’s what I’ve done for 26 years now. And before that I was Chuck Diamond’s assistant for, what, ten, eleven years? That takes us back to New City’s founding. All that time, I’ve been wearing Kevlar and toting a gun to protect what we have. I’ve fought off bandits and survivors from the old armies and I’ve fought off the Righteous Horde. Now some people say I overreacted to the Chinese. Did I? Doc took a gamble with them, and so far it’s worked out. And I do mean so far. Because what do we really know about their motives? Can we really afford to gamble? Gambling with New City, with all our children and property, now that’s gross dereliction of duty.” 
 
    Clyde held up his hands to ward of a rising swell of angry grumbles. 
 
    “Now wait. Wait! I don’t mean to say Doc should step down. No one can run New City like he can. He keeps going on about me staging a coup. Hell, no. I don’t want to run New City. I want to save it. And if sometimes I have to go against him to do what’s right, then that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    “You nearly started a war with the Chinese!” The Doctor shouted. 
 
    “Did I? Or maybe they’re starting a war with us. My scouts say that right after the ship left Toxic Bay, it sailed north and traded with Weissberg!” 
 
    The room fell silent. The Doctor stared at him. “You got proof of that?” 
 
    “Just my scouts’ word, not that you’ll believe them. Weissman has a whole row of wind turbines he didn’t used to have. Where do you think he got those?” 
 
    When The Doctor didn’t respond, Clyde turned back to the audience. “So was I really so hasty in mistrusting them? Was I really so paranoid? They gave our enemies electricity! Helped out Weissman and all the others who betrayed us.” 
 
    Yu-jin stood, heart beating fast. “Can I say something?” 
 
    Silence. Yu-jin swallowed. 
 
    The Doctor cut in before she could speak. 
 
    “Only citizens can have the floor at a Citizens Council meeting.” 
 
    Clyde raised a hand. “No let the … let her speak.” 
 
    You were about to say “bitch”, weren’t you? 
 
    Clyde gave her a haughty look. “I’d like to hear how she’s going to justify this one.” 
 
    Yu-jin took a deep breath and said, “I don’t have to justify it. Why should the ship pick sides? We never made an exclusive contract with them. They’re not taking sides; they’re being neutral. They probably don’t even know what’s going on between us.” 
 
    “You can bet Abraham Weissman didn’t tell them!” someone from the crowd shouted. 
 
    “So yeah,” Yu-jin went on, “you can’t blame them for that.” 
 
    “Sure I can, it’s called divide and conquer,” Clyde snapped. 
 
    “We were dividing ourselves long before they ever showed up,” Yu-jin replied. “But I don’t want to speak about the ship. I wanted to speak about your candidacy.” 
 
    Clyde chuckled and folded his arms over his chest. “This should be good.” 
 
    “I think you should remain Head of the Watch.” 
 
    Clyde gaped. “What?” 
 
    “I think you’re the perfect person for it. You’ve been doing it since before I was born, and from what everyone tells me you’ve done a good job of it too. Everyone respects you. Even the children in the Burbs look up to you. They have a game called Guards versus Bandits, and all the kids want to play you. New City needs someone like you. And yes, I was against you with the ship, I even shot a couple of your guards, and I was right to, but I don’t think New City should lose one of its most valuable leaders for a single mistake. I didn’t even want Kent to be banned. If we keep Blaming each other for every little mistake, we’ll never get anywhere. Weissman left because he thought letting noncitizens inside the walls when the Righteous Horde attacked was a mistake. You almost blew up the ship because you thought our talking to them was a mistake. Kent got banned for making a mistake. Now some people are trying to take your job because of a mistake. Enough. Let’s move on. Together.” 
 
    Clyde cocked his head. “What are you playing at?” 
 
    “Rebuilding society, that’s what I’m playing at.” 
 
    The Doctor interrupted. “This is all very nice, but I’m calling for a vote of no confidence. Do I have a second?” 
 
    “Seconded,” Marcus said. 
 
    The Doctor rubbed his hands together. “All right then. A simple majority will keep Clyde Devon from running again. A two-thirds majority will kick him out of office immediately and I get to appoint an interim Head of the Watch.” 
 
    A deathly silence fell over the room. Yu-jin glanced around. There had been a lot of angry faces at Clyde before this, and a lot of hard talk in the days leading up to this meeting. He had sown a lot of ill will when he had detained The Doctor. It was that, more than his attempt to blow up the ship, which had made people lose confidence in him. Now everyone looked uncertain. She could tell they felt nervous. That glowering row of guards up front didn’t help matters, but in a vote they were badly outnumbered. Clyde might lose this. 
 
    “Those who wish to vote for—” 
 
    Yu-jin cut him off. “Can I speak again?” 
 
    The Doctor raised his hands in exasperation. “Did I not mention that only citizens can have the floor?” 
 
    “Most of this argument is about me, so it makes sense that I should talk, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Clyde grinned. “Let her talk, Doc. She’s a great source of enemy intel.” 
 
    Yu-jin shot him a nasty look and tried to suppress her guilt feelings. She had been raised to respect her elders, but she kept getting pushed into circumstances where she was forced not to, often for their own good. 
 
    “I’d like to make a proposal,” Yu-jin said. “Let’s have everyone cool off for a week and come back to this at next week’s meeting. In the meantime, we can check out what Clyde says about Weissberg.” 
 
    Clyde looked suspicious. “What do you mean ‘we’?” 
 
    “The Doctor doesn’t trust the reports from your scouts, so we need to send someone he does trust.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘we’?” 
 
    “You and me.” 
 
    Clyde let out an incredulous laugh. “You got balls, I’ll give you that!” 
 
    Balls? No. You and your lackeys scare the hell out of me. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    Clyde shrugged. “Sure, we have a deal.” 
 
    They both looked at The Doctor. He snarled and nodded. 
 
    Yu-jin tensed her muscles to keep from trembling. 
 
    Why is it that trying to get people to cooperate is always the most dangerous option? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The instant David went for the zipper of The Pure One’s tent there was a rifle shot behind him and he felt a spray of wet and grit against his cheek. That was Bill’s brains and bits of his skull. Aaron had done his job. 
 
    Now David needed to do his. 
 
    The Pure One sat on the camp bed inside the tent. All David saw was a look of surprise, a hand lifting up the little black box, and then David put a three-round burst straight into His chest. One bullet passed through the box and it burst in a flare of sparks. 
 
    His leader, his mentor, the man who had once been the anchor of his faith and his hope for a better future, fell to the ground with a thump. 
 
    David dropped his gun on the bed and drew his Bowie knife. He yanked Him up by his long blonde hair. The Pure One coughed and flailed, the last moments of his life ebbing away. 
 
    David pressed his knife against His throat and began to cut. 
 
    Shouts and shots from outside. Aaron would be rallying their faction, gunning down anyone from Bill’s side and securing the perimeter. That would create confusion. The other factions and the camp of machete men and porters would stay back, unsure what was going on. David would have a few moments. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    The Pure One made a sickly wet sound from His open throat and fell slack. David held him up by His hair, still cutting. 
 
    With a final effort the head parted from the neck, the body crumpling to the ground. David’s pants were soaked with blood and, he suspected, his own piss. He couldn’t bear to look at the grisly trophy in his hand. 
 
    He wiped the face with the hem of The Pure One’s robe. They must see clearly whose head it was. There could be no doubt. 
 
    David Nimitz took a final look at the headless body lying on the ground in a vast pool of blood, and strode out of the tent. 
 
    In the next few moments he would see the face of God, and would be cast into eternal torment. It was only justice. At least the Lord had granted him a chance to make amends. 
 
    Aaron stood at the entrance along with some of their trusted companions. Except for Aaron they looked stunned. None had expected this. Shots crackled in the Elect camp. His comrades’ eyes widened as they saw what he held. 
 
    Training took over. They flanked him, spacing themselves out, and matched his pace as he walked towards the camp, holding The Pure One’s head high in one hand and the bloody knife in the other. 
 
    Collect me, Lord, and do what you will with me. I deserve all the fires of damnation, not for this, but for all that came before. 
 
    The gunfire rose in pitch. Up ahead, David saw a couple of his faction fall. Bill’s gang had rallied quickly. Were they outnumbered? Figures darted to and fro, half-lit in the glare of the campfires, some firing, some not. 
 
    Then they noticed him. 
 
    The first man who saw him was from one of the smaller factions. He gaped for a moment, then dropped to his knees, setting his M16 on the ground. 
 
    The second man was from a different faction. His face twisted in rage and he leveled his assault rifle at David, squeezing off a round that zinged past David’s ear before Aaron blew the man’s skull apart with a well-placed shot. 
 
    Another bullet flew past, so close David could feel the heat. He did not flinch, did not slow his pace. These were the last moments of his life and he would not falter. 
 
    His three flankers kept up a steady fire, the staccato snap of their assault rifles drumming in his ears. Everyone knew what had happened now, the news having blown across the camp like a hot wind, and fire came at him from all directions. He heard Aaron grunt beside him, stumble, and keep going. Bullets flew past David, countless in number, but none touched him. A cry from his right told him one of his comrades wasn’t so blessed. 
 
    David entered the camp of the Elect, passing through the tents with the knife and The Pure One’s head held high. Still the shots came, and still he remained untouched. He looked neither to the right nor left, but could see men before him laying down their arms and kneeling, their faces transported with awe, fear, or relief. 
 
    The fire began to slacken, the continuous roar dying down to a ragged pop pop pop. 
 
    David left the camp of the Elect behind, striding through the empty ground between it and the camp of the machete men and porters. The path before him was dim, there being almost no fuel to spare for their fires. Vaguely David could see that most of the people there were already on their knees, staring at the head of their leader. 
 
    Fire continued behind him. He was still flanked by Aaron and another man. 
 
    A cry came up from the camp of the machete men. 
 
    “Heretic!” 
 
    From several points, dark figures sprang up, machetes or spears held high. An instant later, two dropped, then two more as David’s comrades shot them down. 
 
    That didn’t stop the machete men. They charged at him, faces twisted in fanatical rage. A spear sank into the earth inches from David’s feet. He kicked it aside and continued walking. 
 
    A clatter beside him signaled that Aaron was changing the magazine on his M16. A second later the fire from his other surviving escort died down too and the man hurried to reload. 
 
    For a moment he was unprotected. 
 
    If they come upon me, I will not use this knife. It has been sanctified with the blood of a righteous killing, and it will not be used again. 
 
    The thought came to David in a strange way, as if he was being told this, not thinking it himself. 
 
    A dozen machete men charged at him, the closest not three meters away. 
 
    A roar to his right as his comrade let loose on full auto. The machete man at the front erupted in a spray of gore. An instant later the two behind him got cut down too. 
 
    Then Aaron opened fire. He had reloaded unusually slowly for such a veteran fighter. David felt a brief spike of fear, knowing his friend was gravely injured. 
 
    If he dies, he dies doing what is just. 
 
    Again the thought did not feel entirely his own. 
 
    Aaron was more methodical, keeping his gun on single fire and dropping each man one by one. The roar of the full auto to David’s right died down, followed by a curse and a clatter as the man grabbed a third magazine. Still the machete men charged. Only four left. Pop. Three. Pop. Two. Pop. One. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Aaron was out of ammunition. The last machete man was almost within reach. 
 
    David kept walking forward. 
 
    It’s not in my hands. 
 
    The machete swung down, and his blade stopped with a clang as Aaron brought up his M16 just in front of David’s face.  
 
    Aaron swiveled and drove the butt of his weapon into the man’s stomach. The fellow doubled over. Aaron struck him in the back of the skull. There was a sickly crunching sound and the man fell flat on the ground. 
 
    David stepped over him and kept going. Aaron snapped another magazine into his assault rifle. 
 
    All those in the lesser camp had fallen to their knees now, except for a few who lay flat on their faces. David could only discern them from the dead by the wails coming from them, whether of grief or relief he didn’t know. He passed through the carpet of people. A man leaped up just to his right. Aaron gunned him down. After that, there was no more resistance. The firing in the camp of the Elect had died down too. David walked in utter silence save for the ringing in his ears and the thundering of his own heart. 
 
    He passed beyond the ragged lean-tos and filthy blankets to the area The Pure One had used to address the crowd barely an hour before. 
 
    It was a flat stone about a meter high at the center of a slight rise. He heard a rustling behind him. Without turning, David knew that the Righteous Horde sensed where he was going and had risen to follow. 
 
    He stepped onto the rock and turned, keeping the head and the knife held above him, stretching his arms to their limit to give everyone a good view. 
 
    David winced as a brilliant light erupted to his left. Aaron had lit one of the flares they had gotten from a bunker they had discovered months ago. His friend’s face was lit with a ghastly glare, looking drawn and pale. Blood soaked his side but he stood firm, resolute, looking up at David. 
 
    Looking for guidance. 
 
    David turned to the crowd that had assembled. He saw the same look there. The same need. The same desperation. 
 
    They were waiting for him to speak. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    He never thought he would be alive at this point. 
 
    “The Pure One is dead,” he called out. “I have killed him.” 
 
    The crowd roared its approval. David spared a look at Aaron. His friend smiled. 
 
    “He told us, over and over again, that we were at fault for our plight, that it was our fault we suffered. He told us we were unclean in our hearts, and it was true.” 
 
    The crowd shifted uneasily. David tensed. He had never spoken in front of so many people before, and he had no idea how to move them. 
 
    “We were unclean. We were unclean because we listened to this madman!” 
 
    David shook the head. The last drops of the leader’s blood dripped out of His neck to spatter on David’s face. 
 
    “God came to me in a vision,” David said, starting a sentence he did not know how to finish. “Yes, God came to me in a vision, and the Lord said … the Lord said that I must slay our leader with this knife, and that we must go to the sea. There I will give this foul head as a burnt offering and the Lord will tell me what to do. The Lord has also commanded a feast for this glorious night. This false prophet has been hoarding food. That food is now yours!” 
 
    The crowd roared in approval. That last part, at least, was true. The bastard had a whole cache of food in his private supply tent. 
 
    David jumped off the rock and strode to The Pure One’s supply tent, pausing only to call for a medic to see to Aaron. Once he got to the old army tent that stood a little behind the tent where the former leader slept, he tore open the front. 
 
    The crowd gasped. Inside were sacks of flour, strips of dried meat, and heaps of Blue Cans. Those remarkable relics from the Old Times contained food from more than fifty years ago, perfectly preserved through some cunning technique. 
 
    The crowd rushed in, the Elect and the machete men and the camp followers all together, cheering and grabbing everything they could. Within minutes it was all gone, and the Righteous Horde huddled around their campfires, having their first good meal in weeks. A few of David’s comrades stood nearby, guarding him as they had once guarded the man whose head he still gripped. He turned to them. They bowed. 
 
    Fear or reverence? Does it matter? 
 
    Graham, one of the technos, held up something in his hand. For a moment David tensed, but then he saw it was a camera, one of the many artifacts they had discovered in the bunker. 
 
    “Yes, preserve this moment for posterity!” David said, not so much to grant permission as to keep Graham from getting shot by a member of his jumpy faction. 
 
    David stood tall with the head and the knife. There were a series of flashes. Graham bowed and backed away. 
 
    “Where is Aaron?” he asked. 
 
    “Here I am, sir,” his friend said, staggering up to him. Aaron’s shirt was off and a thick bandage was swathed around his middle. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “It went through my side but didn’t hit any organs, sir. The medic says I’ll be fine. Thank you for asking after me, your humble servant,” Aaron said, bowing his head. 
 
    David blinked. Why was Aaron acting like this? 
 
    Of course, he has to play along too. 
 
    “Come with me,” David said, making the words come out as an order. 
 
    They went to the luxurious white tent, now David’s tent. David still carried the knife and the head. He stuck the knife in the dirt outside and placed the head beside it. Two men from his faction flanked the entrance. David nodded to them and went inside, motioning for Aaron to follow. 
 
    David went over to The Pure One’s body and took off the belt with the little black box. He looked at the ruined machine and grimaced. It would have been nice to have that. Shrugging, he took the body by the legs and dragged it out. Turning to the guards, he said, “Let my people do what they want with this trash, but leave the head for me. I must offer it to the Lord as I have been instructed.” 
 
    Some of the Elect standing nearby rushed to the body and started kicking it. A crowd began to gather. David went back inside and zipped the entrance closed behind him. Aaron still stood where he had left him, looking around the interior of the tent curiously. 
 
    “Is any of that blood yours, sir?” his friend asked. 
 
    David shook his head. “You don’t need to call me sir when we’re alone.” 
 
    Aaron grinned and sat down on the camp bed, looking tired. “Best that I get in practice, sir. What if someone overhears me not paying the proper respect? That was a smart move giving away all the food that motherfucker had been hiding. They’ll eat well for a day or two on that.” 
 
    Aaron’s words trailed off uncertainly. David could guess his question. 
 
    “We’ll get more,” David said, moving over to an ewer of water and washing his hands and face. He dried them with a towel, leaving bloodstains on the cloth, and picked up a satchel lying on the bed. “Look at this.” 
 
    He opened the satchel. Inside was a small radio and a map. David frowned. The Pure One had banned listening to Radio Hope, saying it broadcast only lies, and he had been listening to it all this time? Shaking his head, he pulled out the map. No one other than a few trusted Elect and scouts had seen it. 
 
    “What’s that?” his friend asked. 
 
    David sat down next to him and spread it out. Mottled green, brown, and blue shapes covered its surface, with lines and dots scattered here and there. 
 
    Aaron’s brow furrowed. “It’s like a photo from the Old Times. Looks strange, though.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s taken from the air,” David said. 
 
    “The air? From an airplane?” 
 
    “Or one of those satellites.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. “How could a satellite take a photo? They’re too high up.” 
 
    David shrugged. He had heard satellites took photos, but Aaron was right, it was probably one of those myths people told about the Old Times, like that computers could talk to each other. 
 
    “Aaron, remember how I told you we discovered a bunker the month before you joined up?” 
 
    “Yeah, where you got all the munitions and guns.” 
 
    “We found this map too. It shows where a bunch of other bunkers are. That’s why we’ve been marching in this direction, to scavenge the other bunkers.” 
 
    Aaron’s eyes went wide. “So that’s where all those Blue Cans came from a few months back!” 
 
    “Yep. And the last bunker on the map is just by the sea. We’ll get to it by midmorning.” 
 
    “More food! Harold says the main stocks will be gone in a couple of weeks. But once we find that bunker … but wait, what if it’s empty? What if it got scavenged years ago?” 
 
    David had thought of that possibility too, but tamped his worries down. 
 
    “It won’t be. There will be food. The Lord told me.” 
 
    Aaron chuckled, then stopped, growing serious and studying David. Neither said anything for a moment. Finally, David broke the silence. 
 
    “I thought I’d be dead tonight. I’m not. Maybe this really is written. Maybe this really is a new start.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “Yeah. Maybe.” 
 
    He did not sound convinced. 
 
    The next morning David, washed clean of The Pure One’s blood and wearing a new set of military fatigues, came out of his tent to find the Righteous Horde gathered in front of the rock where he had given his speech. Realizing they expected him to give the traditional morning sermon, David stepped atop the rock. 
 
    “The Lord came to me in a dream,” he announced to the crowd. “We must march until midmorning, and then he will show us a bunker from the Old Times. Inside that bunker will be a sign. The Lord will show us the way forward. He has told me there is a steep hill above the bunker. It is there that I will offer up the heretic’s head as a burnt offering and hear the Lord’s will.” 
 
    “Purity! Purity! Purity!” 
 
    “Let us thank the Lord for His bounty.” 
 
    And then he led them in an old prayer, a traditional prayer, not like the ones the old cult leader made up. 
 
    “Our Father who art in heaven …” 
 
    Faces lit up in recognition of the old words, and a thousand mouths continued the prayer. 
 
    “… hallowed be thy name.” 
 
    They continued to the end, and then he sent them to their breakfast. 
 
    The march to the sea passed without incident. The Elect insisted that he be carried in the palanquin, and he would only relent when Aaron agreed to be carried in a stretcher instead of walking beside him. David felt strange being carried. He shouldn’t make a habit of it. He didn’t want to get soft. 
 
    You won’t have time to get soft, he reminded himself. This isn’t going to last. You’ll be dead by springtime. Hell, you may be dead by tonight. 
 
    The hill stood just where David said it was, just where the map had told him it would be. It was a tall, rocky eminence with steep sides. Only a few of the Elect and scouts knew how David knew it would be there, so most took it as a miracle. 
 
    The mountains to the west had broken off by this point, replaced by scattered hills. Between them glimmered the sea. Further south, close to the shore, stretched a gleam of white speckled with other colors. The sea breeze blew shreds of plastic bags all around, lifted off that white space David could now see was an old landfill. 
 
    A scout came up to report. David ordered the column to halt as the man got on one knee, eyes down. 
 
    “Pure One, I wish to report—” 
 
    “Do not call me Pure One, my son, we are all pure,” David replied. 
 
    I’m getting good at this. 
 
    The scout paused, then said, “Sir, we checked the area. There were a few garbage miners at that landfill, who ran when they spotted us. Shall we pursue?” 
 
    “Let them live. We will fight only if attacked.” 
 
    A murmur went through the crowd. David had just announced another major change. 
 
    “Sir, we have also scouted the hill. We could not find the entrance to the bunker.” 
 
    David almost let out a sigh of relief. If it was still hidden, then maybe it hadn’t been scavenged. 
 
    “The Lord will guide us. Let us go there.” 
 
    Old Times bunkers were cleverly camouflaged by a material that looked just like stone. Luckily the map gave the entrance’s precise location. David had spent the previous night memorizing it. 
 
    When the column drew close to the base of the hill, David called a halt. 
 
    “Bring me my right hand, the member of the Elect called Aaron.” 
 
    The stretcher was brought forward. 
 
    “Can you walk? We’ll go do this alone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Aaron got up stiffly and shuffled towards the hill with David. The shock Aaron had suffered the previous night, which had allowed him to get through the fight, had worn off and he looked tired and in pain. 
 
    “Will you be all right?” David asked once they got out of earshot. 
 
    “I will be if there’s anything good in that bunker, sir. By the way, no one knows what to call you.” 
 
    “Sir is fine.” 
 
    Don’t get in the habit. I’ll be gone soon enough, my friend. 
 
    “Are the whites upset about being led by one of us?” David asked. 
 
    “Not that I’ve heard, sir. They’re too happy the son of a bitch is dead and to have full bellies for once.” 
 
    David grunted. That happiness would last as long as those bellies remained full. 
 
    They came to the hill. The side facing away from the sea rose almost sheer. The map indicated that the entrance lay at this spot. David stepped up to the rock face. From the other bunkers he had learned the trick. The false stone looked just like the real stuff around it. You couldn’t spot the entrance just by looking. The material was soft, though, made of something like plaster but able to withstand the weather. David scraped at the stone with his fingernail. 
 
    It was hard. He moved a little to his left and scraped again. This, too, was real stone. A little more to the left, and he ran his fingernail across the surface. It left a thin scar. 
 
    “Here it is,” David said. “Start pushing on these lumps.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Aaron said. 
 
    Please stop saying that. 
 
    It only took a minute to find it. As David felt around, pushing on every protuberance on the false rock face, suddenly one gave under the pressure. It sank back with a click, and a meter to his right a small section of the rock slid open to reveal a numerical keypad with a red light over it. 
 
    David had memorized the code the map gave and punched in the numbers. 
 
    The hill gave out a low hum and an entire section of the rock face slowly receded. The crowd a few hundred meters behind them broke out in spontaneous cheering and prayers. The rock face separated and the two sides slid into a niche in what David and Aaron could now see was a thick wall in the hollow hill. 
 
    David turned to his flock and raised his hands. 
 
    “The Lord has brought us to a bunker from the Old Times! He will share a great bounty with us. Pray! Give up a prayer of thanks!” 
 
    And stay where you are. 
 
    In a single movement, the entire Righteous Horde fell to its knees and gave up loud praises to Heaven. 
 
    David turned back to the bunker just in time to see the lights flicker on. His heart raced. The sight of working electricity always gave him the chills, like he was seeing magic. 
 
    The interior was large, lined with concrete and lit by a few strips of tubular bulbs along the high ceiling. A huge truck with a strange, sloped metal barrel on the back took up much of the room. Lined up next to it stood several smaller metal barrels set on an angle on four metal legs. Next to these were hundreds of large bags in tidy rows. 
 
    “Flour!” Aaron said, hobbling inside. David rushed to follow. 
 
    “This will feed us for months!” Aaron cried out. “We’re saved! With all this food we can go anywhere we want. We could set up as farmers and eat hearty until our first harvest.” 
 
    The bags had writing on them. David’s parents, unlike Aaron’s, had taught him how to read. He was out of practice, though, and it took him time to puzzle out the label. 
 
    Meanwhile Aaron moved around the room, eyes wide with wonder. “Do you know what this means? No more marching! No more war! We could set up a town!” 
 
    The label read, “Pendergast Ready-Mix Portland Cement.” 
 
    David went over to another bag. It said the same thing. 
 
    “Did you hear me, David? Oh, I mean sir! You’ll be the king of your own little kingdom. What’s to stop us?” 
 
    David looked out over the orderly rows of thousands of bags. They all had identical labels. 
 
    A low growl rose up from David’s chest, tearing out of his throat to echo off the concrete walls as his voice rose in pitch to a shrill scream. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Noon. Too damn early. 
 
    Roy Jones made his way through the Burbs towards New City, wishing he was still at home in bed. He had a hangover and he hadn’t slept well after what Xinxin had told him. Chinese New Year? At $87,953? That would end badly. He’d already had some acts of vandalism after the anti-Asian riots. If saving Asians from being lynched got “Chink Lover” daubed in shit on his wall, what would hosting Chinese New Year get him? 
 
    He needed to talk to someone. Unfortunately, that someone would have to be The Doctor. 
 
    Roy smiled and waved to the market traders and passersby as he moved through the Burbs, putting on a sunny disposition he did not feel. After a few minutes he came to the open, dead area between the Burbs and New City, two hundred meters of nothing to provide the guards on the wall with a good field of fire. No one could build on that patch or even loiter there. Roy couldn’t disagree with the rule, but it did emphasize what New City thought of the Burbs. 
 
    New City wall loomed up before him, a patchwork of old buses, steel plates, and sandbags. The settlement was built on a peninsula, so only one wall was necessary. A thick belt of razor wire along the shoreline cut off any approach by boat. Sentries stood every few feet on the wall, their M16s shining dully under an overcast sky. Since it was daytime, the gate stood open, with four guards standing in front of it. Every guard on the wall and at the gate was white. A scavenger stood near the gate with a bag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    Smile. 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen!” he said, grinning and waving his hand. 
 
    As he passed through them, the youngest guard, a blue-eyed kid barely out of his teens, cut him off. One of the other guards said, “Mike, don’t you know Roy’s a citizen?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sorry Roy,” Mike said, blushing a little. 
 
    “Oh, that’s all right,” Roy said. 
 
    Yeah, don’t you know I’m a citizen? Don’t you know I was defending these walls twenty years before you were born, cracker? Or did you mistake me for another black man because we all look alike? 
 
    Stop it. Don’t be like that. That attitude never did anyone any good, least of all you. 
 
    Roy’s smile never faltered. 
 
    He found The Doctor at his trading table, dealing with a scavenger. A couple of guards flanked him, keeping an eye on the outsider. 
 
    The scavenger shook hands with The Doctor and turned away just as Roy came up. 
 
    “Hey Doc, you starting the trade late today,” Roy said. 
 
    “Oh, hello Roy,” The Doctor said, looking surprised. Roy almost never came inside the walls. “Yu-jin is making me sleep in these days. Gripes at me if I don’t get enough rest.” 
 
    Roy chuckled and took a seat next to him. “Careful, Doc, people are going to think you’re married to that girl.” 
 
    The Doctor shook his head. “People believe all sorts of stupid things. Nothing I can do about it. Smart people know better.” 
 
    Oh yeah, I know better. 
 
    “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” Roy said. 
 
    “Sure, right after I see this last scavenger.” 
 
    The Doctor summoned the scavenger, a wiry white man who looked like he hadn’t eaten a square meal in months. 
 
    “You look new,” The Doctor said. “You been here before?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Couple years back. Been crazy out there, as you know. When the Righteous Horde came through I headed east, way east, and stayed there for a while. Just got back.” 
 
    “Anything good out there?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Same as everywhere else.” 
 
    The Doctor grunted. “Well, the rules are the same as always. You have any medical supplies you have to trade them with me, but I have to give you a fair deal. Anything I think New City could use, I get first bid, but you don’t have to trade if you don’t want to. Need a market stall?” 
 
    “Actually I traded pretty much everything with some farmers out east, so I don’t need a stall. I only came in because I got some medicine for you.” 
 
    The man reached into his pocket and took out several glass vials with faded labels and set them on the table. Roy picked one and tried to read it, angling it to the light and holding it at arm’s length. 
 
    Damn, my vision has really gone to shit. 
 
    He pulled out his glasses, a pair from the Old Times he’d traded for a couple of months before. They were a woman’s design and bright purple, horribly embarrassing, but they were the only ones the trader had in his prescription. 
 
    “Nice glasses,” The Doctor said with a smile. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Roy put on his glasses and read the label. 
 
    “Dr. Brennen’s Homeopathic Flu Remedy.” 
 
    Roy didn’t know what “homeopathic” meant, but flu season was always a killer. He looked to The Doctor, thinking he’d be happy, and saw he had his poker face on. The Doctor wasn’t one to hide his emotions, so a poker face meant he was more pissed off than usual. 
 
    “I’ll give you a kilo of flour for these,” The Doctor offered. 
 
    “Two kilos,” the scavenger countered. 
 
    “One and a quarter, final offer. I have some better stuff in my office.” 
 
    The Doctor’s tone brooked no opposition. The scavenger didn’t look happy but said “deal” and shook his hand. 
 
    Once the scavenger left, Roy asked, “What’s the matter?” 
 
    The Doctor picked up one of the vials with a sneer. “This is fake medicine from the Old Times. Homeopathy was a premodern magical ritual pumped up by advertisers and sold as medicine. They put in ingredients that had no proof of curing any particular malady, and then added so much water that a little vial like this probably doesn’t even contain any of the original ingredients. That didn’t matter, you see, because these quacks thought water has memory.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make all water homeopathic medicine?” 
 
    The Doctor snapped his fingers and pointed at Roy. “Give that man a cigar.” 
 
    Roy sighed. “I remember cigars.” 
 
    “Oh come on, the last time anyone had any tobacco, you were a kid!” 
 
    “You forgot what kind of a kid I was.” 
 
    The Doctor chuckled. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “So why did you give away a bunch of flour for some water?” 
 
    “Because if I didn’t, someone else would, and we have enough trouble containing the flu as it is.” He held out a vial. “Care for a drink?” 
 
    “I prefer to brew my own.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    The Doctor opened the cap and downed the entire vial with a single slug. 
 
    “Ah, good Old Times tap water!” he said, smacking his lips. Growing serious, he turned to Roy. “So, what is it you want to talk with me about?” 
 
    Roy glanced at the guards. “Let’s walk.” 
 
    The Doctor stood up and together they strolled towards the warehouse. The guards fell in a little behind. The Doctor glanced at them and they slowed, giving him and Roy some more room. 
 
    “Don’t worry about my guards, I’m only keeping the trustworthy ones close,” he said. 
 
    “So what are you going to do with Clyde and all them? You still going to call for that vote of no confidence?” Roy asked. 
 
    The Doctor grunted. “I’m an idiot letting Yu-jin talk me out of that one. She’s too lovey-dovey. Thinks she can turn people around just by forgiving them. But at least he’ll be kept busy spying on Weissberg. Still don’t trust them, though. Never will after what he pulled.” 
 
    Roy shook his head. Clyde had all but staged a coup over the Chinese ship. What would Clyde do about this party Xinxin had planned? 
 
    Roy took a deep breath and spoke. 
 
    “Don’t know if you know Xinxin, she’s the daughter of Moon Yong-jun.” 
 
    “Yao Yong-jun. Moon was the Korean name they went by before they came out as Chinese. Yao is their real name.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Anyway, Xinxin wants to host a Chinese New Year party at my place next week.” 
 
    The Doctor stopped in his tracks, closing his eyes and raising his face towards the sky. “Oh, fuck!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but—” 
 
    “Fucking hell, Roy, like I don’t have enough on my plate right now!” 
 
    “Sorry. She said she’d trade for me to get some extra security. I know some folks who will do it.” 
 
    “But they won’t be enough, which is why you came to me.” 
 
    Roy shrugged. He knew he’d be a pain in the ass about this. The guy would bitch, moan, nag, and complain, and when it was all over he wouldn’t let Roy forget it until the next Chinese New Year. 
 
    But there was never any question about the mayor of New City helping out. That was the kind of man he was. 
 
    The Doctor sighed. “OK. Let me talk with Yu-jin and figure out what to do. You’ll get your extra security, but please, please, please get some trustworthy people of your own as well, and don’t come whining to me when someone shits on your bar again.” 
 
    Roy sighed. “I only hope that’s all that happens.” 
 
    The Doctor shook his head. “You and me both.” 
 
    He put a hand on Roy’s shoulder. Roy tensed. 
 
    “How you been? I hardly ever see you anymore.” 
 
    Roy pulled away. “Well, busy, you know. The Burbs have been pretty crazy and the bar always runs me ragged. Got to go. Bye.” 
 
    Roy hurried off. On his way out the gate, the young guard named Mike stopped him again. 
 
    Oh come on, Roy fumed silently. Have you forgotten already? 
 
    “Hey Roy,” Mike addressed him in a low voice. “Can you come up to the Operations Center for a minute? Clyde wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Roy turned to see if The Doctor was still around, but he had already disappeared inside the warehouse. When he turned back to Mike, he saw the guard giving him a flat smile and gesturing towards the stairs that led to the observation tower that housed Clyde’s operations center.  
 
    Feeling very much alone, Roy followed. 
 
    Mike led him up the stairs and onto the wall. Roy winced at the memory of defending this wall against the Righteous Horde a couple of months before. The fanatics had a terrible machine gun that had punched right through the armor plating. He’d seen friends and neighbors dropping off the catwalk like bowling pins, while he tossed Molotov cocktails at the charging cultists. He still had nightmares about it sometimes. A lot of people did.  
 
    Roy entered a tower built into the wall and greeted Clyde, who sat at a desk crowded with radios and maps. A telescope pointed out a slit in the metal wall. 
 
    “Hey Roy, take a load off. Thanks Mike, that will be all.” 
 
    Roy sat down. Clyde picked up a pitcher. 
 
    “Want some beer? It’s your own brew. I don’t drink anything else.” 
 
    “No thanks, it’s a bit early.” 
 
    “None for me either,” Clyde chuckled. “I’m on duty. Sometimes I feel I’m always on duty.” 
 
    “You work hard.” 
 
    A frustrated look came over Clyde’s face. “Yeah, I do, and no one appreciates it. Can you believe that show last night? How much have I done for this place? How many nights on the wall? How many firefights?” 
 
    “No one’s doubting your commitment, Clyde,” Roy said. 
 
    Clyde glanced in the direction of the warehouse. “He does. Doc thinks I want to take over. How can he think I’d stab him in the back after all we’ve been through together? I don’t want to be mayor. You understand that, right? I’m just looking out for New City.” 
 
    “Of course I understand that,” Roy said, putting on a smile. 
 
    They look down on us, ignore us, make fun of us, and they still want our approval. 
 
    Clyde put a hand on Roy’s shoulder and smiled. 
 
    “I knew you would, old friend. Could you talk to him? You know how he gets when someone goes against him. Hell, he doesn’t even talk to Ahmed anymore, one of his own nurses! I don’t want to get the cold shoulder treatment like that. Sure, I was against Ahmed for wanting to let everyone in during the attack, but he deserves to be treated better, and so do I. You can make Doc understand, can’t you?” 
 
    Roy looked at Clyde, feeling the first touch of sympathy in the whole conversation. 
 
    “Amazing how we all sort of orbit around him, isn’t it?” Roy said. 
 
    Clyde let out a short laugh and shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, we do, don’t we? Been that way since the beginning. It’s been a long forty years, hasn’t it? And it never seems to get any easier. And now I have to go on patrol with that ch—, um, chick Doc’s shacking up with. You don’t think he’s straightened out in his old age, do you?” 
 
    Roy chuckled. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Clyde smiled. “Yeah, I guess not. She’s a looker, though. Pity she’s, well … anyway, I needed to talk to you about something. I heard a weird rumor coming from the Burbs, something about a Chinese New Year?” 
 
    Roy shifted in his seat. 
 
    “Yeah, the Chinese community wants to celebrate their New Year at my bar. Free food! That should go over well.” 
 
    Clyde scowled. “Yeah, like a ten megaton strike.” 
 
    “Now Clyde—” 
 
    “Come on, Roy, we only found out they were here a few weeks ago, and now they want to have one of their rituals in the most popular hangout in the Burbs?” 
 
    “It’s not a ritual, it’s a party.” 
 
    “Whatever. Look, I’m not Blaming the good Chinese, the ones that have been here for a while. Not all of them could be bad. If they got Chinese blood, fine. They’re not responsible for what their great-grandparents did, but why do they have to shove our faces in it?” 
 
    Roy really, really wanted to punch him right now. He decided against it. Two pot-bellied old men getting into a fistfight just wasn’t a good look. He knew. He saw it in his bar on a regular basis. 
 
    Clyde went on. 
 
    “Do you think you could talk to these folks, maybe get them to change their mind? If they want to have a celebration in their own homes that’s their business as long as it doesn’t make too much noise. I just think things are too unsettled to have some Chinese ritual in public right now, especially at your place. Everyone goes there. It will make people feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t want people to feel uncomfortable, now would we?” 
 
    Clyde slapped his knee and smiled. “Exactly. Glad you see my point.” 
 
    Roy stood up. “I best be getting back. I have to get everything ready before opening.” 
 
    “You sure do run a fine business. I have to say your talents are wasted on all those scavengers and market folk, but hey, you’re making those stacks, eh? Raking in the green. And Roy, thank you for seeing eye to eye with me on this.” 
 
    Roy put on his best accommodating smile. “Not a problem at all, Clyde. Always a pleasure.” 
 
    Roy went down the stairs and out the gate fuming. He felt his heart do a little skip like it did anytime he got stressed. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. 
 
    Remember what Doc told you during your last checkup. You got to cool it or you’re going to have a heart attack for sure. 
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
    As Roy walked across the dead space between New City and the Burbs, between the two worlds he had to live in, he allowed himself a bitter laugh. 
 
    “It’s not what that fool said that’s got me stressed,” he whispered. “It’s what he’s gonna say when I don’t do as he asked.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    “They’re idiots,” Randy said over breakfast the following morning. “You saved New City. You saved everyone. You deserve to be a citizen.” 
 
    Randy and Yu-jin sat in their house in the Burbs, a clapboard structure that Randy had built with his own hands. The construction was good but the materials were cheap. It wasn’t as drafty as some buildings in the neighborhood, though. Randy had the whole place stuffed with his art supplies, canvasses, pottery, and works in progress. As Randy always said, “clutter acts as insulation.” 
 
    “They really should have voted for you,” Randy repeated. 
 
    Yu-jin grunted and continued to eat her eggs. She was still angry at how things had turned out. Not surprised, just angry. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Randy went on. “Your home is here. People are beginning to relax a bit now. That shipment of rice helped. It’s not like it was a few weeks ago. You can go anywhere you want now.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we can go back to church!” Yu-jin snapped. 
 
    She and Randy used to go to the New World United Church until she came out as Chinese. The Reverend Wallace had led a lynch mob against her. 
 
    Randy made a face and stirred around his scrambled eggs with his fork. 
 
    “I’m not saying there isn’t racism, Yu-jin. I’m just saying give it a little time. People will come around.” 
 
    “That’s what my grandparents thought,” Yu-jin said. She finished her meal and stood. 
 
    Randy looked up at her. “Are you going to help me at the kiln today? I have a big order for dinner plates from Joe.” 
 
    Yu-jin shook her head. “You know I have to help Reginald today.” 
 
    “They’re going to let you remain his assistant?” 
 
    Yu-jin went to the mirror and started combing her long hair. “They can’t stop us. All they can do is make it inconvenient. Make me leave every evening.” 
 
    “So if you had gotten citizenship you would have moved in there?” Randy asked, sounding hurt. 
 
    Yu-jin tensed. Asking questions he already knew the answers to was Randy’s way of starting an argument. 
 
    “It’s a good job, good pay, and he gives me free meals.” 
 
    “What else does he give you?” Randy grumbled. 
 
    Yu-jin turned and glared at her boyfriend. “How many times do I have to say it? He’s gay and he’s old enough to be my grandfather. Plus I love you, even though you’ve been really annoying lately.” 
 
    Randy raised his hands in frustration. “Well, how do you think I feel? I’ve been dating you for years and you’ve been lying to me all this time saying you’re Korean, and when it turns out you’re Chinese I get beaten up, lose a ton of business, get called a traitor by half the Burbs, and then lose you to The Doctor! I’m getting persecuted for being your boyfriend and I don’t even get to see you anymore!” 
 
    Yu-jin sighed and tried to be patient. Everything Randy said was true, even if he did show a massive lack of understanding. How could she have told him she was Chinese? She had never told anyone, and by the time they had fallen in love, she’d been lying about it for so long it had become easier not to tell the truth. 
 
    Of course, she had to admit to herself, she had always been afraid Randy would reject her. That’s what really bothered him. He sensed the mistrust and felt betrayed by it. 
 
    Easy for him to feel that way, he hadn’t had to hide all his life. Still, looking at it from his perspective, she could see how it would hurt. 
 
    “Look,” she said, going over and putting her arms around him. She felt him stiffen. “I’ll try to make it a short day today. Get the plates fired and I’ll help you with the painting. Joe still going for the same pattern?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Randy grumbled. 
 
    Yu-jin kissed him. When he didn’t respond, she kissed him again until he did. 
 
    “Got to go,” she said, extricating herself. 
 
    “All right,” Randy said, managing a smile. “See you this afternoon.” 
 
    More like evening, Yu-jin thought. 
 
    A few minutes later, Yu-jin entered another world, the world behind the wall. The world of safe, clean streets, and electricity in every home. 
 
    The world that was totally different from the Burbs except for one thing—it didn’t want her either. 
 
    Entering the warehouse and going upstairs, Yu-Jin nodded to the guard as she came down the hall to Reginald’s private rooms and medical lab. She’d become enough of a regular that no one escorted her now, although she suspected that Reginald had given an order that she was welcome in his quarters at any time. 
 
    The guard at the door gave her a neutral look. This one (what was his name?) was one of the nicer ones, in that he wasn’t openly hostile. Clyde’s closest people weren’t allowed to guard Reginald anymore. Sadly, there weren’t too many guards the mayor could trust. 
 
    Yu-jin knocked. 
 
    “Busy!” Reginald’s voice snapped from behind the door. 
 
    “It’s me!” 
 
    “Oh, come on in!” 
 
    She heard the door unlock. As she entered, Reginald Hines, who most of the world knew as only by his title of The Doctor, shambled over to the couch and flopped back down, opening a book. 
 
    “Yes, I can see you’re busy.” 
 
    “Medical book,” Reginald said, waving the volume over his head. “Research. Close the door, will you?” 
 
    Yu-jin did as he asked and locked it. The Doctor liked his doors locked. When she did, he got up and walked over. They fell into each other’s arms and hugged. 
 
    “Good morning,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “It is now.” 
 
    Yu-jin could feel his back muscles relax. How could someone be this tense this early in the morning? 
 
    “You get enough sleep?” she asked. 
 
    “Six hours.” 
 
    “That’s two more than usual.” 
 
    “If I didn’t, you’d gripe at me.” 
 
    “You smoke this morning?” 
 
    “You know I don’t mix work and play,” The Doctor said, still hugging her. 
 
    “But you smoked last night.” 
 
    “Yes, after a sixteen-hour day and a really annoying Citizens Council meeting I lit one. It kept me from becoming a mass murderer.” 
 
    “You smoke too much.” 
 
    “I don’t smoke enough.” 
 
    “Have you eaten yet today?” 
 
    “Yes, mother, I had my breakfast.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said I had my breakfast.” 
 
    “Don’t avoid the question. What did you eat?” 
 
    “Some bread.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Bread. Enough bread that it counts as breakfast.” 
 
    “You need to—” 
 
    “You need to stop bossing me around.” 
 
    His voice got a slight edge to it, and his back muscles tensed a little. Yu-jin hugged him harder. 
 
    “How’s the boyfriend?” he asked. 
 
    “Ugh. Insecure and jealous as hell.” 
 
    “Have you explained it to him?” 
 
    “A million times. He doesn’t understand.” 
 
    Yu-jin didn’t feel that was quite fair. She didn’t really understand this relationship herself. All she knew was that it made her feel happy and at home. Not to mention needed. 
 
    She pulled herself away and jabbed a finger in his chest. 
 
    “You need to eat more. How about one of those nutrition bars you make?” 
 
    “You want one of those?” 
 
    “No, I want you to eat one of those.” 
 
    The Doctor pulled away and moved towards his kitchenette. “We’ll split one.” 
 
    Yu-jin rolled her eyes and followed. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the meeting,” he said, opening the door to his refrigerator. Although it hadn’t worked in years, it was still a handy place to store food. 
 
    “It wasn’t unexpected,” Yu-jin sighed. 
 
    “We’ll work on them. Do you really want to go on patrol with Clyde?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of a dumb idea. It just came out. But we need to build trust.” 
 
    Reginald snorted. “With him?” 
 
    He pulled out a nutritional bar made to his own recipe with oats, honey, and berries. He broke it in two and offered her half. 
 
    “Give me the smaller half,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    Reginald pointed at her. “Annoying.” 
 
    He gave her the smaller half. 
 
    They went back to the living room and munched in silence, sitting close together on the couch. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do about Randy,” Yu-jin said after a time. 
 
    “Love’s rare in this world. Keep him.” 
 
    She waved her hand in frustration. “He’s gotten so insecure! He’s jealous of you, he’s jealous of me having a more important job, and he’s angry about losing so much business because he’s dating a Chinese woman.” 
 
    The Doctor gave her a sideways glance. “Do you think he’s blaming you for being what you are?” 
 
    Yu-jin shook her head. “In a way I wish he would. Then it would be easier to make a decision. No, he doesn’t have a trace of racism. Well, I’m sure he was as scared as everybody when the ship showed up, but that vanished when I told him what I was. His problem is that he’s sensitive and can’t handle the rejection. You know one of Randy’s old customers ripped up a portrait he bought right in front of him?” 
 
    The Doctor made a sympathetic noise and put an arm around her. Yu-jin leaned into him and continued. 
 
    “The real problem is that he can’t have children. This whole fight was coming even before the ship showed up. The mess afterwards just made it worse between us.” 
 
    “You think he’s going to leave you?” 
 
    Yu-jin grimaced. “No. I don’t know. Randy would make a great father.” 
 
    “Why don’t you adopt?” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” Why do men always say that? 
 
    “Why not? A kid’s a kid.” 
 
    “Most women want their own children. And since I can have them and he can’t …” 
 
    She let her words trail off. She didn’t want to think of the obvious solution—leave Randy and find someone else. Maybe Randy sensed it too and wanted to push her in that direction? 
 
    A knock at the door took her out of her thoughts. The knock sounded angry and urgent, demanding. 
 
    She knew who it was almost before Reginald unlocked his door. 
 
    Clyde stood on the other side. He did not carry his M16 as usual but his 9mm automatic was in his holster. 
 
    “Hey Doc …” he began, and trailed off as he looked over Reginald’s shoulder and saw Yu-jin sitting on the couch. 
 
    “What is it, Clyde?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” Clyde asked. 
 
    “If you must.” 
 
    As Clyde entered, the guard at the door slipped in behind him, closed the door, and took up position behind Clyde. 
 
    Clyde looked over his shoulder and frowned. When he turned back to face them, Yu-jin thought he looked hurt. She doubted Reginald noticed. People skills weren’t exactly his strong point. Odd for someone who cared so much. 
 
    Clyde inclined his head towards Yu-jin. “Can we talk alone?” 
 
    “She’ll know what we talk about anyway. Sit down.” 
 
    Reginald sat on the sofa next to Yu-jin while Clyde took a seat opposite them. The guard remained at the door, his M16 sloped but ready. 
 
    “We got a problem,” the Head of the Watch said. 
 
    “We got a million problems. Could you be more specific?” 
 
    Clyde gave Yu-jin a hard look. “They’re planning some sort of Chinese New Year’s party.” 
 
    Yu-jin’s jaw dropped. “What?” 
 
    “Oh come on, don’t act like you don’t know,” Clyde said. 
 
    Reginald turned to her in surprise. “You mean you didn’t know? I was just going to talk to you about it.” 
 
    “Who’s organizing this?” she asked. 
 
    “One of the Yaos,” Reginald said, waving his hand in a vague manner. “The pregnant one.” 
 
    “You mean Xinxin?” Reginald really needed to get better with people’s names. He had two categories for people—important people and everyone else. He was a walking encyclopedia about the first group, and clueless about the second. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her name,” Clyde said, the heat audible in his voice. 
 
    Yu-jin turned to him warily. It was obvious her friend had made it into the “important people” category for Clyde. 
 
    “I didn’t know about this,” Yu-jin said. “But—” 
 
    “Yeah, right!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know about this. We aren’t one monolithic group who all act and think alike. We’re individuals who have our own lives.” 
 
    “You plan, you conspire—” 
 
    “Getting pretty close to Blame there, Clyde,” The Doctor growled. 
 
    The Head of the Watch paused, then continued. “OK, even if you didn’t know, she’s your friend and part of the community. You’re marrying her brother, right?” 
 
    “No.” How the hell did he know Da-bin wanted to marry her? 
 
    “Whatever. You’re as thick as thieves. You caused a lot of trouble when you suddenly announced you were Chinese.” 
 
    “Trouble for us, not for you.” 
 
    “Instability in the Burbs is trouble for everyone. You know what a security risk this party will be?” 
 
    “Then you better start planning,” The Doctor said. 
 
    Clyde shook his head. “No. The Burbs aren’t my problem.” 
 
    “You just said trouble in the Burbs is trouble for everyone,” Yu-jin pointed out. 
 
    Clyde glared at her. “My job is to protect New City, and that’s what I plan to do. My men are going to guard the wall and the gate from whatever shit storm you people create from your little cultural festival. Beyond the wall, what goes on is your business, and your fault.” 
 
    The Doctor leaned forward, “Clyde, you have a duty—” 
 
    “New City’s charter is quite clear about my duties, and they stop at the wall.” 
 
    Yu-jin glanced at Reginald and saw frustration. Apparently New City’s charter did say that. Of course Clyde sent his men out when he felt like it, but it seemed that was at his discretion. 
 
    Clyde stood. “I’m sorry, Doc, but this whole thing’s a bad idea. I wish you’d listen to me.” 
 
    The last sentence came out pleading. 
 
    Reginald flicked his hand like he was dismissing a disobedient child. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Clyde headed for the door, shaking his head. The guard stepped out of his way. 
 
    On impulse, Yu-jin got up and went after him. She made a point of not catching up to him until they were out in the hall and alone. 
 
    She put a hand on his shoulder. His muscles tensed under his old army camouflage. 
 
    “I know you’re only doing what you think is best,” she said. 
 
    Clyde snorted. 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” she said. Actually she did, but Jesus taught you to be kind to everyone, even dickheads like Clyde. Especially dickheads like Clyde. Being kind to good people just came naturally. 
 
    Yu-jin let her hand slide down his arm and then held his hand. 
 
    “We’re both on the same side here.” 
 
    Clyde yanked his hand away. 
 
    “You and me ain’t on the same side, missy.” 
 
    “We both care about our community, and we both care about him.” 
 
    Clyde wouldn’t look her in the eye. 
 
    “And we both have a job to do,” she went on. “Remember I said I’d go along and check out Weissberg? We need to see what they got from the freighter. I already believe you, but Reginald never will until I go see it with my own eyes. So let’s do it. Let’s go up there.” 
 
    “It’s already planned,” he grumbled. “He gave permission for Rachel to drive us in one of the vehicles. Speed and maneuverability are essential in a mission like this. Grab your gear and let’s go.” 
 
    Yu-jin nodded. “Fine. I can be ready in an hour. I’ll just go talk with Reginald.” 
 
    “Make it half an hour, and don’t call him by his name. He hates it when people do that.” 
 
    Clyde stalked away. Yu-jin watched him go. 
 
    He doesn’t hate it when I do. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel a smug satisfaction at that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    David and Aaron searched the entire bunker and found nothing except for the bags of cement and the strange barrels labeled “Cement Mixer”. 
 
    David was practically insane with rage, stomping around the bunker and kicking the bags. 
 
    “Cement! Nothing but fucking cement!” 
 
    Aaron looked confused. “So wait, this powder stuff makes cement?” 
 
    David snarled. “Yes, damn it. In the Old Times they mixed it with something, I don’t know what, to make that stone they used in their houses and sidewalks. That’s all there is here. We might as well eat rocks!” 
 
    Aaron leaned against the wall, looking faint. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” he asked. 
 
    David paused. Tried to get a grip. There were two thousand hardened killers out there who wanted an answer to the same question. What could he tell them? 
 
    God is playing tricks on me. Why did he let me live through last night only to bring me to this? 
 
    Or is this a test? 
 
    David looked up at the roof, as if he could see right through it and all the way to Heaven. 
 
    “Why?” he asked out loud. 
 
    “Why what?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” David said, bowing his head. “I need some time alone.” 
 
    He strode out to the waiting crowd, who stared at him with a mixture of expectation and glee. 
 
    For a moment they stood facing each other in silence. The wind had picked up and plastic bags floated through the crowd like little clouds. There was a hollow rattle as an old plastic bottle rolled along in the face of the breeze. 
 
    David raised his arms. “My people! The Lord has given me a sign. I must go to this hilltop and pray. Make camp a kilometer away from this hill and have your midday meal. When I have communed with the Lord I will return to you and give you his words.” 
 
    “Purity! Purity! Purity!” 
 
    Shut up, you fucking sheep. 
 
    He turned to Aaron. “Guard the entrance. Don’t let anyone get close.” 
 
    His friend nodded, and David walked partway around the hill to get out of sight of the Righteous Horde. He started to ascend. The way was rocky and steep, the loose rocks skittering out from beneath his feet. In places he had to climb with both hands and soon sweat poured down his face even though it was still winter. The entire time he climbed he kept muttering, “Why? Why?” 
 
    A plastic bag wafted in front of his face. Angrily he batted it aside. 
 
    He reached the summit, panting and sweating, and glared up at the sky. 
 
    “Why? Isn’t it enough to burn me for all time? Do you have to play with me too?” 
 
    David grabbed a stone and tossed it into the air. 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    The rock came back down and nearly hit him. He snarled and kicked it, then slumped down on a flat stone as high as a seat. Cradling his head in his hands, he tried to regain his breath. The bag he had knocked away on his climb spun in the air before getting caught in the bare branches of a dead bush. The plastic whipped in the breeze, crackling and snapping like fire. 
 
    David looked out across the land. Below him, the Righteous Horde had settled down for its midday meal. They would still be eating the food he had given away last night. That would probably last them for the evening meal too. After that it would be back to half rations, and those would only last two weeks. 
 
    Two weeks. Two weeks before these people started starving. Why couldn’t the bunker have held food? Aaron was right, they could have made a new start. All the killing could have stopped. 
 
    But with two thousand madmen dying of starvation, the killing would only become greater. 
 
    Fuck it, they deserve to die. 
 
    That answer didn’t satisfy him. 
 
    They’re your people now. The Lord granted them to you. 
 
    David gave the sky a withering glance and then looked around again. Not far off to the south he could see the vast, multicolored stretch of the Old Times landfill. It was huge, the biggest he’d ever seen. To the west lay the sea. He spotted a few tiny figures on the beach. Probably some of his scouts. Interestingly, none of these had deserted even though they had ample opportunity. In fact, no one had. The entire Horde was holding its breath and waiting to see what its new leader would do. No one still alive mourned The Pure One. David was safe from any assassination attempts. 
 
    “Wonderful,” David grumbled. “I have to live through more of this farce.” 
 
    Maybe this was God’s punishment. Maybe hell was starting early. 
 
    He looked back up at the sky. 
 
    “Why won’t you let me balance the books? Let me do something good before you burn me. I know I’m damned. All those villages, all those women, I don’t deserve forgiveness. But can’t I get the chance to make some sort of amends?” 
 
    He got no answer except the wind whipping through the plastic bag. 
 
    “Bah! You’re probably not even there, and if you are you’re laughing your ass off. Fuck you.” 
 
    David sat for a long time. No answers came to him. At last he pulled out the small radio from his pocket, the radio The Pure One had hidden in his tent. David had listened to it for a while last night with the volume turned low. It had been nice to hear Radio Hope again. 
 
    He clicked on the radio. 
 
    “… rice is a nutritious and versatile food that can be made into any number of recipes. Rice must first be cleaned in fresh, pure water, and then put in boiling water to …” 
 
    David’s brow furrowed. Why were they talking about rice? That was Old Times food. He and his parents had found a bag of it once when he was little. It was white and filling, but beyond that he couldn’t remember anything about it. When did people start growing rice again? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Here was a station that helped people for nothing. He listened for a time, his tension easing. The station always made him feel better, made everybody feel better. Perhaps that’s why The Pure One had banned it. 
 
    After a time, he started turning the dial, hearing only static. Back when he was a teenager, he and his family had owned a radio. Radio Hope had just started up then, and every afternoon and evening they would listen to it and scan for other stations, hoping that more would appear. None ever had, but they kept on searching. They even searched on longwave, the marine band that old freighters and navy ships used to use, hoping that there was more out to sea than oil slicks. Of course they’d never heard anything, but he and Mom and Dad always used to make up stories about hearing a ship someday and meeting the sailors. 
 
    David flipped to the longwave band and began to turn the dial, smiling at the warm memory. There would be nothing, of course, but it reminded him of those hopeful times tuning in with his parents. 
 
    He spun the dial slowly, listening to the pop and hiss of static. His parents had told him that when they were children the airwaves had been alive with voices, back when radio stations broadcast from every city state, and freighters still plied a few trade routes. What must it have been like in his great-grandparents’ time? Every turn of the dial would have brought a different station, a different voice. 
 
    “… and you’ll never guess what’s going to happen here in the Burbs. We’re going to celebrate Chinese New Year!” 
 
    David almost dropped the radio in shock. 
 
    “One of Yu-jin’s friends is planning it. There’s going to be free food and everything. Over.” 
 
    David craned his ear to hear more, his hands shaking. The voice sounded like a young boy’s. The response was awash with static. David stood up and angled the antenna this way and that. 
 
    “… great … if we make it … please tell them. Over.” 
 
    David’s brow furrowed. Although it was hard to hear, the other person sounded like a young boy too. 
 
    The response came back clear. “Of course I will. I’ll tell The Doctor right away. Remember that motorboat Kevin and Rachel are always testing? We’ll get to you no problem. Is there enough food on the freighter? Over.” 
 
    David’s heart raced. A freighter! Could it be? 
 
    “Yeah, we got plenty. OK, I’ll tell the captain … 48, 73 … we need a lathe that c— … of grease … oil … and we … that’s great, Pablo … how long? Over.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll go to him right away. Stay put and we’ll come to you. I’ll radio the same time tomorrow. Promise. Over and out.” 
 
    “… —nd out.” 
 
    He heard the hum of a carrier wave for a moment, followed by static. David turned around, held the radio up high, but there was no more. The wind picked up, and the plastic bag from the Old Times tore off the dead bush and flew to the north. David watched it go. 
 
    The Doctor, the Burbs—that transmission had come from New City! And the response? The response had come from a freighter. David’s mind whirled with the possibilities. The freighter hadn’t come from New City. Even with all their tech they couldn’t have made one. Impossible. That meant there was another city somewhere, or cities. Maybe there was a whole world rebuilding itself out there. Instead of the Righteous Horde scorching the earth at its passing, his people could be part of that. Those killers down there could have a future in something other than killing. 
 
    And then he remembered himself. David Nimitz fell to his knees and gave thanks to the Lord for giving him a sign. The disappointment in the bunker had been a test. His faith had faltered, faltered badly, but the Lord had forgiven him for the sake of His plan. Even as David knelt there, the hard, gritty stone digging into his knees, hands folded, head bowed, a little worm of doubt crawled through his thoughts. 
 
    Luck. Ever heard of luck? Don’t see meaning where there is none. God is dead, or gone, or never was. Don’t be a fool. 
 
    No, it was a sign. He had to go north, find that freighter, and bring it to his people to take them out of the wilderness. He had been given a sacred trust and he must not fail. Yes, he was like the prophets of old. 
 
    And if I’m not, I’ll make myself one. 
 
    David opened a satchel that he had brought with him and pulled out the head of The Pure One. Setting it on the stone, he broke up the dead bush and ringed the head with the kindling. Then he took out a small flask of pure grain alcohol, looted from one of the farms they had passed, and poured it onto the head and sticks. With a piece of flint and steel he sent sparks down onto the soaked wood until it caught. 
 
    The Pure One’s head lit with a whoosh of flames. 
 
    David stood, raising his face and hands towards the sky. 
 
    From below, he could hear his people cheering. They saw the smoke rising, and knew what it signified. 
 
    David stood there for a moment, praying that the Lord would accept his burnt offering, and then descended the hill to rejoin his people.  
 
    He came back down to camp to find his scouts had captured a prisoner—an older man in shabby clothes, rake thin, with patches of flaky red skin on his face and hands. A faint chemical tang wafted off him. Two of the scouts forced him to his knees and pressed his head against the ground. 
 
    “We found this fisherman on the shore, sir,” one of the scouts said. “Shall we execute him for being tainted? You said not to execute anyone without your express orders.” 
 
    The scout’s words came out incredulous and a bit annoyed. David resisted the urge to smack him. Had these people gotten so used to killing that they resented not being able to commit murder at every opportunity? 
 
    He didn’t need an answer to that. He was no better. 
 
    “The Lord will judge him,” David said. Then he had a sudden thought. “Does he have a ship?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, a good little sailing ship.” 
 
    David felt a strange prickly feeling ran through him. Suddenly his path became clear. 
 
    “Let him up.” 
 
    The scouts hauled him to his feet. 
 
    “You ever sail to New City?” David asked. 
 
    “Y-yes.” The man kept his head down. 
 
    “How long would it take from here? About two or three days with good winds?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You look surprised I know that. I used to be a fisherman before all this. But the purity of my faith kept me from getting sick like you have.” 
 
    The fisherman gave a nervous smile that faded quickly. His mouth worked as if to form a response, but none came. 
 
    “Any bad currents? Any underwater obstructions I should know about?” David asked. 
 
    “This stretch of shoreline is pretty rough for a few kilometers each way. It was lowlands before the seas rose and so there’s a lot of submerged buildings. Best to sail straight out and get well away from shore before coasting it. After that it’s pretty clear sailing, although there are a few more patches of ruins.” 
 
    David nodded. “Congratulations. You get to live. Scouts, take this man back to his boat and let him unload all his possessions. Then send him on his way. Secure the boat for later.” 
 
    The scouts gave each other a confused look but did as they were bidden. The fisherman stammered out a thank you as they led him away. 
 
    He turned to one of his faction, a man in his inner circle. “Get the group together, we’ll meet at the entrance to the bunker.” 
 
    They found Aaron still there, sitting on a sack of cement mix by the entrance and looking weary. 
 
    “How are you?” David asked his friend. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, sir.” 
 
    David put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll have a medic check up on you in a minute. In the meantime, keep that rabble out of here.” 
 
    He jerked a thumb in the direction of the camp, where the rest of the Righteous Horde was finishing their meal. Many stared in the direction of the bunker. They would need an answer. Soon. 
 
    David squared his shoulders and turned to the sixty or so of his faction who had survived the assassination night. 
 
    “Let me show you what we found.” 
 
    The tour didn’t take long. The men looked crestfallen, then grim, as they scoured the bunker and found only materials to make cement. Once he got them back to the entrance, David addressed them. 
 
    “This is a test. The Lord has given us stone, but we can turn it into bread.” 
 
    Some men’s eyes widened in hope. Others remained wary. David pulled the radio out of his pocket. 
 
    “I found this in the tent of our false leader. He banned listening to Radio Hope and yet did it himself. When I went to the mountaintop to pray, the Lord commanded me to turn it on and revealed a miracle to me. There’s a freighter transmitting out at sea. I heard it as clearly as you are hearing me.” 
 
    “Really?” gasped a man who David knew to be one of the more gullible. David almost winced. To have such an idiot believe it made it look unbelievable. Judging from their faces, many of the others agreed. 
 
    “A freighter means technology. It means food. Whoever is sailing it would trade a lot for the contents of this bunker. All we have to do is find them.” 
 
    One of the others cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “And how do we do that?” 
 
    “I used to be a fisherman. The Lord has given me a boat. I can sail out there and find it.” 
 
    This statement was met with silence. At last one of the others spoke. 
 
    “We can send one of the scouts.” 
 
    “The Lord has chosen me.” 
 
    More silence. David knew what they were thinking—You’re trying to cut and run, aren’t you? 
 
    David hurried to go on. 
 
    “The freighter was talking to New City. They said they would talk again at the same time tomorrow. Come with me to the mountaintop tomorrow and hear the miracle the Lord has granted us.” 
 
    “Hallelujah!” a couple of the wide-eyed ones said. 
 
    One of the doubters took a step forward, getting into David’s space. “Yeah, I’d like to hear that.” 
 
    David met his eye. “By this time tomorrow you will have heard the voices that will save the Righteous Horde.” 
 
    And if those two boys don’t transmit like they said they would, by this time tomorrow I’ll be a dead man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Smile, be the friendly man in the unfriendly world. With so much hate, there has to be a place where everyone feels accepted. 
 
    “Roy loves everybody.” That’s what it says on the door, and it’s true. Even that young cracker at the gate deserves love. Hate never got anyone anywhere, and the only cure for ignorance is tolerance and education. 
 
    So be the shining example that makes their people like your people. Everyone knows how friendly Roy Jones is. Everyone knows Roy likes you no matter what the color of your skin. 
 
    But sometimes Roy needs a fucking break. 
 
    It was midmorning on Sunday and the bar was closed. Roy hauled himself out of bed and took a long drink of water from the glass on his bedside table. He could hear the low murmur of voices out front in the bar. Good. Jaylen had already opened up and some of the others had arrived. 
 
    Roy washed his hands and face, got dressed, and shuffled out of his bedroom. Walking down a short hallway past the storeroom where Annette and Pablo used to sleep, he came out behind the bar and saw most everyone had made it already. Ethan and Malik were playing chess at one of the tables while Jamal looked on, and Caleb sat tucked in a corner with his nose in a book. At another table, Justin, Matthew, Kendrick, and Tyler were shooting the shit. The usual Sunday morning crowd. All old friends. All brothers. No need for false smiles or kind words with these folks. Wives and girlfriends had their own get together at Lashonda’s at the same time. 
 
    “Hey sleepyhead!” Jaylen called from the kitchen. “Scrambled eggs as usual?” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks,” Roy said, rubbing his forehead. “And extra salt and tomatoes. Last night was a long one.” 
 
    “Embrace Islam and you’ll never have a hangover again,” Jamal said, not taking his eyes off the game Ethan and Malik were playing. 
 
    Roy chuckled. “Can you picture me a Muslim? How could I run my business?” 
 
    Ethan made a move. “Check.” 
 
    “Damn,” Malik grumbled.  
 
    “Sacrifice your bishop,” Jamal said, “It’s the only way.” 
 
    Malik frowned and shook his head, peering at the board. 
 
    Roy walked around the bar and passed into the front area. He looked over Malik’s shoulder at the pieces. Ethan had tangled him up pretty good. 
 
    “Sacrifice your bishop, it’s the only way,” Roy said. 
 
    “Everyone’s an expert,” Malik grumbled. 
 
    Roy moved over to the main table as Kendrick and Tyler made room. 
 
    “You hear the latest?” Kendrick asked. “Yu-jin got rejected for citizenship.” 
 
    “I know,” Roy nodded. “I was there.” 
 
    Kendrick cocked his head, his dreadlocks swinging. “Since when did you go to citizen’s meetings?” 
 
    “Since everything turned to shit and they needed a voice of sanity.” 
 
    “Then you’re about forty years late!” Kendrick laughed. 
 
    “Ain’t fair she was even up for it,” Tyler said. “Lashonda’s been an associate for a year now and she hasn’t been given citizenship.” 
 
    Matthew shrugged. “Lashonda only saved one of them. Yu-jin saved them all. Saved all of us too.” 
 
    “Still ain’t right,” Tyler said. 
 
    “She’s fine, though. Mm-mmmm,” Matthew said. 
 
    “I’ll tell Destiny you said that,” Caleb said from the corner. 
 
    “Read your book,” Matthew replied. “And don’t tell me you haven’t looked at her either.” 
 
    “No point in looking, she’s The Doctor’s woman,” Jamal said. 
 
    “I told you The Doctor’s gay. They’re just friends,” Roy objected. 
 
    Jamal wagged a finger at him. “I won’t have you saying things like that about that man. He’s one of the only one of them that’s given us a fair break and you insult him.” 
 
    “If he’s given us such a fair break why isn’t Lashonda a citizen?” Malik said. 
 
    “Are you going to move or not?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking. This ain’t speed chess.” 
 
    “I whoop your ass at that too.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Breakfast’s ready,” Jaylen said, coming out of the kitchen carrying two plates heaped with scrambled eggs and tomatoes plus a few herbs mixed in. Jaylen’s Hangover Special. He plopped one down in front of Roy and another in front of Justin, who looked a bit worse for wear. Last night he’d been the life of the party at $87,953. 
 
    Roy dug in as the conversation flowed around him. Same old talk, same old faces. What a relief. It was nice to have something predictable in this world. 
 
    “Heard you had to patch up Baruch last night,” Tyler said. 
 
    “I saw the whole thing,” Justin said. “Damn, that white boy was leaking!” 
 
    “He’ll be OK,” Roy said. 
 
    “You patched him up good. He’ll be fine,” Justin said, nodding. 
 
    “The Doctor taught him everything he knew,” Jamal said, still watching the game. “You’re too young to remember, but when Roy here was still a punkass kid, Doc took him in and trained him up as a nurse.” 
 
    “Awwww, shit!” Justin laughed, dropping his fork. “What else did he teach you?” 
 
    Roy frowned. “Watch it.” 
 
    “Sponge baths and prostate exams,” Malik said. 
 
    Roy glowered at him. “I said watch it.” 
 
    “Stop messing with the brother and move one of your damn pieces,” Ethan said. 
 
    Roy and Jamal exchanged glances. Jamal’s translated as “listen to these young cubs talk.” Roy shrugged and went back to his food. What Jamal couldn’t accept was that these young men were more right than he wished. When New City had been founded, Roy had been an angry orphan of sixteen. The Doctor had trained him as one of his nurses and talked of training him as a doctor one day. But that wasn’t the only thing The Doctor wanted. He never touched Roy, never even said anything directly, but the desire was obvious, and it had eventually driven Roy to the Burbs. 
 
    Roy was about halfway through his breakfast when the door opened. Pablo Cruz, the ten-year-old son of his old bouncer, peeked through. 
 
    “Pablo, my man, come on in!” Roy said. 
 
    Sunday mornings were brothers only, but Pablo was an exception. Pablo was an exception to everything. 
 
    The others greeted him as he entered. He hurried over to Roy and gave him a big hug. Roy wrapped his arms around him. 
 
    “Head versus belly?” the boy asked, looking up. 
 
    “Ha! You’ve never won once,” Roy said as he stood up. Pablo backed up and headbutted Roy’s giant beer belly, bouncing off and staggering back. 
 
    “Told you. Belly always wins.” 
 
    “One more time!” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Pablo bounced off again. 
 
    “Ooof, that’s enough. You don’t want my breakfast all over you.” 
 
    “Hey Pablo!” Ethan called. “Malik needs your help over here.” 
 
    Pablo headed over to the chess table and plopped down in Malik’s lap. 
 
    “Ethan here thinks he’s got me just because he’s got me in check,” Malik said. “But we know better, don’t we? There’s a way to turn this around.” 
 
    Pablo studied the board for a second. Everyone watched him. Even Caleb looked up from his book. 
 
    “I think you’re going to have to sacrifice your bishop,” Pablo said. 
 
    The crowd bust out laughing. 
 
    “Everyone’s an expert!” Malik grumbled. “No, check this out.” 
 
    Malik moved his knight. 
 
    “Mis-taaaaaake!” Pablo said. 
 
    Ethan countered with his queen. Malik grunted and got his knight out of danger. Ethan shifted his rook. 
 
    “Check,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Malik said, nudging his king to the next square. 
 
    “You’re right,” Ethan said, shifting his queen. “Now it’s checkmate.” 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “You should have sacrificed your bishop,” Jamal said. 
 
    “You totally should have sacrificed your bishop,” Pablo agreed. 
 
    “Get off, wiseass,” Malik said, bucking his leg so a grinning Pablo jumped to his feet. 
 
    The kid looked over at Caleb. “Whoa, that’s a huge book. What’s is it?” 
 
    Caleb held up the book. “You tell me. You can read as good as I do.” 
 
    Pablo walked over and read aloud. “The Autobiography of Malcolm X. That’s a weird name.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to use the name his slave master gave him so he ‘X’ed it out.” 
 
    “He lived in the Third Republic?” 
 
    “No, before that. Back in the 1960s. They didn’t have slavery then but the people were still treated like slaves.” 
 
    “So he was like that other guy? The Third Republic guy?” 
 
    “You mean General Walker? No, brother Malcolm fought with words, not tanks. That’s always the better way to fight if you’re given that luxury. I’ll lend this to you when you’re older. Worth reading not just for the history but the way brother Malcolm changed over time. He was able to change his ideas when he saw they needed changing. Not once but several times.”   
 
    “What’s an autobiography?” Pablo asked, craning his neck around the cover to peer at the pages. 
 
    “A book you write about your own life.” 
 
    Pablo’s eyes lit up. “I should do that about my adventure in the wildlands!” 
 
    Caleb smiled. “You were the hero of the hour. I think you’re going to have more adventures than that, though. Wait until you’re older before you write your autobiography.” 
 
    Caleb’s words seemed to remind the boy of something. He spun around and hurried back to Roy. 
 
    “Can we talk?” he whispered into his ear. 
 
    “Sure,” Roy got up and moved to the other side of the room, heart beating fast and then skipping a beat. This sounded serious, and a kid living in the Burbs ran up against a lot of serious shit. That’s why Annette tried so hard to get citizenship. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Can you take me to see The Doctor?” Pablo whispered. 
 
    Roy put a hand on the boy’s forehead. “You sick?” 
 
    “No, but … um, I need to talk to him, and I can’t go with Mom because they hate each other.” 
 
    “They don’t hate each other.”—“loathe” would be the better word—“So what’s up?” 
 
    “I, um, have something to tell him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Pablo glanced at the others and rolled his eyes. “It’s kinda secret.” 
 
    Roy frowned. What was the boy talking about? 
 
    “All right, let’s go. Gentlemen, carry on without me. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Malik, next time sacrifice your bishop.” 
 
    They found The Doctor in his office, arranging medicine with Yu-jin. 
 
    “Ni hao,” Pablo said. 
 
    “Ni hao,” Yu-jin replied with a smile. 
 
    “You teaching him Chinese?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Mandarin. There are actually several languages in China,” Pablo informed him. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Roy said. 
 
    “You’re Annette’s son, right?” The Doctor asked. “What seems to be the trouble?” 
 
    Pablo looked down at his feet, suddenly nervous. The Doctor could have that effect on people. 
 
    When the boy didn’t reply, The Doctor continued. 
 
    “You’re not feeling well?” 
 
    “I’m not sick,” Pablo whispered. 
 
    Roy looked at him with rising concern. What was going on? 
 
    The Doctor looked at Yu-jin and smiled. 
 
    “Well you seem to be part of a trend there, kid. The last time someone came in here who wasn’t sick, she turned everything upside down.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled back at The Doctor. When Pablo didn’t reply, she went over and stroked his hair. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Is there some trouble? Here, sit down.” 
 
    They moved to The Doctor’s living room. Pablo plunked down on the sofa between Roy and Yu-jin while The Doctor stood over him, impatiently clicking a ballpoint pen open and closed. 
 
    Damn it, Doc. How about a bit of bedside manner? 
 
    “Kid, I don’t have much time,” The Doctor said, obviously getting to the limits of his patience, which didn’t take much.  
 
    “The ship is in trouble,” Pablo mumbled. 
 
    “What? You mean the Chinese freighter?” 
 
    “The Admiral Zeng He,” Pablo said. 
 
    “I know what it’s called. Did you see it?” 
 
    Pablo shook his head. 
 
    The Doctor let out an exasperated sigh. “Then how do you know?” 
 
    Roy wondered the same thing. When he looked at Yu-jin, he saw her looking at the boy with understanding in her eyes. 
 
    What’s going on between those two? 
 
    Pablo glanced at The Doctor and quickly looked away. 
 
    “Can you keep a secret?” the boy asked. 
 
    The Doctor sighed. “Sure.” 
 
    “I … talked with them.” 
 
    “How?” The Doctor and Roy asked together. 
 
    “Captain Wang gave me a radio.” 
 
    “What!” The Doctor shouted so loudly it made Pablo flinch. “What do you mean he gave you a radio?” 
 
    “I had to smash the other one so those guards didn’t blow up the ship.” 
 
    “So you’ve been chatting with the ship this whole time and never bothered to tell me? Is this Captain Wang’s idea of a fucking joke?” 
 
    Pablo curled up a little. 
 
    “Easy, Doc,” Roy said, patting the boy on the back. “It’s OK, Pablo, you didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “No you didn’t,” Yu-jin agreed, shooting The Doctor a look. 
 
    The Doctor cocked his head and studied her. “Wait. You knew about this.” 
 
    “I promised him I wouldn’t tell,” she replied. 
 
    The Doctor raised his hands in exasperation. “What the hell! This is an essential piece of tech, not some toy!” 
 
    “It’s mine! Captain Wang gave it to me!” Pablo shouted. 
 
    For a moment the room fell silent. The Doctor visibly worked to get himself under control, and then said, “OK. First thing’s first. You said the ship is in trouble? What kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Some kind of engine trouble. Something broke and they needed to weld it but their welder broke too. They gave me a list of stuff they need. I wrote it all down.” 
 
    Pablo pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. The Doctor snatched it out of his hand. 
 
    “How far out to sea are they?” he asked, reading through the list. 
 
    “Not too far. They said you could make it in the motorboat. They gave me the coordinates. They’re written down there.” 
 
    The Doctor nodded. “OK. We’ll help, of course. You did a good job, kid. Your mother will be proud of you. Where’s the radio?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Pablo, where’s the radio?” 
 
    “It’s mine,” Pablo mumbled. 
 
    The Doctor rubbed his temple and grumbled something. 
 
    Roy cut in. “Nobody’s saying it isn’t yours, buddy. It’s just that we need to talk to them.” 
 
    “I have it hidden. I don’t want anyone to take it,” Pablo said, looking at his feet. 
 
    Yu-jin leaned over the boy. “No one’s going to—” 
 
    “Enough already!” The Doctor snapped. “The freighter is foundering out to sea and we’re talking about who owns what? Just get the damn radio so we can talk to them!” 
 
    Pablo trembled. Roy frowned at The Doctor. His anger was hard enough for an adult to take, and a kid should never be subjected to it. Roy felt like giving the guy a piece of his mind. Hell, he’d felt like that every day for the past forty years, but he had never managed to do it. 
 
    “It’s OK, Doc,” he said instead, hating himself for the conciliatory tone he put into the words. “We’ll go get the radio.” 
 
    Pablo shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’ll get it myself,” he said in a tiny voice. 
 
    The Doctor took a sharp intake of breath. Yu-jin put a hand on the mayor’s shoulder. 
 
    “Relax,” she said in a firm voice that would be better suited for bossing around Pablo. “He’s going to get the radio. Everything will be all right.” 
 
    The Doctor let out a hiss of air between his teeth, then nodded. 
 
    Damn, how does she do that? 
 
    “I’ll walk you out,” Roy said to the boy. 
 
    Pablo headed out of town to the north and came back in less than an hour, carrying a metal case under his arm and a sandy bag that he had obviously buried the radio in. Roy took him back inside New City. It took some sharp words with the guards at the gate to let Pablo through without searching the case. The boy clutched it like a mother with a newborn baby. 
 
    The Doctor and Yu-jin met them on the roof where they could get better reception. Roy led Pablo up a narrow staircase to an open concrete roof bounded by a low wall. A rusty satellite dish, long dead, stood to one side. Otherwise there was nothing up there except bird droppings and a few spent shell casings fired during various sieges. Philip, New City’s head engineer, joined them a minute later. He was a skinny, nervous man with a receding hairline and thick glasses. Although too young to remember the city states, he was a whiz with anything technological. He was also Pablo’s teacher for three days a week in the electronics lab. Philip said he was a natural. 
 
    Roy tousled Pablo’s hair as the boy looked around at the adults uncertainly. 
 
    “OK, let’s see what you got,” Roy said. 
 
    Shyly, Pablo put the case down on the concrete and opened it to reveal a gleaming radio painted in Chinese characters. 
 
    “Wow, Pablo, you’ve been holding out on me. That’s a great radio!” Philip said. 
 
    Philip’s apprentice grinned up at him. “Pretty cool, huh?” 
 
    The Doctor nodded in appreciation. “Indeed it is. So what do you want in trade for it?” 
 
    Pablo’s smile disappeared. 
 
    “I don’t want to trade it.” 
 
    The Doctor put on a smile and leaned over. “You’re a good kid, Pablo. You did a great job helping to stop Kent from blowing up the ship and you’ve been a big help with this too. Philip says you’re doing well as his apprentice. Says you’re a quick learner. Now surely such a smart young man as yourself would understand that the radio is too important to leave hidden out in the countryside somewhere. It should be here, protected, so we can—” 
 
    “It’s not for trade,” Pablo repeated. Roy’s eyebrows went up to hear the iron in his voice. That little trip through the wildlands had changed the boy. Made him more adult. More like his kickass mother. 
 
    “I’ll give you a good deal,” The Doctor went on. “Anything you want. Well, anything I can get for you.” 
 
    Pablo shook his head. 
 
    “Are you worried you won’t get to use it? I know your friend is on that ship. I’ll let you come up any time and use it all you want.” 
 
    Pablo sulked. “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” The Doctor asked, exasperated. 
 
    “You’ll just mess it up,” Pablo mumbled, looking at his feet. 
 
    “No, I’ll take very good care of it. It would be Philip or Kevin or Rachel using it anyway, not me. And you know how careful they are.” 
 
    Pablo was looking at his feet and frowning. “That’s not what I mean. You’ll use it for bad stuff.” 
 
    The Doctor looked confused. “Bad stuff?” 
 
    “Grownups always mess things up. That’s why the world is all poisonous and gross.” 
 
    The Doctor snorted and shook his head. Yu-jin giggled. 
 
    “He’s got you there, Reginald,” she said. 
 
    Pablo looked confused. “Who’s Reginald?” 
 
    The Doctor scowled. “Never mind. Just turn that thing on and let’s talk to them. They’re in trouble. Can we focus on that, please?” 
 
    Pablo reached down and twisted a knob. 
 
    “What did you just do?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    “He changed the tuning,” Philip said. 
 
    “Only I know the right frequency,” Pablo said. 
 
    The Doctor turned red. Pablo took a step back. “Do you want me to tell your mother how you’re behaving?” 
 
    Pablo hesitated a moment, then replied, “I speak to the ship. Only me.” 
 
    Roy looked from the little boy who had faced a lynch mob and tweakers to save his Chinese friend, and to the man who had founded a city out of chaos and had made it work for forty years. He realized the two were locked in a battle of wills. 
 
    And damn, he didn’t know who would win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Song Yu-jin hid behind a boulder about thirty kilometers north of New City territory, watching some distant figures creep through a thicket beyond a stretch of open ground. She had been playing cat and mouse with this group for the past couple of hours. They were a patrol from Weissberg, making sure no one encroached on their territory. 
 
    Which was exactly what she and Clyde’s group were doing. 
 
    She could hear Clyde Devon hunkering down with a few of his guards some meters away. 
 
    “If this gets to shooting,” he whispered, “make sure she doesn’t get hit. The Doctor will have our heads if anything happens to that bitch.” 
 
    “That bitch can hear you,” she growled. 
 
    “Ah, fuck.” 
 
    Yu-jin shook her head. How this buffoon had managed to protect New City for all these years was something she was sure she’d never know. 
 
    The idea had been to get within sight of Weissberg so she could confirm what Clyde’s faction claimed—that the breakaway town had traded with the Chinese freighter. Yu-jin felt this was mostly a waste of time. She believed Clyde, because it made sense that Captain Wang would trade with them and that Abraham Weissman would have something to trade. He had been the richest man in New City, after all. But Clyde wanted to prove himself to The Doctor, not realizing that he would never be good enough in Reginald’s eyes. She had the feeling that dynamic had been going on for a long time. 
 
    Doing this might build a bit of trust, at least. The fact that Clyde hadn’t shot her in the back must be worth something. 
 
    Movement in a nearby thicket caught her eye. A figure—no, two—were creeping through some bushes about a hundred meters to their left. The ground was broken there, and Yu-jin immediately saw that pretty soon they’d be behind a low depression and out of sight. The way the ground looked, they might even be able to get directly behind her and Clyde’s group. 
 
    “Psst.” She gestured towards the nearest guard. He frowned at her and put a finger to his lips. Yu-jin pointed to the left flank, then held up two fingers. 
 
    Understanding dawned on the man’s face. He had a whispered conversation with the man beside him. 
 
    Not waiting for them, Yu-jin readied her bow and crawled to the left. For a moment she lost the two Weissberg men, and then spotted them hunkered down behind a thick bush. She kept low, but her position was more exposed than theirs and they could probably see her. 
 
    Damn, now what? 
 
    A sound behind her made her turn. Clyde and a couple of his guards crawled up. She pointed to the bush. Clyde checked, focused, and nodded. He was all business now. 
 
    He raised his M-16. Yu-jin put a hand on the barrel and shook her head. The Head of the Watch glowered at her until she leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Let me give them a warning shot unless you want to start a war.” 
 
    “They already have,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Reginald didn’t say you could start a fight.” 
 
    “The Doctor doesn’t get to make that decision.” 
 
    “Neither do you.” 
 
    Yu-jin turned and fired her bow, sending the arrow into a rill of earth not far from the two hidden men. 
 
    “Next one hits unless you’d prefer talking,” Yu-jin shouted. 
 
    Yu-jin got on her belly in case the response wasn’t to her liking. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    A burst of semiautomatic fire snipped off the branches of the bush just above her head. 
 
    “Next one hits unless you’d prefer surrendering,” one of the Weissberg men called out. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Clyde shouted. 
 
    “You’ve brought an armed group into our territory without permission,” came the reply. “That’s a hostile act. Surrender now and you won’t be harmed.” 
 
    “We don’t want to fight. We’re just checking out how you’re doing,” Yu-jin shouted. 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” 
 
    “Let me handle this,” Clyde said. 
 
    Just as he cupped his hands around his mouth to yell out at the two men on the left flank, a quick burst of shots came from their right. Yu-jin pressed herself closer to the earth. Clyde’s guards on the right returned fire. 
 
    “What the hell is happening over there?” Clyde demanded. 
 
    “At least five on our right!” one of his men shouted. He said more, but it got drowned out by more gunshots. 
 
    Fire came from their left too, forcing everyone to keep down. 
 
    “Shit, flanked on both sides,” Clyde said. He popped up, gave the men to the left a burst from his M16, then dove down again before the response could catch him. 
 
    The fire became heavier on both flanks. Peering through the underbrush, Yu-jin thought she could see more than two attackers on their left now. 
 
    “We got to pull back!” she shouted. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, we can hold our position,” Clyde shouted, firing off another few rounds. 
 
    A cry behind her made Yu-jin spin around. One of the guards gripped his shoulder, blood seeping through his fingers. Yu-jin checked the man’s wound. It was only a graze. She bunched up a bandage Reginald had given her from his dispensary, pressed it against the wound, wrapped another around his shoulder, and tied it off in order to keep it in place. 
 
    By the time she finished, Clyde had changed his mind about withdrawing. 
 
    “Pull straight back. Lay down covering fire on both flanks.” 
 
    They moved through the underbrush, a few men boldly popping up and blaring away on full auto to keep their opponents’ heads down. 
 
    After a few meters they entered a swale, out of sight of the men dogging their flanks. 
 
    It was, unfortunately, in clear view of the ravine two hundred meters to their rear. 
 
    And that’s where they saw the next line of muzzle flares. 
 
    Everyone dove back into the underbrush as bullets whined all around them. Clyde grunted and fell. Yu-jin threw herself down beside him. 
 
    “You hurt?” 
 
    “Ow, crap. No, got my Kevlar. Gonna have a hell of a bruise.” 
 
    The firing increased in tempo, coming at them from three sides. To their rear they could see some more Weissberg troops peeking out of a ravine. That group held their fire, obviously worried about hitting their own men. 
 
    “We’re surrounded,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “Thanks for your expert assessment,” the Head of the Watch growled, reaching his hand under his Kevlar to nurse the bruise he’d sustained from the bullet. 
 
    His men returned fire, but they were outnumbered, surrounded, and outgunned. After a few minutes the firing died down on both sides. 
 
    A shout came from the ravine to their rear. 
 
    “You still alive, Clyde?” 
 
    “Is that you, Derren? I heard that scumbag boss of yours made you the Head of the Watch here. Yeah, I’m alive and kicking, you piece of shit!” 
 
    Now is not a good time for posturing, Yu-jin thought. She knew it would be pointless to tell him. 
 
    “You got no way out, Clyde. Give yourself up!” 
 
    “I can punch right through your line!” Clyde replied, and tried to prove his point by firing at the ravine. This brought on a fusillade from both sides. After a minute it died down again. Both sides were too firmly dug in to take any damage. No one else in her group had gotten hit, and Yu-jin hadn’t seen any of the Weissberg faction go down. 
 
    “No use, Clyde. You’re stuck here. Sure, you might break out in a rush but you’d lose half your guys.” 
 
    “We could radio for Rachel,” one of Clyde’s men suggested in a whisper. 
 
    “She’d never get through, and then they’d have two of our vehicles instead of just one,” Clyde said. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    Please make the right decision, Yu-jin thought. 
 
    Clyde snarled, studying the terrain and the Weissberg positions, looking for a way out. He didn’t find one. Yu-jin couldn’t see one either, and she’d been raised in the wildlands. 
 
    “Will you promise the safety of my men?” he called out. 
 
    “You come out with your hands up and we won’t shoot you. Is that good enough?” Derren replied. 
 
    “You have to promise they won’t be harmed. We got a woman here too. You got to promise she won’t be harmed either.” 
 
    There was a pause that went on too long for Yu-jin’s liking. 
 
    “Yeah, I promise. You got my word.” 
 
    “His word don’t mean shit,” Clyde whispered. 
 
    “We don’t have much choice,” Yu-jin replied. 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” he snapped. 
 
    He paused for a moment, then slipped a tiny little automatic out of his boot. 
 
    “Here, take this in case you need to defend yourself.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled and slipped it in her own boot. “Are you trying to be a gentleman?” 
 
    “It would help if you were a damn lady,” Clyde growled, then shouted, “OK, we’re coming out!” 
 
    How am I not a lady? 
 
    Clyde set his M16 and pistol on the ground and stood up with his hands raised above his head. The other men followed suit. Taking a deep breath, Yu-jin did the same. 
 
    Once they reached open ground, the Weissberg guards emerged from behind their cover. Yu-jin saw their own group was outnumbered at least two to one. 
 
    “You made the right choice, Clyde,” she said. 
 
    The Weissberg guards approached warily, guns leveled, except for one tall, lanky man who swaggered ahead of the rest. 
 
    “Hello, Clyde,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Hello, Derren,” Clyde said and spat. 
 
    “Search them,” Derren ordered. 
 
    Some men moved forward and patted them down. One of the few women in the Weissberg group moved over to Yu-jin. 
 
    “There’s a gun hidden in my boot,” Yu-jin told her. 
 
    Clyde gave her an angry, astonished look. She shrugged. 
 
    “If I didn’t tell them and they found it, I’d be in even more trouble than you’ve already put me in,” she told him. 
 
    Derren had a walkie-talkie. He pushed a button and talked into it. 
 
    “We got them, Mr. Weissman. Brion got hit, not too bad. One of theirs got winged. Now they have their hands up like meek little lambs.” 
 
    Derren smirked at Clyde, who snarled back at him. 
 
    A voice crackled over the radio. 
 
    “Bring them in.” 
 
    Derren gaped at the radio. “Sir?” 
 
    “You heard me. Bring them to the fork. I’ll meet you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The Weissberg guards marched them across a creek and through a thicket to a stretch of rough, rocky hills. None were very high, but Yu-jin soon got confused. Their captors took care to lead them through a winding path of little hardscrabble valleys instead of humping over the hills. They obviously didn’t want the intruders to get their bearings. After a couple of kilometers, Yu-jin remained sure she could get back, and yet she had no clear idea where they were and didn’t have a clue what the surrounding landscape looked like. 
 
    Eventually the terrain opened up for a few hundred meters, with a plain stretching to the east all the way to the mountains. They headed for a cluster of high hills straight ahead. 
 
    They entered them through a narrow defile that made a blind turn, impossible to spot from further away than a few hundred meters. The smell of moist earth filled Yu-jin’s nostrils, a welcome change after the sun’s glare and the wind’s dust. 
 
    The defile grew greener, with little rivulets of water trickling down the sides. The pass opened up into a broad valley, about two kilometers wide, of fertile land well-watered by a broad stream. The ground smelled clean, without a bare patch in sight. Near the center stood a steep hill with a wooden palisade ringing the top. Watchtowers stood at several points, and on the peaks of the hills Yu-jin spotted sentries. 
 
    Up ahead the path forked. One way went left to an expanse of rich farmland, and the other straight to Abraham Weissman’s settlement on the hill. Standing at the fork was an older man wearing gold glasses and a fake smile. Ranged to either side of him stood several men and women with hunting rifles. All had white faces. 
 
    “Hello Clyde, wish we could have had this reunion under better circumstances,” the older man called. Yu-jin figured this must be Abraham Weissman. 
 
    “Never wanted to see you again, traitor!” Clyde spat back. 
 
    “Some people are saying that about you, with your kneejerk reaction to the freighter.” 
 
    Before Clyde could sputter out a reply, Weissman turned to Yu-jin. 
 
    “And this must be Song Yu-jin. Strange you’d be keeping Clyde as company, but maybe you’ve won him over like you won over The Doctor.” 
 
    “How do you know about me?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “I hear things. I suppose you’re here to check on what we got from the freighter? Oh, don’t look surprised that I’m admitting it. The Doctor and Clyde both keep their ears to the ground. They’ll have heard rumors. I don’t mind if they know. Why shouldn’t everyone do business? Sure, we’ve had our disagreements in the past, but now that we’ve had a voluntary separation of communities we can mend fences and become good neighbors.” 
 
    “We’ll never trust you, you conniving piece of shit,” Clyde said. A guard stepped towards him but Weissman shook his head and tut-tutted. He turned back to Yu-jin. 
 
    “Always flying off the handle, not like Doc, but Doc goes too far in the other direction and ends up trusting too much. I don’t think his trust is misplaced in you, though. I’ve heard he’s become quite attached to you.” 
 
    Yu-jin cocked her head. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Weissman’s laugh rang out. He shook a finger at her. “That wasn’t the only rumor I disbelieved about you, but it was the most amusing.” 
 
    Yu-jin blushed. 
 
    Weissman went on. “I’ve heard there’s been quite an uproar in the Burbs over their realizing they have Chinese living there. Such nonsense. You people weren’t any more to Blame than anyone else. I suppose you don’t know this, but when we first founded New City I was the one who brought up the idea of making Blame illegal. So many people pointing fingers. How can you build a community on mistrust? I don’t have anything against anyone who wants to live peacefully. So when the Chinese came I welcomed them with open arms. It’s a big opportunity for all of us. I don’t know what we would have done considering how bad the harvest was. Never thought I’d taste rice again!” 
 
    Yu-jin looked at him, confused. Was this man trying to be her ally? That was going to make Clyde hate her even more. 
 
    Weissman motioned for them to come closer. 
 
    “But come, neighbors shouldn’t have secrets. They always get found out anyway, eh? That’s fine.” 
 
    Weissman turned and led the New City group towards Weissberg. He stopped near the base of the hill. People worked in the fields to the right and left, breaking new ground in anticipation of spring planting. Herds of goats and sheep grazed on the slopes. The town itself remained hidden behind the palisade, but they could clearly see a string of four wind turbines poking over the saw-toothed edge of the wall. 
 
    Yu-jin had seen these at New City and a few lucky farms. Each could probably power a few lights or a machine tool. Weissman smiled proudly as he looked over the fields. 
 
    “As you can see, the hills shelter us from most of the toxic rain, so we should get a nice first harvest next autumn. A lot to do to get the land ready in the meantime, though. How are your fields doing? There seems to be a lot of toxic rain lately. Good thing we’re away from the coast now.” 
 
    “Nice setup,” Clyde grunted. “I see you keep the turbines out of sight. You’d get a lot more juice sticking them on top of the outer hills.” 
 
    Weissman shook his head. “I value my privacy. There’s no need to broadcast our location to every bit of trash coming in off the wildlands. New City Radio was a mistake. I see that now. Attracted too many scavengers and drifters. I should have never set it up.” 
 
    Clyde got a smug grin on his face. “Well, you won’t have to worry about running it anymore.” 
 
    Weissman’s gold glasses glinted in the sun as he adjusted them. “Ah yes, temporarily confiscated along with my lands and my nonportable property. A shame things had to turn out that way, but perhaps The Doctor will have a change of heart?” 
 
    Yu-jin shifted nervously from one foot to the other. 
 
    “So you’re going to hold us for ransom?” she asked. 
 
    Weissman shook his head and laughed. “No, I’m going to let you go! You can even keep all your gear. Minus your ammo, of course. Clyde’s too jumpy to be trusted right now.” 
 
    Clyde narrowed his eyes. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    Weissman smiled back at him. “No catch, just that he and I get to talk.” 
 
    “He won’t talk to you,” Clyde said. 
 
    Yu-jin’s heart sank. It was true. Reginald turned his back on people he thought had betrayed him. He’d done it with Ahmed, he’d done it with Weissman and the whole Merchants Association, and he’d do it with Clyde if he could. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not a precondition. You’re all free to go now that you’ve seen what you wanted to see. Just to be clear, we traded a bunch of gold and silver I’d been gathering over the years for those four wind turbines, some rechargeable batteries, some wiring, a few machine parts, and a quarter ton of rice. I tried to get some photovoltaic cells but Captain Wang said he wasn’t allowed to trade those. Oh, and I gave the good captain a wish list and made a preliminary deal for each item. He promised to get me as many of the things on the list as possible. I just put in an international order. Imagine that! I feel like I’m in the days of my grandfather. So folks, go back and make a full report, and tell him that I’d be happy to meet him at any time. Tell him there’s peace between us.” 
 
    You might want that, Yu-jin thought as the guards led them out of the valley, but Reginald doesn’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    David was beginning to think the Lord really was on his side. That morning he had gone up to the hilltop above the bunker with his faction in tow. Aaron had struggled up the slope and needed to be helped by a couple of others, but had insisted on coming along. David knew why. He wanted to be at David’s side in case any shooting started. 
 
    It didn’t. As his comrades gathered around, standing a bit too close and with their hands gripping their guns a bit too hard, David had turned on the radio to the marine band. Right on cue, those two boys started talking to each other. Several of the true believers fell to their knees and gave out loud prayers of thanks to God. The more practical ones craned their necks to listen while David turned up the volume. 
 
    They didn’t speak long, and the ship itself was hard to hear, but it came through clearly enough to convince everyone. Even the cynics looked heavenward, whether out of commitment or to toe the line, David couldn’t tell. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He had them now. 
 
    The conversation had also given him some more clues as to where the ship was. The boy at New City said a motorboat would meet up with the freighter and would make it in a day. That meant they weren’t far out to sea. It would take some time to catch up, but with the radio to guide him, David would find the ship, God willing. 
 
    It took a lot more convincing to get them to go along with the next part of his plan. They still wanted to send someone else, the wary ones still mistrustful, but the true believers, with Aaron adding his weight behind them, numbered enough for the whole group to agree. The doubters held out for adding another man to the boat, a fellow named Robert, one of the leaders among those who mistrusted him, the faction that David had seen appear within his own faction. David couldn’t figure out a way to object so reluctantly he agreed. 
 
    The rest of the Righteous Horde took it surprisingly well. They were too desperate for a miracle to openly doubt, and David felt the Lord move him as he gave an uplifting speech about how they would soon be saved by the freighter. Perhaps, David reasoned, they were not moved at all. Perhaps they didn’t care if he disappeared over the horizon, never to return. 
 
    He named Aaron as his voice while he was gone. After sealing up the bunker, he told his friend to take them along the shore northwards, back in the direction of New City. There would be more food to scavenge along the shoreline, and if they got desperate they could always fish. The Pure One had banned fishing, but since they had camped so close to the shore, some of his people had slipped away to spear fish, drying them in the sun and packing them away in anticipation of lean times ahead. He ordered the guards to look the other way. Under their old leader these people would have been put to death, but the old order was crumbling fast. 
 
    David needed to hurry up and establish a new one. That was another reason he had ordered Aaron to lead his people north—it would shorten the time it would take to get back to them. 
 
    At the edge of the water David raised his hands and spoke to his people for what might be the last time. 
 
    “I will bring the freighter to you, and the ship will take us across the sea, where we will find our just reward.” 
 
    In his head he had no picture of what that reward would be. All he wanted to do was get on that ship. He had enough people to overpower the crew. Would it be big enough for all of them? God would provide. 
 
    David steered the little boat out to sea as the wind filled his sail and the Righteous Horde sang his praises from the shore. Robert hunkered low in the boat, not knowing how to help but smart enough to at least stay out of the way. They had enough provisions for two weeks. They needed to be back by then or, they knew, they had better not come back at all. That hadn’t been said, of course, because it didn’t need to be.  
 
    “Stinks out here,” Robert grumbled as the singing of the Righteous Horde faded behind them. All two thousand of them were nothing but a dark line on the shore now, the bright sun glinting off the metal of their guns and machetes. 
 
    “The Lord will protect us,” David proclaimed. 
 
    Robert gave him a dubious look. “Of course. His will be done.” 
 
    David studied his opponent out of the corner of his eye. Robert was a tough warrior and a damn good shot. They’d fought side by side in a dozen battles. But he’d never been a hundred percent on Robert, because he could tell Robert wasn’t a hundred percent on him. He was one of those white men who could never look at a black man with complete trust. Robert only threw in his lot with David because it was the logical thing to do. David had no doubt Robert would cap him if he made a wrong move. 
 
    Still, he sensed no imminent danger. Robert had been as amazed as the rest of them when he heard the transmission. He saw the opportunities. As long as David could give them what they wanted, he could live. 
 
    This must have been what it was like for The Pure One, David thought. As soon as we got beat at New City he must have known the end was near. 
 
    David pushed that out of his mind, along with his lingering doubts. The Lord had plans for him. Hadn’t the Lord protected him from countless bullets after the assassination? Hadn’t the Lord made sure David turned on the radio just at the right time and on just the right frequency to hear the transmission? Hadn’t the Lord delivered a sailing boat when he needed one? 
 
    And a fine sailing boat it was. Clinker built and well-sealed. David admired it as he sat at the tiller and used his free hand to adjust the line securing the sail. With a flick of the wrist he could turn the sail to catch the wind at the best angle. 
 
    David smiled. A perfect day for sailing. The wind blew strong to the north, just where he needed to go, and the skies shone clear and bright. Another gift. 
 
    Or simply luck, his doubts whispered to him. 
 
    “We’re making good time,” David said aloud to silence them. 
 
    “Are we? I’ve never been on a boat before,” Robert said. 
 
    Good, that means you need me to steer, and it probably means you don’t know how to swim either. 
 
    “Never wanted to be on a boat,” Robert grumbled. 
 
    “Isn’t so bad.” 
 
    “Wish we could have brought along our M16s,” Robert said, indicating the pair of AK-47s that lay wrapped up in a waterproof sheet at the prow. 
 
    “We have to pose as scavengers. How many scavengers have M16s?” 
 
    “How many fishermen have Kalashnikovs?” 
 
    The man had a point. But there was no way they were going on this trip unarmed. David also had a 9mm automatic in a holster on his belt, plus a Bowie knife. Robert had no other visible weapons. That made David nervous. 
 
    As morning turned to noon, the wind grew in strength and became westerly, straight in from the open sea towards the shore. It brought with it the sharp tang of toxins. The horizon grew black. 
 
    “Shit, another toxic rain?” Robert asked. 
 
    “Looks like,” David said. “I’m going to put in to shore so we can find a place to wait it out.” 
 
    The shore was a series of rocky cliffs and shallow shoals. As the wind picked up, David edged as close as he dared and looked for an opening. 
 
    “That line of clouds is getting closer,” Robert said, gripping the edge of the boat as the waves began to pick up. 
 
    “I know,” David replied. 
 
    Yeah, they were going to get inundated with toxins pretty soon. The chemical rains had been coming with increasing frequency. Something must be leaking out there. An old factory on an island? Some oil derrick from the Old Times? 
 
    He sailed parallel to the shore, where he could see the remains of a few buildings from the Old Times, and tacked as he tried to maintain a steady distance. At last he got opposite a clear space between two submerged obstructions, visible only by how they disrupted the surf rushing in towards the beach. Once he got in position, he told Robert to duck and swung the sail around, the beam swooshing over the ship to turn the boat. 
 
    The wind puffed out the sail and they shot for land. 
 
    “Hold on, this might be rough!” David shouted over the wind. 
 
    A froth of water to their left attracted David’s attention. He caught a glimpse of something white beneath the surface. They passed too quickly to tell what it was. David peered into the water and saw another white patch dead ahead, fainter and deeper. He tried to steer away but the wind and surf carried them in too quickly. As they passed over it, David’s heart clenched. 
 
    Concrete. Part of a submerged building from the Old Times. Looking around, he saw more white patches beneath the water. 
 
    “Hold on! We’re turning around!” David shouted over the rising wind. 
 
    “What! Why?” 
 
    David hauled on the sail to bring it at an angle to the wind and then leaned on the tiller. The boat cut a sharp curve. Instinctively Robert leaned against the other side, his fear of capsizing probably saving them from doing just that. 
 
    Still leaning hard on the tiller, David let out the sail a bit as the ship swung around. The white ghost of a building swept past just centimeters off the port bow. The ship heaved over a swell and down into a trough. The jagged top of a concrete wall appeared a few meters off the starboard side. David gritted his teeth. If they hit a building in one of these troughs, it would be all over. 
 
    The ship bucked and they rose on another swell. Out to sea loomed a black line of clouds, approaching fast. David tacked towards it, desperate to get more space between the submerged buildings and the ship as the wind gained strength. 
 
    Another trough, another swell. Robert shouted something David didn’t catch. Bitter spray shot in their faces. 
 
    The wind grew in intensity, and David realized they would have to land. If the wind picked up any more, they’d be dashed against the shore without any control, losing the boat if not their lives. Best to land while he could still steer. 
 
    “We’re going back in!” David shouted. 
 
    “What about the buildings?” 
 
    “The Lord will protect us.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Robert shouted, staring at the stretch of shoreline they now now ran parallel to. It looked even rougher than the patch they had just avoided. The surf was broken in several places, and rubble lay in tumbled piles all along the beach. 
 
    “No choice,” David said. “Pray.” 
 
    David let slip the sail line to swing the boom around. Just at that moment Robert rose up and leaped at him. 
 
    The boom hit Robert square in the side and knocked him overboard. 
 
    As the boat swung around, David caught a glimpse of a head and hand getting swallowed by the water, and then the wind and surf yanked on the boat and sent him shooting for shore. 
 
    After that, he had no time to do anything but steer. 
 
    Using all his strength, he turned the sail parallel to the wind to reduce his speed, but the surf had enough strength to pull the boat in far too fast. He had to yank on the tiller to avoid a jagged tooth of concrete, and then yank on it again to avoid another. The wind shifted slightly and his sail bloomed out. Cursing, David set the tiller chock and used both hands to grab the sail release line, hauling the cloth down. It fell in a crumpled mass onto the boom. 
 
    David had just enough time to secure the line and release the tiller chock before the shoreline came rushing up. 
 
    He angled the boat in, hoping to slow it some, but the jar of hitting shore nearly flung him out of the boat and onto the beach. 
 
    Then the first raindrops hit, harsh on his skin and smelling terrible. One hit his lips and burned. 
 
    David jumped out, dragged the ship onto the beach, threw the tarpaulin over it, and pulled out the moor line. There was nothing large enough to moor it to, so he wrapped it around a chunk of concrete and threw some more pieces of concrete on top. He hoped that would be enough. 
 
    The rain started pelting down, making David gag. He dove under the tarp, retrieved his AK-47, and sprinted for the ruins. 
 
    He found shelter on a slab of concrete that rested at an angle, collapsed into a rubble-filled cellar. A split slab and a heap of fragments from the upper story provided a roof that stopped the rain as it started coming down in torrents. It was dry in there, but gave no shelter against the stench. David retched and felt dizzy. People thought fishermen got used to this shit. Not true. No one could get used to this. 
 
    He lay there panting for some time. 
 
    “You have delivered me, oh Lord,” David gasped. “Robert lacked faith and You have punished him. Have mercy on his sinner’s soul.” 
 
    A movement outside caught his eye. He gripped his AK-47, his thumb on the safety. Through the sheeting downpour he saw a dark figure cavorting in the rain. 
 
    “Hoooo! Ha!” 
 
    Shit, a tweaker. Soon the chem addict was joined by several more, all in rags, their hair matted, skin filthy, howling and hooting as they danced in the toxic rain. They swirled around one another, occasionally colliding and collapsing in a cackling heap, before leaping up and raising their faces and hands towards the sky, drinking in the vile rain. 
 
    David watched them for an hour, maybe two, his gun at the ready. They never seemed to tire and never approached his hiding place or his boat, didn’t instinctively seek out shelter like any normal human being would. David’s lip curled in disgust. Here was something The Pure One got right at least. These subhumans deserved to be gunned down. The world was better without this filth. But he felt too tired for a fight. The important thing was to get to that freighter. If this rain kept up he’d never make it. His felt lightheaded and dizzy and he didn’t dare make any sudden moves in case he puked. So he hid in the ruined building as the tweakers howled and danced in the polluted rain. At last he slept, too worn out to keep awake and on guard. 
 
    When he awoke, the sun had already climbed halfway up a clear blue sky. A foul, rotting odor wafted up from the damp earth. Here and there, puddles glistened iridescent in the sunlight. The tweakers had disappeared. 
 
    David staggered out of the ruins and stretched his muscles. His stomach churned and his body trembled with weakness, making him dread the hard day’s sailing ahead. It would be twice as nasty out to sea. He trudged towards the beach, where his boat lay untouched. David snorted. Those freaks didn’t care about anything that didn’t get them high. 
 
    The crunch of a footstep on gravel made him spin around and level his Kalashnikov. A tweaker stood amid the heaps of concrete not ten meters away. It was a filthy thing, streaked with dirt and grease, its hair all kinky and uncut. Black rags hung from it. Its feet were bare and swollen, with grimy, cracked toenails. In its hand the tweaker held an old can from which wafted a nasty chemical smell. 
 
    It took a step closer. David thought it was a man but couldn’t be sure. Any manhood had been blasted out of this thing’s brain by all the chemicals it inhaled. The tweaker got an idiotic grin on its face and shuffled forward. 
 
    “Ha! Hahahaha. HA!” 
 
    David raised his AK-47 to his shoulder and flicked off the safety. The thing kept shuffling forward as if it didn’t notice. David started to squeeze the trigger, then stopped. He wasn’t sure what stopped him, but he stopped. 
 
    “No,” he said aloud. “No more killing. I’m done. Let The Pure One be the last.” 
 
    He put the safety back on and lowered his weapon. 
 
    “Heeeee,” the tweaker sighed, shuffling forward. It extended its arm, offering the foul-smelling can. David wrinkled his nose and took a step back. 
 
    The tweaker paused. Its idiotic grin faded, softening into sadness, embarrassment. It looked at the can in its hand, gave David a nervous glance, and shuddered. Its shoulders slumped, hand dropping to its side and allowing some of the chemicals in the can to slosh out. Then it looked up, fixing David with its bloodshot eyes, and tossed the can away. It clattered across the broken concrete, echoing loudly through the ruins. 
 
    The tweaker looked at David again, a smile spreading across its face. It extended its hand and stepped forward. 
 
    David felt rooted to the spot. For some reason he couldn’t explain, his fear and repulsion did not make him back away or raise his gun. In silence the tweaker closed the distance between them and reached out its hand to touch David on the chest. 
 
    The moment it did so, its face lit up with joy. 
 
    A noise to his right made David turn his head. Another shambling form rose from a crack in the ruins. It, too, held a can as it limped towards them on legs covered with open, pustulating sores. 
 
    As it drew closer, it looked from the first tweaker to David and back again. David’s breath caught as it, too, threw its can away. As with the first one, it approached and touched him. David shivered. 
 
    The tweaker grunted and motioned towards its legs, looking at David pleadingly. 
 
    “Your legs?” David said, his voice sounding loud in the silent, dead ruins. “I can’t do anything about your legs.” 
 
    The tweaker touched him again and motioned for David to touch him on the legs. David hesitated. 
 
    A sound behind him made him look. Several more tweakers approached, grinning, eager, their arms extended. Out of the corner of his eye he saw more rise up, crawling out of cracks and stumbling over heaps of rubble. Every one of them carried a can or a plastic bag filled with chemicals from the Old Times, the collective stink making David’s head spin. 
 
    “Gggh … ggghh!” one grunted, opening its mouth to reveal a row of festering black teeth and a tongue that had been burnt to a crisp. It led another tweaker by the hand, this one with its eyes seared shut, both victims of some horrible accident with the chemicals they craved. Just behind them came another that was a mass of sores from its scabby scalp to its rotting feet. 
 
    They closed in on him, discarding their cans and plastic bags as they came, reaching out to touch him, grinning. David spun this way and that, unsure what to do. He was surrounded. It never occurred to him to use his gun. 
 
    “Hee … hee …” one said. The sound was taken up by the others. 
 
    “Hee … hee …” 
 
    “Get back! Stay away from me!” 
 
    “Heeel … heeel …” 
 
    They closed in, pleading, waving rotten stumps and open sores in his face, pointing to blinded eyes and broken fingers, their foul breath making him almost faint. 
 
    “Heeel … heeel …” 
 
    “I’m not a healer! Go away!” 
 
    Still they crowded around, more and more emerging from the ruins. 
 
    “Heeel … heeel …” 
 
    “I’m not what you think I am! Leave me alone!” 
 
    David broke through the crowd and ran for his boat, a host of grinning tweakers following, leaving a trail of discarded cans in their wake. 
 
    They pawed at him as he struggled to push the boat into the water, followed him out until they were waist deep as he pushed off, grabbed an oar, and rowed furiously out to the sea. 
 
    David gasped and choked from fear and confusion as the tweakers crowded on the beach, waving goodbye and looking at him with an expression that he could not mistake for anything except love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Xinxin sat at a corner table in $87,953 with her husband Wei and her brother Da-bin. Roy sat with them, keeping his back to the wall so he could watch his bar. It was still early and there weren’t too many people around, just the professional drinkers and a few scavengers new in town wanting to whoop it up. 
 
    Only Baruch was on duty at the moment, hanging out at the door and sporting a beautiful black eye and a bandage on his nose. Roy wished both his bouncers were here. Roy wished Xinxin had told him she was coming. 
 
    Roy wished for a lot of things. 
 
    “News has gotten out about our plans,” she said eagerly. “It looks like everyone’s excited about Chinese New Year.” 
 
    ‘Excited’ might not be the best word. 
 
    Being a good bartender, Roy knew when to keep his mouth shut. He knew when to smile and nod and act encouraging. Xinxin went on.  
 
    “We already have a band practicing some Chinese music, and the food is all arranged. I’ve hired six good men and women to work security.” 
 
    “What are their names?” 
 
    Xinxin told him. Roy nodded. Yes, they were all dependable. He also noticed that none of them were Asian. She’d only picked whites, Hispanics, and blacks. Having Asians guarding Chinese New Year might cause more trouble than it would stop. Xinxin may be all starry-eyed about her party, but she wasn’t stupid. 
 
    “That’s great, Xinxin. Besides those guys, I have my two bouncers, plus I’m going to get a couple of others. Jaylen volunteered. You’ve seen him. He’s the barber who looks like a boulder. He can block the entrance just by standing in it. If we have him working the door no one will get past him who shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Wonderful! We’ll pay, like we said. I was wondering about the televisions. You have the biggest collection of movies in the world; do you have any Chinese movies?” 
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    Xinxin’s husband Wei laughed. “Why would anyone have kept any Chinese movies? You’ll have to wait until the freighter comes back if you want any of those.” 
 
    Roy kept a poker face. No, he’d never even seen a movie made in China, unless you counted an old propaganda film about one of the invasions. Treacherous Shores. It claimed to have been filmed in parts of China “liberated” by the Western Alliance but that was probably bullshit. It showed Western Alliance soldiers responding to a cowardly terrorist attack on one of their cities by launching an amphibious assault on the Chinese mainland. Our heroes, all white except for a Hispanic guy who gets killed off in the first five minutes and a brother who acts as comic relief, advance through the countryside, defeating the Chinese in every scene. The Chinese rice farmers cheer the invading army because their heartless warlords have been taxing them into starvation and stealing their daughters. The Alliance soldiers settle down on the newly conquered land and try to rebuild it, foolishly trusting the Chinese peasants until they revert to type and kill a bunch of the troops in their sleep. The final scene shows the soldiers slaughtering every last one of them and claiming the land for civilization and freedom. Roll credits. Throw up. 
 
    Roy owned several movies like that, made by various factions during the countless wars and revolutions of the past century. He never showed them. That would be Blame, and that would get him branded and exiled no matter how much Doc cared about him. He didn’t even tell anyone he had them. Simply owning such films was Blame. 
 
    But he couldn’t bring himself to destroy the filthy things. They were part of the past, and forgetting the past was dangerous. 
 
    He did have something his Chinese neighbors would like, though. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. 
 
    He went behind the counter and unlocked a cabinet holding his precious music collection, built up like his movies over a lifetime of trading. He squatted down to look at the bottom shelf, wincing as pain lanced through his knees, and pulled out the disks in front to reveal more behind. These were the less popular titles he played rarely or not at all. He’d gotten to the point where he’d trade for everything. Hardly anyone else had a functioning music system, just Doc and Weissman and a couple other citizens, so music disks weren’t preserved like they should be. Video players were even rarer. Regular people used the disks as coasters or for signaling or for hanging above their crops to scare away birds. They traded so cheap he could get half a dozen for a single drink. 
 
    Like the movies, he kept everything, even the stuff he didn’t like. Who was he to judge an entire civilization’s music? Preservation was the important thing. After a couple of minutes of searching, and having to sit on the floor to spare his knees, he finally found what he was looking for. 
 
    With a grunt he pulled himself up, locked the cabinet, and walked back to the table where Xinxin, Wei, and Da-bin waited for him. 
 
    He held up the disk. Its tattered cardboard cover showed some Chinese men and women wearing blue and red robes posing in what looked like a play. They all wore elaborate silver headdresses. The faded label said, “Folk Songs of Canton.” 
 
    “I don’t have a movie but I do have this music. Canton is in China, right?” 
 
    “It was before China split up,” Da-bin said. 
 
    Xinxin frowned at her brother. “The Cantonese are Chinese too.” 
 
    Da-bin snorted and looked away. Wei looked away too, like he didn’t agree either but didn’t want to argue with his wife. 
 
    Y’all got busy cutting each other’s throats just like we did, huh? How the hell does an entire world get to doing that all at the same time? 
 
    Roy walked over to his sound system and put the disk on. The bar filled with the strange, warbling sound of some sort of string instrument. The drunks and the scavengers looked up, curious. A couple of them looked at the Chinese and back at Roy, an open question on their faces. Roy leaned against the bar and crossed his arms. 
 
    A female singer came on, singing with a beautiful voice in what he supposed was Cantonese. All those Asian languages sounded the same to him. 
 
    Sounded the same to the crowd too. A couple of tables started talking in low, angry tones. One scavenger knocked back his drink, glared at the Chinese, and left. The rest listened. He couldn’t tell if they were entertained or not. They certainly looked intrigued. 
 
    Wei and Da-bin listened intently. It seemed like whatever they had against the Cantonese got trumped by hearing some music from their homeland they’d never heard before. Xinxin rubbed her swollen belly, tears brimming in her eyes. 
 
    Baruch gestured from his place watching the door, signaling for him to turn it off. Roy ignored his bouncer and went back to the table. 
 
    “Like it?” he asked. 
 
    “When is this from?” Wei asked, keeping his voice low so as not to interfere with the music. 
 
    Roy flipped over the cover and held it at arm’s length until his eyes focused. “Says it was recorded in 2027.” 
 
    “Not long before the first big war,” Wei said, bowing his head. 
 
    Roy held out the cover. “A gift, for the expecting parents.” 
 
    Wei’s and Xinxin’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Thank you!” Xinxin said. “But … we don’t have anything to play it on.” 
 
    “You can come and play it here anytime you like.” 
 
    “We’ll play it at the party too!” Xinxin said, brightening. “It will give us a chance to talk about the regions of China.” 
 
    “It will give the musicians a chance to have a drink break too. Got to keep the musicians happy at a party,” Roy said. 
 
    Wei studied the cover. “How about you keep the disc here, and we’ll put this up on our wall.” He and his wife smiled at each other. “It would be nice to have another picture of China at home.” 
 
    Tammy, his daytime bartender, walked through the door. 
 
    Roy got up. “All right then, looks like things are coming along. Now it’s about time I went and saw The Doctor.” 
 
    “About this?” Da-bin asked. 
 
    “Um, no, some other business.” 
 
    The Doctor had asked him to keep the news about the ship quiet. Things were riled up enough. 
 
    Passing through the gate, that young guard tried to stop him again and Roy passed him by, growling, “I’m a citizen.” For once he forgot to wear his winning smile. 
 
    Roy found The Doctor where he usually was, cloistered in his office/research lab/home. Roy had been trying to get that guy out more for years. It wasn’t healthy for him to stay cooped up like this. He needed sunlight and fresh air, not that there had been much fresh air lately. Yu-jin getting him to go to Joe’s Chicken Shack not once but twice had been nothing short of a miracle. 
 
    The Doctor greeted him at the door with a rare smile and a clap on the shoulder. Roy tensed. 
 
    “Good to see you, Roy. You don’t visit me enough.” 
 
    “Well, business you know. So what’s happening with the ship?” 
 
    The Doctor led him into his lounge and sat down on one end of the sofa, leaving him room next to him. Roy took a chair. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    The Doctor poured them both a generous amount of whiskey. 
 
    “With Yu-jin out on patrol I won’t get bitched at for drinking so early. Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers. What are we drinking to?” 
 
    The Doctor smiled at him. “To loyal friends.” 
 
    Roy squirmed inside. It was going to be one of those visits. If he’d been called here on business, Doc would have been all stressed and would have told him what needed to be done before he’d even sat down. Sometimes, though, he’d get lonely and needy and call Roy in for a drink and a chat. Roy had been hoping that would stop once Yu-jin came into his life. Those two had become so close so fast that it had spread all sorts of rumors. Clyde was convinced they were sleeping together but if that old fool thought about it for a second he’d know that wasn’t true. The Doctor had AIDS, had been treating it for decades, and in all that time he’d kept strictly celibate. He didn’t want to risk letting that disease get out into the general population again. Plus, he wouldn’t be interested in a pretty young girl like Yu-jin anyway. 
 
    Dumbass. 
 
    Even so, there was something there that wasn’t entirely Platonic, and it wasn’t just the orphaned scavenger looking for a daddy figure either. It went both ways. That relationship was part friendship, part mentor/student, part father/daughter, and part romance. 
 
    Not that it stopped The Doctor from inviting Roy over. That guy never gave up. Forty years of cold shoulders hadn’t stopped him at all. 
 
    “You seen Pablo?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    “Not since you have.” 
 
    “Do you think you could you talk to him? Make him see reason? Maybe you can put some pressure on, just subtly.” 
 
    Roy shook his head. “Boy’s too smart for that, and too determined. You got to see it from his angle. He’s got a great new toy that lets him talk to his friend and makes him important. Why should he give that up?” 
 
    “That kid’s got some steel in him,” The Doctor murmured, swirling the whiskey in his glass. 
 
    “Just like his momma.” 
 
    The Doctor grunted. “I sure as hell hope he doesn’t grow up to be like her.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give her citizenship? She’s earned it.” 
 
    “She’s got associate status.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t mean anything anymore now that everyone gets to come inside the walls during an attack.” 
 
    The Doctor absentmindedly rubbed the bullet wound he’d gotten during the siege. “Yeah, that worked out real well for me.” 
 
    “It was the right decision. It doesn’t matter that it was forced on you. You did the right thing.” 
 
    A trace of annoyance passed over the mayor’s face before he regained his composure. If someone else had said that to him, like Annette or Kevin or even Marcus, the Doctor would have freaked out and started screaming. 
 
    But not with Roy. He never got angry with Roy. 
 
    Couldn’t he get angry just once? Scream and shout and hurl sarcastic insults like he did with everyone else? Now that he had Yu-jin, couldn’t he treat Roy like everyone else? 
 
    “So how are the Burbs?” 
 
    Roy shrugged. “Crazy as usual. People are taking sides on the whole Chinese New Year thing. Some for, some against, and a whole lot of uncomfortable, quiet people in the middle who could go either way.” 
 
    “How about Reverend Wallace?” 
 
    “He’s been real quiet. Too quiet.” 
 
    “Churches,” The Doctor spat. “I should have banned them when I had the chance.” 
 
    “That would have never flown and you know it.” 
 
    “Trying to rebuild civilization and handicapping ourselves right from the start.” 
 
    “People need hope.” Roy had never been much for churchgoing, but he did have his own understanding with the man upstairs. 
 
    “Don’t they have enough hope here?” The mayor was almost pleading now. “Free medicine, lights, protection, law. What else do they want?” 
 
    “For this all to make sense.” 
 
    The Doctor snorted. “Might as well ask for the Moon base to reopen.” Suddenly he changed the subject. “Has news leaked out about the freighter?” 
 
    “Not yet. You know it will, though. Annette knows, of course. She told Pablo to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Let’s hope she’s as good a mother as she is a sheriff.” 
 
    “She is,” Roy said, surprised at this unexpected compliment of someone he loathed. Actually he loathed a lot of people and disliked pretty much everyone else. He appreciated talent, however. 
 
    “Any trouble at $87,953?” 
 
    “None yet. Business has tapered off a bit. I’m not sure how much of that is anti-Chinese bullshit and how much is simply hard times. With the food situation lean and a bunch of the scavengers heading inland to get away from the rains, I’m bound to have a slow season.” 
 
    The Doctor gave him a warm smile and refilled Roy’s glass. 
 
    “You know, I’ve never told you how much I appreciate the work you do out there.” 
 
    Actually you have. Several times. Usually it’s at the end of a bender when you’re out of your mind, so I can’t blame you for not remembering. Hopefully you’re sober enough not to get all teary on me like last time. 
 
    “You see, Roy, you’re keeping civilization alive. You got movies and music and a place where people can gather.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have any of that if it weren’t for the electricity you provide.” 
 
    “We provide, Roy. We provide. You’re a citizen too.” 
 
    Perhaps you should remind your guards. 
 
    Roy decided not to say that out loud. The Doctor would only stomp out to the gate and make a scene. Roy wanted the guy to get out of the house more, but not that way. 
 
    “Well, I’m only running a business, nothing special.” 
 
    “Nothing special? You keep the old culture going. And you’re my eyes and ears in the Burbs. That’s important.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, these eyes and ears are catching a lot of talk that’s mighty close to Blame.” 
 
    The Doctor sighed, rubbing his temples. 
 
    “Annette tells me the same thing. You know, I think the whole Blame law was a mistake. It seemed to make sense at the time. Oh sure, it was Weissman who was pushing it, what with Casey Andrews and his crew calling for the rich to be banished.” 
 
    Roy chuckled. “Jackson sure is a chip off the old block.” 
 
    The Doctor grimaced. Roy knew he had respected Casey even if they hadn’t always gotten along. Branding and exiling his son hadn’t been an easy decision. 
 
    The Doctor threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “But what could we do? It wasn’t like Casey was the only person pointing fingers. We had to have order, and so we fell into the old trap, trying to change behavior without changing people’s feelings. It just bubbled inside, not getting fixed.” He looked Roy in the eye. “You know what I mean?” 
 
    Roy nodded, holding his gaze. “Yeah, I know what you mean. There’s no point hoping people feel one way when they feel another.” 
 
    The Doctor hung his head. 
 
    Roy got up. “Well, thanks for the whiskey. Speaking of, I need to work on another batch. Best to get going.” 
 
    The Doctor didn’t say anything as Roy got up. As Roy passed by the sofa, the Doctor grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Roy. It’s always good to see you.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, buddy. Say hi to Yu-jin for me,” Roy said, extricating himself and heading for the door. 
 
    “Roy?” 
 
    Roy paused, his hand on the doorknob. “Yeah?” 
 
    “When you leave here, do you wash your hands?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Roy turned and walked out the door, closing it quietly behind him. He only made it a few steps down the corridor before he heard it lock forcefully behind him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin trudged wearily back to her home in the Burbs, her mind as worn out as her body. She needed to see Reginald, but right now he was dealing with Clyde’s hysterics. She preferred to skip that scene and report to him later. 
 
    She found Randy working hard at his sketch pad. 
 
    “Hey,” she smiled as she walked through the door. 
 
    “You’re back,” Randy got up and embraced her. “I was so worried. Did Clyde treat you OK?” 
 
    “Everything went fine,” she replied before realizing that news of their capture would make it through every corner of the Burbs before dinnertime. “Well, we did get captured.” 
 
    “Captured!” 
 
    “Weissman’s men surrounded us. Took our weapons. Clyde looked like he was going to have a stroke.” 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. We’re all fine except for one guy who got grazed by a bullet. It was weird, but Weissman seemed eager to talk to us. He showed us around and told us what he traded for with the ship. I think he wants to reconcile with Reginald.” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “The Doctor.” 
 
    “Oh, right, why do you call him by his name when no one else does?” 
 
    The question sounded like an accusation. 
 
    “Because he’s my friend, Randy. My old, gay, completely no threat to you friend.” 
 
    Randy made a face. “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    Oh yes it is. 
 
    Randy put a pot on the stove and started reheating some porridge. 
 
    “You must be hungry. Sit down,” he said, clattering around the kitchen area. 
 
    “So how was your day?” Yu-jin asked after a long pause. 
 
    “Dull. No work. That sketch is just my own thing. If I don’t get some commissions pretty soon I’m going to have to hire myself out as a day laborer. The pantry is getting pretty bare.” 
 
    Yu-jin almost offered to get a bag of flour from New City but stopped herself. They’d already had that argument. 
 
    “Ramirez invited us to his prayer group tomorrow,” Randy said. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Sunday already?” 
 
    “Yeah, remember Sunday? Harder to remember now that we don’t have a church to go to.” 
 
    “Sorry. I don’t see how that’s my fault.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was. It just pisses me off that the main church in town is run by that racist asshole.” 
 
    “You and me both. But isn’t Ramirez Catholic?” 
 
    “Yeah, so? It’s that or go back to Reverend Genocide. Unless you want to go to that Pentecostal meeting.” 
 
    “Flop around and speak in tongues? No thanks.” 
 
    “Well, then it’s turn Catholic or join Ahmed and his crew and become Muslim.” 
 
    “Yeah, just what I need. Another reason for people to hate me,” Yu-jin said, looking glumly at the floor. “Besides, Muslims aren’t allowed to drink.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Fuck that.” 
 
    “What’s the Catholic service like?” Yu-jin asked. She’d only started attending church when she first came here five seasons ago. The New World United Church had seemed just like the name said as long as they thought she was Korean. She hadn’t tried any other meetings. 
 
    Randy shrugged. “Dunno. At least they’re Christian. I’m tired of not going to services on Sundays. It feels like the week is incomplete.” 
 
    “We’ll go. It’s in the morning, right? I think we’re heading out to the ship tomorrow.” 
 
    Randy turned on her. “When did that get decided?” 
 
    “I told you the ship is in trouble. Of course I have to go and translate!” 
 
    Randy turned back to the stove and muttered something under his breath. 
 
    Yu-jin flopped on the bed. She really didn’t need this right now. All these little battles and off-hand comments. OK, both of their lives had been turned upside down, but Randy only seemed to remember his own problems. 
 
    “It’s movie night. Want to go to $87,953 later?” he asked. 
 
    “Not sure I’m going to have a ‘later,’” Yu-jin sighed. She could feel sleep tugging her down. She needed to eat, though. 
 
    Yu-jin pulled herself off the bed and sat at the table, where Randy had just clunked down her bowl hard enough to make his point. 
 
    Yu-jin said grace. Just as she finished she heard the spattering of rain on the tin roof. She’d only taken three spoonfuls of the porridge before she caught a chemical tang seeping into the house. 
 
    “Aw crap, another one!” Randy cried, stomping around and placing a sheet over the house’s lone window. 
 
    “What’s going on? This is the fifth toxic rain this month.” 
 
    “People say there must be a leak out to sea somewhere, maybe an island or an oil derrick or something.” 
 
    “Great, and I have to go to sea tomorrow.” 
 
    “Certainly not if it’s raining! You can come to church with me. We don’t have to do all the Catholic stuff. Ramirez said so. Just pray and gather for the potluck after.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” she said, shoveling down her porridge. She wanted to finish eating before the stench got too bad.  
 
    Maybe the Catholic meeting wouldn’t be so different. She missed the community at the church. She’d lost a lot of friends when she came out as Chinese, and while she really shouldn’t miss those people now that they’d shown their true colors, it still hurt. She knew she wouldn’t make it, though. Reginald would send the motorboat out to meet the ship first thing, rain or no rain. When that man saw a problem that needed solving, he shot forward like a bullet and nothing could stop him. 
 
    By the time she finished her meal the entire shack stank. Rain drummed on the tin roof, pouring off the sides to create fetid puddles. There were no leaks—Randy was a good builder—but nothing could keep out that smell. 
 
    Yu-jin’s stomach churned, threatening to reject the porridge. She lay down on the bed and covered her face with a cloth. 
 
    “Wake me up when the world’s better again.” 
 
    “That’s going to be a mighty long sleep.” 
 
    He lay down next to her, cuddling up close. Yu-jin smiled. 
 
    “Sorry I’ve been away so much,” she said. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to get hurt. I know you can handle yourself in the wildlands, but people are getting awful trigger happy out there.” 
 
    Randy snuggled closer. 
 
    “Mmm. If it wasn’t so stinky, I’d be in the mood,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “Well maybe we can take our minds off the smell with a little distraction.” 
 
    His hand ran down her side, found the hem of her shirt, and worked its way inside.  
 
    A pounding on the door made him pull away. 
 
    “Who the hell could that be out in this crap?” he muttered, and then shouted, “Who is it?” 
 
    “Message from The Doctor. Yu-jin needs to come to a meeting right away!” 
 
    “In this rain?” Yu-jin objected. 
 
    “Sorry, those are the orders. It looks like it’s clearing.” 
 
    Yu-jin groaned and got out of bed. She put on a plastic poncho, wrapped a cloth around her nose and mouth, and went out into the rain. 
 
    She didn’t even see the face of the man who had fetched her, bent as he was against the rain with a large hood covering his features. He led her through the gentle shower that gave off such a stench that it made her dizzy. Once she almost fell in a puddle, only catching herself at the last instant. She shook her head and tried to focus on the road. If she fell into a puddle she’d lose her lunch and be bedridden for the rest of the day. It seemed the rains got more and more vile with each storm. 
 
    What the hell did people in the Old Times do with all that chemical stuff, anyway? 
 
    The guards, huddled under a shelter by the side of the gate, waved them through and soon they entered the warehouse. Yu-jin and the messenger shook out their ponchos and breathed a little easier. They went up a long flight of steps to the upper floor, reserved almost exclusively for The Doctor’s offices and living quarters. Reginald had more space than anyone she knew, but she didn’t think it was good for him. Having so much room filled with all the things he needed meant he didn’t feel the need to venture out. Sometimes he’d spend days at a time cooped up in this series of windowless concrete boxes, only coming out to deal with the scavenger trade or to see to some emergency. If work didn’t pull him out of the warehouse, Yu-jin suspected he’d never leave at all. 
 
    They passed through a front office, where a teenager listened to Radio Hope, writing down the broadcast in a large notebook. 
 
    “… one way to filter toxins out of water is the let the water sit for a time. Many of the oils and other substances will rise to the top and can be skimmed off. The next step is to …” 
 
    This was one of Reginald’s projects. He wanted a complete record of what Radio Hope taught so he could assemble a book. He wanted to figure out how to make a printing press and print out free copies for anyone who needed it. It was one of his many dreams. 
 
    Letting herself in, she found him slumped on his couch, obviously drunk. Not stoned like he usually got at night, but drunk in the middle of the day. A bad sign. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked as she sat down next to him. 
 
    “Backstabbers everywhere.” 
 
    “Don’t let Clyde get to you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about him but yeah, him too.” 
 
    Yu-jin decided not to ask. She had enough troubles already. Instead she gave a quick rundown of what happened over at Weissberg. 
 
    Reginald rubbed his chin. Yu-jin noticed he needed a shave. 
 
    “I wonder what his game is,” he murmured. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just what he said. Maybe he wants peace. He’s already gotten what he wants. Opening up trade between the two—” 
 
    “Unacceptable!” 
 
    Yu-jin fell silent for a moment. She saw no point in arguing. The Doctor took Weissberg’s secession as a personal betrayal, and that was one thing he could never forgive. This was one of the problems with atheists, they always thought they were the center of the universe. It didn’t help that so many people acted like he was. 
 
    “Has he always wanted to be in charge?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “Not so much in the early days. He was too busy building up his farms and the Merchants Association. Oh, he was always a big player, but he left the real work to people like me. While we were rebuilding civilization, he was making a fortune, or what passes for a fortune these days.” 
 
    “So how did Weissman get where he is? Who was he back in North Cape?” 
 
    “He was still a teenager when it fell. Don’t think I ever met him before we headed south. Came with us along with his family. His father ran the port back in North Cape and had a bunch of buildings in town he rented to tenants. Farmland too, if I’m remembering right.” 
 
    “Did he lend money?” 
 
    “Probably. A lot of the richer families did.” 
 
    Yu-jin touched her chin. “I wonder if that’s who Roy owed his money to.” 
 
    The Doctor chuckled. “That would great. All those debts disappeared with the last money system.” 
 
    “I never understood how money worked. So if I had one of those old bills, or a coin, could I go somewhere and trade it for anything?” 
 
    “If you had enough and could find what you wanted. That was hard even back then.” 
 
    “But why would people take it?” 
 
    The Doctor shrugged. “Everyone just agreed.” 
 
    “So was there some big storehouse somewhere with salt and chicken and grain that guaranteed it? Like if someone was starving they could go to the storehouse and trade in their bills for food?” 
 
    “You mean was the money backed by anything? No, it was just a religion. Everyone took it on faith. That’s why I never reinstituted it. New City isn’t rich enough to back real currency, and people like Weissman are trouble enough as it is.” 
 
    Yu-jin decided to change the subject. 
 
    “So how are the plans for Chinese New Year going?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ll get your party. I’ll make sure there’s plenty of security. The whole thing is a pain in the ass but you’re right, people need to understand that the Chinese are here and will live their own way. Don’t expect things to change much, though. We had a big fight in the Citizens Council thirty years ago when a band of Muslims showed up and wanted to settle. I won that one, but as we saw in the riots, you can’t legislate tolerance.” 
 
    “I’m not expecting any miracles,” Yu-jin said, shaking her head sadly. 
 
    “Good, because you won’t get any.” 
 
    “You should come. It might calm things down.” 
 
    “Clyde would freak.” 
 
    “Clyde’s already freaking.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “So will you?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “It’s good for you to get out. We’ve had fun at Joe’s Chicken Shack, haven’t we?” 
 
    Reginald smiled. “It’s damn good stuff. Not tonight, though. All that stink from the rains is bad for me. You know weak my immune system is. Anything that hurts my body only makes my sickness worse.” 
 
    Then maybe you shouldn’t be drinking and smoking. 
 
    Yu-jin knew better than to say that out loud. Getting him off the substances was going to be a long, hard fight. She’d made progress, but only through constant gentle pressure, and he had a tendency to fall apart when she wasn’t around. 
 
    Like today. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have too much contact with people anyway. I am almost certainly the last person in the world who has my disease. I’m a walking bioweapon.” 
 
    “You might not want to spread that around,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “All the inner circle knows, and probably a bunch of other people too.” 
 
    “I thought you told me you could only get it through sex and blood.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a dangerous world. When I got shot during the siege I bled all over a bunch of people. After I got better I had to test every one of them. Thank God none of them came up positive.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled. “Oh, you’re thanking God now, are you?” 
 
    He smiled and elbowed her in the ribs. “It’s just an expression. I say ‘bless you’ when someone sneezes too.” Reginald turned serious. “I shudder to calculate how much valuable medicine I’ve used up just to keep myself alive. But if I’m gone, who will cure everyone else?” 
 
    “You have every right to treat yourself, and the world is a better place with you in it.” 
 
    “Wish everyone knew that,” he said glumly. 
 
    Yu-jin felt a rising impatience. She hated his self-pitying moods. Sometimes he acted like he was the only person in the world with problems. 
 
    “Why haven’t you trained more doctors?” she asked. “They could lighten the load a bit.” 
 
    He shrugged, a helpless gesture that made him look old. “Most people aren’t suited for it. You can make any intelligent and organized person into a good nurse. Being a doctor takes a hell of a lot more, and not just in knowledge. You have to want it more than anything else in the world. I’ve had a few nurses who could have made doctor. One died, another decided to try her luck farming down south. A few turned on me.” 
 
    “Turned on you?” 
 
    “People are deceitful. You can’t trust most people. It’s not their fault, really. It’s a hard world and people want quick answers. People are scared.” 
 
    Yu-jin looked at her friend with a mixture of sympathy and exasperation. 
 
    No one’s more scared than you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    David sailed north through the day, his mind a blank. He adjusted the sail and moved the tiller automatically, like he was a machine from the Old Times. The clear sky, the glitter of the sun on the water, the foul smell rising from the waves, nothing could capture his attention. His mind remained wrapped up in his encounter with the tweakers. 
 
    What had happened? Why hadn’t he shot those creatures down? He, who had killed so many who had deserved to live far more? 
 
    And what of their reaction? They had cast aside their chemicals and crowded around him like he was someone special. They had all wanted to touch him, asking him to heal them. Had he heard correctly? Heal them from what? Their addiction? Their despair? 
 
    Weren’t they too far gone to have any sort of reason? 
 
    He had no answers. Perhaps he should have prayed for guidance, but David didn’t feel like praying. There was some strange silence in him he didn’t want to disturb. He felt like he was at the center of everything, like the sea, sun, and shore were all focused on him. 
 
    At last, as the sun sloped to the west and turned the sea the color of burnished brass, he turned the ship towards shore. There were no clouds on the horizon. He would have a night free of toxic rain. 
 
    David found a little inlet where he could beach his boat. He hauled it up onto the rocky strand, took his food and both AK-47s, and walked inland, trying to get away from the stench of the water. As he left the inlet and walked onto an open plain almost devoid of vegetation, he wondered at why he had brought his Kalashnikovs and 9mm. It had been a habit. 
 
    He stopped, his boots making a soft crunch on the gritty soil. Perhaps he should throw his guns away. 
 
    “Yes!” he shouted out loud, startled at the sound of his own voice after not speaking for an entire day. “The Pure One will be the last.” 
 
    He laid his AKs down on the ground, along with his spare magazines. Then he took his 9mm out of its holster along with the spare clip and set them beside the automatic rifles. He started to pull his Bowie knife out of it sheath before sliding it back. It was too useful as a tool. 
 
    As David took a step away from the guns, he hesitated. Shouldn’t he keep the guns for hunting? 
 
    “No, the Lord will provide. Have faith. Why is your faith always lacking? Hasn’t He taken you this far? As long as you are doing His will, you have nothing to fear.” 
 
    He turned his back on his weapons and walked away, looking for a place to camp. A line of low, barren hills paralleled the shore. David crossed over them, hoping they’d shield him from the smell of the sea, and saw a broad plain stretching out before him for a couple of kilometers before the rough foothills of the mountains broke the horizon. He supposed there should be streams nearby, but with that rain they’d all be foul for at least a day or two. He hefted his two canteens—one had been Robert’s—and found that one was almost empty while the other was nearly full. Good. He could wait a day before having to find water.  
 
    In the lee of the hills the scent from the sea became more tolerable, but there remained a miasma of toxins rising from the soil itself. 
 
    How could people let the world get like this? The people of the Old Times could fly into outer space but they couldn’t even keep their own land clean. The Pure One had been right about one thing—the world did need to be cleaned up, and the only way to clean it up was to clean up people’s minds. 
 
    But how? Certainly not the way the Righteous Horde had tried. It had been so easy to fall into it at first. The Pure One had called for unity among all peoples, saying everyone was equal in the Lord’s eyes as long as they were pure. The message had spread like wildfire. 
 
    In those early days it hadn’t been about killing. They only killed tweakers then, and where was the harm in that? Lots of people hunted down tweakers. They could be dangerous and they were half-dead anyway. But then everything changed when they stumbled across that first bunker. The Pure One had taken it as a sign that the Lord wanted a proper crusade. Why else would the Lord give them all those weapons? 
 
    They had slipped into killing so easily. Right after finding the bunker they had come across a bunch of garbage miners working an old landfill. They were all diseased and The Pure One ordered them wiped out. Shortly after that they came to the second bunker. Another miracle, and another command. Now they swept down the coast wiping out any fishermen who looked unclean, meaning pretty much all fishermen. David had almost rebelled at that, but didn’t because he was eating better than he ever had before. He was wearing better clothes than he ever had before. He had a gun in his hand. He felt like someone important instead of just some lowly fish eater. 
 
    As David set up his old army tent on the barren plain, he thought about those times. The Pure One had been crafty. He knew David had been a fisherman and suspected he might be struggling with his faith. And David wasn’t the only former fisherman or garbage miner among the Righteous Horde. The Pure One gave a sermon on how God picked the chosen ones. Just as he himself had survived the toxic waste that had killed his entire family, just as he himself had escaped without a blemish, there were those in the Righteous Horde who had wallowed in toxins all their lives and never suffered. That was a sign of God’s favor. Anyone who had come through that unscathed was truly godly. 
 
    That same day David was promoted to the Elect. 
 
    David opened his pack and pulled out some corn cakes and nuts. He decided to leave the Blue Cans for now and eat the fresh food first. Blue Cans never went bad. Another miracle from the Old Times. They had accomplished so much and foresaw so little. 
 
    Yes, David thought as he ate his simple dinner, The Pure One had been crafty. He always knew when to reward and when to punish. He knew how to lead people into sin little by little until they were too involved to walk away. As a bodyguard David had been given respect, given clothes and women. He wasn’t some fisherman to be kicked around and robbed anymore. He had gone from being one of the lowest to one of the highest, and it swelled him with pride. The Pure One promoted his followers based on their faith and ability, ignoring the color of their skin and their past vocation. 
 
    But all the rewards the cult leader had given him hadn’t shut David’s eyes to the evil they committed, hadn’t shut his eyes to the fact that they had become just another problem in a world filled with problems. 
 
    No, David had shut his eyes himself. He’d sold out for the chance to feel big. 
 
    And what of the assassination, had that been just another way to feel big? David shook his head as he bit into another corn cake. No, that had been self-preservation, and revenge. The Pure One had corrupted him, had shown David that deep down, he was weak and greedy. 
 
    David lifted his eyes heavenward. 
 
    “With your guidance, oh Lord, I can be more than what I am. I’ve been a terrible sinner. I was tempted so easily by that false prophet. You guided my hand and kept me safe. Now I’ll do Your will. No more killing. Now I’ll get my people something better, something they deserve.” 
 
    A strange, low sound intruded on his thoughts. David perked up, looked around. The sound grew, coming from the north. 
 
    It sounded like a machine. 
 
    A machine in this barren place? He stood. The light of the setting sun flashed on some distant object, glinting redly off metal. David squinted. The object was out on the plain and moving. 
 
    Moving towards him. 
 
    The sound grew and finally David recognized what it was—an engine. As the object drew closer he saw that it was a vehicle. 
 
    David’s breath caught. He’d only seen a functioning vehicle once before in his life. It had been after that sniper tried to kill The Pure One. He and a thousand other warriors had chased the little group from New City all the way into the mountains. It had been a day and a night of grueling pursuit, and when on the next morning they had finally caught up to the assassins and cornered them on a mountain road, a vehicle had rammed through their lines and plucked away the New City warriors from right under their noses. 
 
    David had been close enough to shoot at the vehicle. He had slipped around in front of the New City group to cut them off, and was working his way down a steep slope when he saw the vehicle pass right below him. It would have been an easy shot. He could have put his M16 on full automatic and raked the vehicle with bullets, but he had been so in awe that he didn’t even think to. And afterwards he had no regrets. It would have felt like a desecration to destroy something so rare and precious. 
 
    He felt the same awe now. The vehicle sped across the plain, coming straight for him and his little camp. David took a few steps away from his tent and raised his hands in greeting, and also to show that he carried no weapons. 
 
    The vehicle slowed. It was painted white and appeared battered, with several round patches that looked like repaired bullet holes. The windows were not the closefitting, seamless ones you saw in old magazines, but flat slats of metal with slits in them. 
 
    David raised his hands a little more as the vehicle came to a stop a few meters in front of him. 
 
    “Stay where you are and don’t make any sudden moves!” a voice shouted from inside the vehicle. 
 
    The doors opened and three white men stepped out. Each wore Kevlar and carried guns. One had an M-16, and the other two had 30-.06 rifles. The fourth man, also white, stayed in the car in front of the round thing that steered the vehicle like a tiller. David couldn’t remember what it was called and he had more important things to think about right now. 
 
    Like the fact that these men looked ready to kill him. 
 
    “Righteous Horde or New City?” one of them demanded. 
 
    “I’m a scavenger.” 
 
    The man who questioned him gestured with his 30-.06. “Take that knife out and lay it on the ground. Slow.” 
 
    Using only his thumb and forefinger, David slid the Bowie knife out of its sheath, bent down, and laid it on the ground. Then he stood up and raised his hands high above his head. 
 
    “Kick it over here.” 
 
    David did as he was told. 
 
    The man with the M16 approached him. 
 
    “Where you from, boy?” 
 
    David looked him in the eye. “I’m 26 years old.” 
 
    Mr. M16 frowned. “I didn’t ask how old you were; I asked where you were from.” 
 
    David frowned back. “You called me ‘boy’. I haven’t been a boy for more than ten years.” 
 
    A short laugh behind him. The third man had circled around and to investigate his tent and pack. 
 
    “We got a live one here. Hey, he’s got some Blue Cans.” 
 
    Mr. M16 glared at David. “I don’t like your attitude, boy. You ain’t in New City now. We don’t have to pretend to like you.” 
 
    “The Doctor wouldn’t be pleased if he heard you speak like that. I’ve been told he’s a good man.” 
 
    David was surprised at his own boldness, but he’d been through too much to be intimidated by the likes of these fools. 
 
    The man behind him laughed again. “Hey guys, he thinks we’re from New City!” 
 
    David looked to each man, confused. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “We ask the questions,” Mr. M16 said. “Now tell me where you’re from. Your clothes look too good to be a scavenger’s. You got full camo and good boots, just like some of the Righteous Horde. Now tell me straight, you one of them? Answer honest and I might let you live.” 
 
    Oh, I doubt that. 
 
    “I looted these things. The Righteous Horde is marching south. They’re about two days south of here and leaving a lot of dead in their wake. The whole cult is falling apart. People are shooting each other every night and the bodies are left dumped along their route. I’ve been following them at a safe distance and scavenging from the bodies.” 
 
    “A parasite,” the man behind him said. “Just like you people were in the Old Times. But tell me, boy, you expect me to believe the Righteous Horde left behind a sack full of Blue Cans?” 
 
    Without turning around, David replied, “You can take your beliefs and shove them up your ass, boy.” 
 
    David heard the man rush him. He counted four steps before he ducked down and swung around his leg. 
 
    He timed it perfectly. The butt of the man’s rifle jabbed the air just where David’s head had been. David’s leg cut the man’s feet from under him. 
 
    But he fell the wrong way. David had hoped to knock him to the side and grab his rifle, but the guy had been moving forward too fast and instead fell right at David. 
 
    David grabbed him under the arms and his knee went up and planted in the guy’s stomach. Rolling backwards, David threw him straight into Mr. M16. 
 
    David grabbed for the 30-.06 just as the third man raised his own rifle. 
 
    David had the rifle by the barrel. No way to turn the gun around and get his finger on the trigger before that third man blew his head off. 
 
    Leaping forward and extending his arms, he swung the 30-.06 by the barrel. The butt of the rifle cracked the man on the jaw and laid him out. 
 
    But David didn’t see, because he was already flipping the rifle and turning towards the two men he’d put on the ground. 
 
    Mr. M16 was rising, his assault rifle coming into position, while the man he’d flipped fumbled for a boot knife. 
 
    David put a bullet through both their skulls. 
 
    With a glance at the third man to check he was still unconscious, he rushed at the vehicle. The man behind the tiller leaped out, drawing a pistol and using the vehicle as a shield. 
 
    David’s first shot was fired from the hip and panged off the metal window. His second shot was better aimed and made the man duck behind the vehicle. The driver’s hand came up with the pistol and let out three unaimed rounds that kicked up the dirt around David’s feet. 
 
    David ducked behind the vehicle. The man crouched on the opposite side. David got prone and fired under the vehicle. His opponent’s ankle spouted in gore and he fell hard on the ground. 
 
    David’s next shot was made too hastily and caught the man in the Kevlar. It pushed him back a bit and shoved a grunt out of him, but otherwise did no harm. 
 
    The man reacted remarkably quickly for someone who had just had his ankle shattered. The pistol barked and a bullet tore up the dirt between them, spitting grit into David’s face. 
 
    David sprang up and circled the vehicle. Once again hate almost killed him, because as he rounded the vehicle the man fired again, the bullet whining past David’s head. David ducked back around the vehicle made as if he would come around the other side, then retraced his steps. 
 
    The man was just turning to meet him when David came around behind him and put a bullet through his brain. 
 
    David glanced back at the man he had clubbed to check he was still unconscious. Satisfied, David examined the vehicle. 
 
    It was still running. With a feeling of trepidation, David poked his head inside. He saw seats, and an open bag of food sitting on the floor. David’s eyes roved over the unfamiliar sights. The wheel that acted like a tiller poked out of the front part next to some dials and numbers. Below these was what looked like a radio. In red glowing letters a readout said, “CH 1”. 
 
    David flinched as the radio crackled to life. 
 
    “Base to mobile. Come in, mobile. What’s going on?” 
 
    David stared at the radio. 
 
    “Base to mobile. You said you were being attacked. Is it New City? Come in, mobile.” 
 
    Suddenly David felt afraid. All this technology, and what could he do with it? He didn’t know how to use a two-way radio, let alone a vehicle. For all the wonders the bunkers had given them, they had never found radios. They had never found a functioning vehicle either until that last bunker. It had never even occurred to David to try to use it. 
 
    “Base to mobile. Come in!” 
 
    David felt an uncontrollable urge to shut this machine off, but how? His gaze roved over the radio. There was a button that said “Power”. Was that it? But what about the vehicle? Surely that little button couldn’t turn off something so big? 
 
    Then David spotted a key stuck in the little column that held the tiller wheel. It was on a little metal ring from which dangled several other keys. 
 
    Could a key turn on a vehicle like it opened a lock? 
 
    David grabbed the key and pulled. It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Base to mobile, come in.” 
 
    That disembodied voice disturbed him. He yanked on the key tried to work it free, but it was stuck fast. 
 
    “Base to mo—” 
 
    The key turned and slid out. The radio cut off, as did the engine. 
 
    David drew back. Had he broken it? He stared at the keys in his hand, unsure what to do. 
 
    A groan snapped him out of it. The man he had clubbed shifted his legs as his hand moved to cradle his bruised face. 
 
    Putting the keys in his pocket, David strode over to him, the rifle cradled in his arm. The man saw him coming and reached for one of the guns lying nearby. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    The man froze. 
 
    David stood over him, aiming for his face. 
 
    “You said you weren’t from New City, so where are you from?” David asked. 
 
    “Weissberg.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “It’s a settlement Abraham Weissman and some of the Merchants Association made. We broke away from New City. Please don’t kill me.” 
 
    “From what I saw, New City’s the best place anywhere. Why would you break away?” 
 
    The corner of the man’s mouth twitched. Despite his fear, he couldn’t keep the hatred out of his eyes. 
 
    “Because The Doctor let noncitizens inside the wall.” 
 
    “You mean when the Righteous Horde attacked? New City didn’t usually let everyone in?” 
 
    The man nodded, the growing fear on his face showing that he had figured out where David was from. 
 
    “Yeah, that was new. Threatened all our property.” 
 
    David snorted. These people had faced annihilation and they had been more worried about their property? 
 
    “So you broke away. Where is this Weissberg?” 
 
    The man’s face hardened. 
 
    David gestured with his rifle. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “I got a wife and kid there. I’m not going to tell the likes of you.” 
 
    “You mean a black man?” 
 
    “I mean a psycho cultist. Go ahead and shoot me. I’m done talking.” 
 
    Their eyes met. David could see he was serious. He pulled the trigger. 
 
    David stared at the man lying at his feet, his skull broken open and a fan-shaped spray of gore spread out on the ground above his head. He had been a husband and father and wanted to spare his family the fate David himself had meted out on far too many innocents. 
 
    And David had killed him for it. 
 
    He looked out at the other three bodies lying scattered around this dead plain. Hadn’t he just made a promise to the Lord only a few minutes ago to give up killing? The words had barely been out of his mouth when the vehicle showed up. 
 
    David looked up at the sky angrily. 
 
    “Why are you playing with me? What do you want? Are you even there?” 
 
    He slumped, knowing no answer would come. David had prayed for food and was given concrete. He had prayed for peace and was given four crackers with itchy trigger fingers. The Lord never gave him what he needed. 
 
    David slowly turned to the vehicle. 
 
    Or maybe he was just looking at things the wrong way.  
 
    Maybe the Lord had delivered him this vehicle, both to punish the sinners who drove it and to give him leverage with New City. It sounded like New City and Weissberg were enemies. The vehicle was no good to him, he’d never learn to drive it, but he could use it for trade. That Doctor everyone talked about would trade a lot for something like this. 
 
    He went to his tent and retrieved the camera he had found in The Pure One’s tent. The technos had shown him and Aaron how to use it. Turning it on, the back lit up and he saw the image of himself holding the decapitated head of the man he used to think was God’s emissary on Earth. His hand hovered over the button to erase this image and he paused. 
 
    No, best keep it. That might prove as useful as this vehicle. 
 
    David held up the camera, angled himself so that none of the corpses were visible, and took a photo of the vehicle. 
 
    He put the men’s weapons and gear out of sight inside the vehicle, took the bag of food, figured out how to lock the door, and looked around at the barren land around him. He’d like to hide the vehicle, but couldn’t think of how. He had to put faith in the Lord to keep it safe until he returned. 
 
    David bedded down to sleep. Tomorrow he would be back out to sea, heading for New City, and now he had a bargaining chip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Damn it, why did he have to ask me that? If I lied he would have known! Now he’s going to sulk for weeks. 
 
    Roy furiously wiped the bar while Tammy, his daytime bartender, busied herself elsewhere. It was rare for his employees to see Roy in a bad mood. He always tried to keep up a positive front. Positivity was what people needed when they came here. 
 
    But goddam, what about what he needed? Like some peace of mind? How about being able to have a drink with one of his oldest friends without the guy staring at him with puppy dog eyes? 
 
    Maybe he got the message now? Yeah, right. This has been going on most of our lives!  
 
    It seemed like all their lives. He’d only been sixteen when North Cape fell in a final conflagration—a coup against the reigning oligarchs kicked off by a wild contagion. He had been the only member of his family to survive and join the ragged exodus south. The refugees had coalesced under the last representative of the Red Cross, Crescent, and Star—a lanky twenty-two-year-old doctor who patched bullet wounds, coaxed the malnourished back to health, tried to isolate everyone from contagion, and who never seemed to sleep. 
 
    For a time, Roy hero worshipped him. 
 
    He needed a hero. His first one had just died. 
 
    Tyrone was four years older than Roy and everything a big brother should be—cool, fun, protective of Roy and the family, tough, supportive, but most of all cool. Tyrone always looked out for his little brother, teaching him how to shoot and use a knife, getting him booze and food, even hooking him up with girls. He was one of the few bright spots in an increasingly grim life. 
 
    In those last days at North Cape you had to be aligned with someone to keep safe. Mom and Dad aligned with the Business Association, basically an arm of whatever government was in power that year. In exchange for obedience, members could operate without too much harassment from the militia or gouging from the tax collectors. Nonmembers couldn’t open a business at all. 
 
    Mom and Dad ran a brewery and distillery, which should have brought them prosperity except one year their grain silo got blown up during some factional fighting and another year their store got firebombed by a member of the New Klan. What passed for law in North Cape hanged the culprit, but Mom and Dad had to go into debt to rebuild. 
 
    Tyrone chose a different path. He aligned with a gang. While Roy learned his parents’ trade, Tyrone ran around with a group of hoods called the Hellraisers. They stole, broke into houses, and were probably responsible for a lot of the banditry out in the countryside. His parents—decent, hardworking folks—tried everything to stop him. Dad smacked him. Mom pleaded with him. They kicked him out of the house a dozen times. 
 
    But Tyrone was not a lost child. Mom and Dad always took him back. Anytime Dad whooped him, treating Roy to the strange sight of seeing a short balding man slapping around a tough teenager who could have snapped him in half if he had dared, Dad would feel guilty afterwards. Then there’d be a reconciliation, and more pleading and reasoning. 
 
    None of it worked. Tyrone would disappear for days, even weeks at a time, and when he came back Roy would notice the sack of grain in their pantry would be a little fuller, the stock of canned food a little more plentiful. They never wanted for little luxuries like light bulbs or toothpaste, things many others had learned to do without. Mom and Dad pretended not to notice where these things came from. They were proud people, and it tore them up to accept these things, but like everyone else they lived close to the precipice and didn’t have the luxury of avoiding hypocrisy. 
 
    It was during one of Tyrone’s absences that the contagion hit. 
 
    No one knew where it came from. Whether some farmer dug up an old bioweapon, or some traveling merchant had brought it with him, or if one of the many radical factions had unleashed it on purpose. 
 
    One morning, Roy was heating up the mash to make some whiskey, staring absentmindedly out the window hoping to see Tyrone’s broad shoulders swaggering down the street past the coal plant and armory. Dad stood behind the counter in the front room talking with a bartender about a delivery, when Roy heard a shout. The front door slammed and he heard the bolt slide into place. 
 
    Roy grabbed the pistol Tyrone had given him and hurried into the front room, thinking they were getting robbed. 
 
    Instead he found Dad and the bartender piling up furniture behind the door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Roy asked. 
 
    Before they could reply, Roy saw his answer out the front window. A man staggered down the street, blood pouring from every orifice. People ran away from him in all directions, and within a few seconds the street was deserted except for the sick man. The man stopped, swaying from side to side. He tried to say something but his words got drowned out by the blood bubbling past his lips. 
 
    He fell to his knees and moaned. In the distance, a militiaman came into view around the corner. The soldier stared for a moment, then leveled his rifle. 
 
    Dad slammed the shutters closed just as the shot rang out. 
 
    A few minutes later they heard a pounding and shouting on the door. 
 
    Mom. She’d been at the market, and reported that three others were already afflicted. The bartender begged to stay. Mom and Dad weren’t the kind to turn him out. 
 
    A few minutes later, the emergency loudspeaker system crackled to life. 
 
    “Citizens! Several people have been victims of an apparent bioweapon. We are isolating those afflicted and giving them the best of treatment. Everyone is ordered to stay indoors. We have the situation under control.” 
 
    They stayed inside all day as the shots crackled in the air, near and far. Around noon, Roy spotted Mom mopping her brow. Her skin shone with sweat, and her breathing sounded labored. Roy got back to making the whiskey and pretended he hadn’t noticed. He tried to convince himself everything was OK. He told himself that Mom was only nervous. Who wouldn’t be after what she saw? All they had to do was stay inside until the authorities got rid of the sick, and then everything would be like before. 
 
    Half an hour later, a groan and a thud from the front room destroyed that illusion. 
 
    Roy’s hand froze over the bubbling pot of mash he was stirring. 
 
    The bartender screamed. A moment later Roy heard the furniture being tossed aside from where it was piled against the door. The bolt scraped and the lock clicked, and he heard the door open and the sound of running feet, receding fast. 
 
    Still Roy didn’t move. The thought kept going through his head that if he just stayed still, just remained in the back room, his world wouldn’t change. Mom and Dad were OK in the front room, and the world outside would sort itself out. 
 
    But that self-deception couldn’t last long. The sobs and ragged breathing coming from the front room shook him out of his paralysis. Quietly he set the ladle aside, stood up, stared at nothing for a moment, and crept into the front room. 
 
    Mom lay curled up in one corner, blood bubbling from her mouth. Dad held her, his forehead beaded with sweat, his breath coming in wheezy gusts. 
 
    Dad looked up and spotted Roy. 
 
    “Get out of here!” he shouted. 
 
    Roy was paralyzed for the second time. All he could do was stare at his parents, the reality of their doom slowly sinking into his consciousness. 
 
    “Get going!” Dad ordered. 
 
    “I love you baby,” Mom cried, blood spurting from her mouth with each word. Tears of blood ran down her cheeks. 
 
    “M-mom? Dad? What can I—” 
 
    “We’re gone. Save yourself. Get out of North Cape. Get far away!” 
 
    Roy edged around the far side of the room to where the door hung open. A steady roar of shots hammered the air outside. 
 
    “I love you,” Roy whispered. 
 
    “Be the man we raised you to be,” Dad said. His lips were flecked with blood and a tremor ran through his body. “Take care of Tyrone.” 
 
    The mention of his brother galvanized him into action. With a final look at his parents, he ducked out the door. 
 
    North Cape had gone insane. Bodies littered the streets, and not all of them were infected. Gunfire erupted from windows and doorways. Roy kept his hands over his head to show he was neutral and sprinted to the nearest alley. Keeping to the back streets, he headed for a neighborhood on the other side of town where he knew Tyrone and the Hellraisers hung out. 
 
    Firefights had broken out everywhere. Most were between citizens and the government militia, but groups of citizens were blasting away at each other too, and he even saw two groups of militia fighting. The plague had brought out all the divisions, and everyone was trying to grab power from everyone else. Smoke rose from a dozen burning buildings. It was a miracle that he made it to the Hellraisers’ neighborhood at all. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find Tyrone. He lay dead in a doorway, a bullet through his heart. His gun lay in his hand. Roy leaned over his brother and shuddered. His hero lay with his eyes and mouth wide open, as if surprised to discover he wasn’t immortal. His gold chain glinted as the sun briefly broke through the pall of smoke hanging over the city. 
 
    “I’ll get you one as good as mine day, little man.” 
 
    Gently Roy closed his brother’s eyes and pulled the chain off his neck and put it around his own. Then he took the pistol and slipped out of the city. 
 
    North Cape didn’t fall that day, or the day after. Soon those who had fled into the wildlands returned. Roy came back to find the shop had been burned down with the bodies of his parents in it. All the stock and equipment was gone. 
 
    Roy still had the house and the land. He took another loan on top of what his parents already had and rebuilt. A few months later another plague hit, and another revolution. That was the way things were back then. Any trace of civilization got kicked around, reformed as something more fragile, and then got kicked around again. 
 
    North Cape couldn’t take any more kicking. As people died in the streets from contagion or bullets, Roy found himself in a sorry band of a hundred or so refugees fleeing into the wildlands as the columns of smoke from the last city state anyone knew about rose to the sky behind them. They headed south. To the north lay a cluster of old industrial cities that had been destroyed in World War Four. At least one had been nuked and the rest bombed flat. Nothing that way except death and ashes. To the west lay the sea. No freighter had come from that direction for a couple of years. East wasn’t an option either. A tough bandit group that way had given the city militia a lot of trouble. If the refugees ran into them, they wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    So they headed south, not because of any hope in that direction, but because it was their only option. As they trudged through wasteland, avoiding the polluted shore and getting driven away from the fortified farms they found on the better land, their column began to grow. Other refugees and scavengers joined them, knowing there was strength in numbers. 
 
    They lost people too—to bandits, to suicide, to diseases Doc wasn’t able to cure, but still their numbers grew. By the time they found a good patch of land and a shoreline that had an easily defended peninsula, they numbered about two hundred. They, and the few farmers already tilling some of the land in the area, became the first citizens of New City. 
 
    He remembered the day they decided to stay. Doc had led a small group to check out the peninsula and its large, blocky concrete warehouse. 
 
    The warehouse, to their surprise, was abandoned. They found evidence that a few people had lived there on and off, and it had been stripped off all its contents and most of its wiring, but the structure still held. There was a pier that didn’t need much repair and they found a clean stream that emptied right at the base of the peninsula. The peninsula narrowed where it met the mainland and was only a couple of hundred meters wide. 
 
    Roy looked at this while standing by The Doctor’s side. He’d been working as his assistant since the very first day. 
 
    “This is it,” Doc had said, smiling. Roy remembered that Doc sometimes used to smile in those early days. The smiles had begun to come back thanks to Yu-jin. 
 
    “We’re going to stay here?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you tired of walking?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” 
 
    “Look at the potential of this place. Right now it’s a mess. Not much tilled land nearby, nothing working, but we’ve brought a few things, haven’t we? With the tractors and seeds we can get a crop in, and we have plenty of wiring and other stuff, plus those solar cells we managed to salvage. First we’ll build a wall across here, enclosing the stream so nobody can cut us off from the water supply. Next step is to set up those solar cells and get some electricity in the warehouse. I’ll put my clinic in there. Want to be my assistant from now on?” 
 
    “Sure,” Roy replied. The Doctor had said he was a natural with applying bandages and mixing medicines. 
 
    Roy had beamed with pride that day. Looking back, he knew that The Doctor had become a surrogate for Tyrone. He was the cool big brother, always in control, always knowing what to do, but even better. The Doctor didn’t screw up his life and there was no one to tell Roy that he shouldn’t spend time with him. He could tag along without any parents warning him off and without being told he was too young and should go on home. 
 
    The Doctor, like Tyrone, didn’t have much time for him, but he always made Roy feel welcome. Whether working quietly mixing compounds in the lab or working by his side in a crisis, staunching someone’s wound, Roy knew he was needed and appreciated. 
 
    Those first couple of years were hard but rewarding. They fought off several bandit groups, killing enough of them that word got out not to mess with New City. They lost some people too, but they didn’t give up. Soon more refugees from North Cape, plus scavengers, came to join them. 
 
    The scavengers were not allowed within the walls. That rule had come in after a string of thefts and murders. The Citizens Council decided, however, to let them camp near the walls. New City needed the trade the scavengers offered, and it would have been difficult to convince them to camp outside New City’s territory and still trade with it. 
 
    Within the walls everything stayed quiet. North Cape in those final years, the only years Roy was old enough to remember, had been a place of constant tension. Faction fought faction, fuel grew ever scarcer, the food supply was unreliable, and crime rife. All that while an oppressive group of rich, well-armed oligarchs barely managed to keep it together. 
 
    But in New City you could leave your door unlocked. There were no murders, virtually no thefts, there was peace. The people of North Cape had suffered too much to risk losing everything for a bit of selfish, short-term gain. 
 
    Back in those days, Doc still managed to find time to have a bit of a life. He could be relied on for a game of football, he showed up most nights for the big communal dinners everyone had before they built their own homes and disappeared into their own lives, and he always had a kind word for Roy when he showed up at the clinic each morning. 
 
    Roy felt happy and at home. He only had two problems—no amount of peace could replace the family he had lost, and Doc had gotten weird on him. 
 
    It hadn’t started right away, at least not in any way that Roy noticed. Doc had originally been interested in other men. 
 
    Roy had found out about that by accident. He’d come into the clinic after his shift to ask Doc a question, and found him with the town electrician. They were in the back room, kissing and looking like they were getting ready to do a lot more. 
 
    Roy stopped and stared. He didn’t feel much disgust, just surprise and a bit of disappointment. His hero was a sissy? 
 
    Forty years on he couldn’t remember what was said. Him making some fumbling apology and walking out, most likely. 
 
    Roy soon adjusted. Whatever weird stuff Doc got up to in the sack, it didn’t change the fact that he was leading them all into a brighter future. Through his leadership they had rebuilt civilization, or at least a semblance of it. The lights worked. People had medicine. You got two or sometimes even three meals a day. You could sleep soundly at night knowing someone stood on the wall watching out for you. Work in the clinic went on as before. 
 
    But Doc started acting differently towards him. When the last patient had been sent on their way, Doc would find excuses to keep Roy in the clinic. They’d have a drink together or chat, or he’d lend Roy one of his books and ask what he thought about it. While Roy should have loved the extra attention, now he began to wonder about the motivations behind it. 
 
    Those motivations became increasingly clear. The Doctor would try to get him to go on walks, like he did with some of the other young men. He’d give Roy little gifts, like some extra food or an item of clothing he thought Roy would look good in. Sometimes at work Roy would look up from his task and catch him staring at him. 
 
    The Doctor never tried anything, never even said anything too direct, he just kept up a quiet, relentless pressure. 
 
    Roy tried to ignore it, figuring Doc would take the hint. After all, Roy was already catting around with a couple of the girls in town, using up the clinic’s precious and dwindling supply of condoms. Surely Doc would realize he didn’t have a chance and turn his attention elsewhere? Every time he spotted some guy heading into the clinic after hours, Roy let out a breath of relief. Maybe now Doc would give up. 
 
    He didn’t. The dumbest thing about this was that it wasn’t more than a year or two before Doc got AIDS. Maybe he got it from that electrician, or maybe he already had it and didn’t know. But once he discovered he had it, he no longer went on long walks with men. There were no more trysts after all the day’s work was done. The Doctor became more aloof, more isolated, more of the man he would become. 
 
    So why the hell would you pursue someone for decades when you can’t even sleep with them? What did he want? 
 
    “Forty years of friendship not good enough for him? He needs more?” Roy grumbled as he wiped the counter. 
 
    Roy bit his lip and tried to ignore the sidelong glances from the guys at the bar. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud.  
 
    “You OK, Roy?” 
 
    Tammy leaned on the counter nearby, concern lining her weathered face. 
 
    Roy put on his famous grin. “Sure, everything’s fine. Just fine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin had always avoided the sea. She’d grown up in the mountains, where the air was fresher. Sure, there was a polluted valley here and there, and some of the caves had been used as dumps in the Old Times, but it was pretty easy to steer clear of the worst areas. 
 
    Not so with the sea. It stank. She didn’t even want to touch the water. Fishermen always had raw red skin and she didn’t want that to happen to hers. They also had eye infections and lung problems from the fumes. 
 
    The gas mask would help with that, but she couldn’t wear it the whole time. She had to eat and sleep, although she didn’t see how she could do either in this filth. 
 
    The motorboat had just pulled out to sea, Reginald, Marcus, and some of the other important citizens waving them off from the pier. Pablo stood with them. The boy had given her a note for his friend on board, that Chinese kid he had saved from the riots a few weeks ago. 
 
    Pablo waved and Yu-jin waved back. The kid had come to her complaining that since he was “New City’s Chief Radio Officer” he should get to go on the motorboat to meet the freighter. This had come in a childish whine that immediately turned into a very teenaged eye roll when she explained the dangers. He had been to the wildlands, you see, and was practically almost a real scavenger. He could handle himself. It was no fair that everyone else got to have all the fun. 
 
    Standing on the pier and holding his nose, he didn’t look so jealous anymore. 
 
    She squared her shoulders and looked to the west, out across that featureless expanse of gray. 
 
    Rachel, a technician a little older than her, sat at the helm with a compass and a radio tuned to an FM band that could communicate both with the shore and the freighter. It had much less range than the longwave marine radio—something Pablo was quite smug about—but the ship was close enough that they could talk. 
 
    Rachel was the only other woman on the ship. Reginald had told her that Rachel was “solid”, one of his highest compliments. That meant he only griped about her once a week or so, not every day or every hour. 
 
    Clyde and six guards filled the rest of the motorboat, three of his men and three of Reginald’s. Both sides were armed to the teeth as usual, with the addition of gas masks and thin body suits made from patchworks of Old Times plastic bags. Yu-jin had one too. It was supposed to keep the worst of the toxins off your body, but it was sweaty and made even simple tasks awkward. She’d take it off as soon as they got on the ship. She hoped their air filtering system hadn’t broken along with their engine. 
 
    Clyde and his guards had something else with them, something no one else had seen. Yu-jin couldn’t tell what. The knowing glances and hinted double meanings of some of the things they said told her they had brought a surprise along. 
 
    Another bomb? No, she couldn’t believe they’d dare defy Reginald a second time. There would be no hesitation on his part if they did. He’d ban them for sure. 
 
    The boat was crowded and had no covering, and the foul wind hit them hard as they skimmed across the waves. While the gas mask kept out the stench, her stomach still felt queasy thanks to the strange motion of the ship, bobbing up and down and never staying still for a moment. She wiped her brow and gripped the edge of the boat. 
 
    Clyde’s voice came out muffled from the gas mask. “Eat a little.”  
 
    “In this gunk?” 
 
    “You’re getting what they call ‘seasick.’ The way the boat moves messes up your stomach. If you keep a bit in it all the time it helps.” 
 
    Clyde stared at her a moment. It was impossible to detect expression behind the mask. Then he turned and opened up his rucksack, pulling out a stick of pemmican. He lifted his mask, tore off a piece with his teeth, and lowered the mask again. He quickly wrapped up the remainder and stowed it away. 
 
    “The taste of the sea gets on everything sooner or later,” he said in a voice made nearly unintelligible thanks to his full mouth and mask. “Hope this is a quick trip.” 
 
    Yu-jin took an oatcake from her bag and started chewing on it, holding her breath when she had to pull up her mask to take a bite. 
 
    Looking out at the bleak, choppy water, she saw little colored bits, some as big as her hand, most much smaller, dancing on the crests of the waves. Old Times plastic. The rainstorms always washed out some from the riverbanks and beaches and shot it into the sea. You’d think after so many years it would have run out, but the earth kept giving up more of the stuff. 
 
    When she looked back at Clyde she saw him holding a little laminated card from the Old Times. It had a painting of the Virgin Mary and infant Jesus on it, and a little prayer. She could hear him muttering to himself. After a moment he tucked the card back in his pocket and gave it a little pat. 
 
    The shore receded to a thin gray line, darker than the sea. She watched it dwindle, feeling more unsettled as she did. No swimming back from this distance, and she wasn’t a good swimmer anyway. If something went wrong with the motorboat, or if for some reason she ended up in the water, she’d be in serious trouble. 
 
    “Hey Rachel, does it stink this much further out?” she called. 
 
    “Never been this far out.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “The fisherfolk say it gets a little better the further you go out. A lot of the junk that gets spat out by the rivers sort of clings to the shore.” 
 
    A few minutes later she noticed the water looked better, although she still saw plastic and the occasional multicolored sheen of toxins floating on top of the waves.  
 
    The sky up ahead didn’t look good, though. A thick line of dark clouds was moving in from the west. 
 
    Clyde pulled off his mask and gobbled down some more pemmican. 
 
    Come to think of it, my stomach does feel better. 
 
    She grabbed some oatcake, lifted up her mask, and ate it as quickly as she could. 
 
    By the time she got her mask down her eyes had already teared up. 
 
    Rachel called over her shoulder, “I’m going to try to get around it.” 
 
    She steered it back towards shore while angling south, where the wall of clouds looked thinner. 
 
    The shore came back in sight just as the first raindrops hit. The wind picked up and the sea got choppy. Yu-jin and everyone else double checked that all their gear was wrapped up well.  
 
    Rachel managed to dodge the worst of the storm, which raged not far to their north, but what hit them was bad enough. The sea lifted them up and dashed them down, and Yu-jin got too scared to feel sick. From what she could see through the large eyepieces in Rachel’s gas mask, the engineer looked calm. Yu-jin stared at those eyes—intent, alert, but confident—until she calmed down a bit. 
 
    Don’t start looking scared, Rachel, or I’m going to freak out. 
 
    The rain came down hard. Water began to pool at the bottom of the boat. Yu-jin was about to ask for a bucket to start bailing when Rachel flipped a switch and there was a low mechanical rumble. After a minute the water level went down. It lowered until they could see the soles of their boots, and lowered no more. The rain lashed down too fast for the boat to get rid of it all. 
 
    Yu-jin had no idea what Rachel did to make the boat get rid of its own water. Some mechanical thing. She was still way behind learning about machines. Hunting, trapping, scavenging, tracking—no problem. When people started talking about machines they might as well have been speaking another language. The boat looked like it could weather the storm, though. They’d stink to high heaven, but they wouldn’t end up in the sea. 
 
    She could see why Reginald didn’t insist on being on this trip. It might have killed him. 
 
    A dark blot on the sea in the direction of shore caught her eye. She squinted, trying to peer through her gas mask and the driving rain. It looked like a sailboat. Yu-jin tapped Rachel’s shoulder and pointed. 
 
    “Better help out,” Rachel said. 
 
    When she turned the boat, Clyde and one of Reginald’s guards came to the front. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ship over there, we’re going to help them,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “We don’t have time for that!” Clyde objected. 
 
    “We’re not leaving them out here.” 
 
    A few others came up and argued among themselves. 
 
    “Sit down!” Rachel ordered. “You’re making the boat front-heavy. Don’t want that in these seas.” 
 
    The men sat back down. 
 
    Rachel pulled alongside the sailboat and cut the engine just as the rain lifted. The skies remained heavy and roiling, but for the moment the clouds weren’t pelting them with toxins. Yu-jin didn’t know much about boats, but the fishing vessel looked like a good one. It was a third full of water, though, and the fisherman sat slumped over the rope tied to the sail, apparently unconscious. 
 
    Shouts and waves got no response from him, so Rachel grabbed a pole with a steel hook on the end of it, hooked the edge of the fishing boat, and pulled it until the two hulls clunked together. Reginald’s guards hauled him in. 
 
    He was a lanky black man in his mid-twenties. He wore Old Times camo and had decent boots. Yu-jin was surprised. All the fishermen she’d ever seen wore rags. He didn’t have the typical flaky, reddened skin either. 
 
    Otherwise the guy was a mess. Vomit covered his chin and chest, and his eyes were glazed over, the lids swollen. 
 
    The guards lay him on the bottom of the motorboat. Rachel poured some clean water over the man’s face, wet a towel, and started washing him off as best she could. 
 
    Two guards, one from each faction, climbed on board the fishing boat and started scooping out the water with buckets. They picked up a couple of AK-47s, holding them high so the others could see. 
 
    Clyde motioned for them to put them down. 
 
    “A man’s gear is his business,” Clyde said. 
 
    “I always lived up in the mountains,” Yu-jin said. “Are there any fishermen who own two AKs?” 
 
    “Nope,” Clyde said. 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” 
 
    “Still not our business.” 
 
    “No, I suppose it isn’t. But what if he’s a scout for the Righteous Horde?” 
 
    Clyde shrugged. “No way to tell. He wouldn’t say even if he could speak. And having two assault rifles doesn’t mean anything. There’s plenty of folks out in the wildlands toting that kind of firepower—” 
 
    “I know. I grew up in the wildlands.” 
 
    “—so there’s an even chance he’s legit. I’m not going to start policing the wildlands. Those suckers turn around and come back for seconds and I’ll give them hell, but if they go off somewhere else it’s not my problem anymore.” 
 
    The fisherman or whatever he was stirred. With Yu-jin’s help, he got into a sitting position, his back against the side of the boat. His head lolled to one side. Rachel poured some more water on his face and a guard handed him a canteen. The man managed to take a small drink. 
 
    The storm had calmed. They could see the shore getting hit pretty hard, but above them and out to sea there was only a light overcast. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Yu-jin asked him. 
 
    “David,” he croaked. 
 
    “Where you headed, David?” 
 
    The fisherman paused for the briefest moment. “New City. South isn’t safe anymore. There’s some cult sweeping everybody up.” 
 
    “They attacked New City too. I was up in the mountains but I saw the aftermath. They lost a few hundred people.” 
 
    David slumped. “So I’ve heard. I’m sorry the stories are true.” 
 
    The stranger took another sip of water and sat up, looking more revived. 
 
    Yu-jin remembered something a friend in town had told her. 
 
    “Plenty of work up there right now, but the pay’s bad because everyone got hit so hard by the attack and then the crop got ruined.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s bad down south too. As for the pay, my needs are simple.” 
 
    “We’ll tow your boat to shore. You can weather out the storm and then finish your trip once it’s cleared,” Yu-jin told him. 
 
    “We got a mission to accomplish,” Clyde objected. 
 
    “And we’ll get to it,” Yu-jin replied, “and we’ll get to it my way. You need me.” 
 
    Yu-jin couldn’t believe her attitude. A month ago she’d have never spoken to an elder like this, but a month ago felt like a lifetime ago. There was too much at stake for her to remain her old self. 
 
    “We can’t bring him along and we don’t have time to tow him to shore,” Clyde said. 
 
    “He might not make it to shore on his own. What if another storm kicks up?” Yu-jin pointed out. 
 
    Clyde lowered his voice and leaned in close to her. “I thought you wanted to fix that damn freighter.” 
 
    “I do,” she said quietly enough that the fisherman wouldn’t hear, “but I’m not going to let him die either. The freighter can wait a day.” She turned and called to Rachel where she sat in the front. “Do we have enough fuel to go back to shore and still get where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yeah. It will be tight but we should be OK.” 
 
    “But there’s still the delay, and we don’t know what other troubles they might have. We should get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    This was from one of Reginald’s guards. Yu-jin glared at him until she realized that her expression remained invisible behind her gas mask. 
 
    “We’re taking him in. The Doctor said I was in command,” Yu-jin said, switching to his title because it carried so much authority with people. 
 
    “I’m just saying—” 
 
    “I’ll go,” David said. 
 
    The fisherman picked himself up and clambered onto his boat. 
 
    “Wait, we can take you,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a cause of dissention among you.” 
 
    “Let me get you some food,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “I have food.” 
 
    “Here’s a jug of water.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Clyde pulled a towel out of his bag. 
 
    “Here, this is clean. Soak it with some of that water and put it around your nose and mouth.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Good luck, and no hard feelings, buddy,” Clyde said. 
 
    “I bear you no ill will.” 
 
    The man readied his sail and it puffed out, catching the strong wind. Within a minute he had made it far from them, heading for the shore while angling north for New City. Rachel turned on the engine and steered back in the direction of the freighter. 
 
    “That was good of you to give him that towel,” Yu-jin said to Clyde. 
 
    “He seemed like a decent guy. The way he acted you could tell he wasn’t from the Righteous Horde.” 
 
    They had only gone another half hour when the sea blackened and the rain poured down stronger than before. Everyone hunkered down, trying to shelter themselves from the wind while holding onto anything they could. Rachel kept a calm demeanor, steering the boat straight into the wind. Her confidence gave Yu-jin confidence, but still she worried. As the rain lashed down, Yu-jin sent up a prayer for that poor man stuck out alone in the storm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The trip to the coastline felt like a bad dream. David’s stomach churned at every ocean swell and even the dim light of the bleak day seemed to pierce his eyes like daggers. David figured this was what seasickness felt like. He’d always laughed at people who got sick on boats; now he could only sympathize. It had taken a toxic downpour to make him sick. Imagine feeling like this every time you got on the water! 
 
    As his sailboat headed northeast, David kept looking over his shoulder in the direction in which the New City motorboat had disappeared. 
 
    They were heading to the freighter; he felt sure of it. But that wasn’t the whole story. The Asian woman had said to that older guy, “You need me.” And neither he nor the other gunmen looked too happy about it. They hadn’t argued, though. 
 
    Need her for what? She seemed to be both in charge and afraid at the same time. 
 
    Whatever she feared, she would soon have something else to be afraid of. A dark line of clouds frowned over the western horizon and a reeking wind had picked up. 
 
    David gritted his teeth and unfurled the sail to its greatest extent. He wasn’t sure he could survive another downpour. He needed to make it to land before the storm hit. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    A wall of acid rain closed in behind him like a poison curtain. David saw it coming and wrapped the towel the older man had given him over his nose and mouth and put a blanket over his head like a hood. 
 
    It didn’t do much good. The rain sheeted down, stinging his eyes to near blindness and making him gag and cough. If his stomach had retained anything from the past day’s meal, he would have vomited. Instead his body was wracked with dry heaves. 
 
    He kept on course, guiding more by sense than sight, his hands sure on the sail rope. Years of sailing with his father and mother kept him on course. 
 
    As he clung with one hand on the line and the other on the tiller, he saw his parents as if in a vision. His father cancerous yet proud, his mother dangerously thin and yet beautiful. What would they think of the things he had done? They had been kind people, gentle people. Or at least as kind and as gentle as a world such as this let people be. 
 
    They would be ashamed of what he had done. His father had always taught him to respect women. What would he have said if he could have seen David dragging a comfort woman into his tent? His mother had always taught him that life was sacred. What would she have said when he gunned down entire families? 
 
    If God existed, they were in heaven. Could they see what he had done on Earth? Had he spent the last two years torturing angels? 
 
    “I want to make amends,” he heard himself choke out. “Just give me a chance to do that before You kill me.” 
 
    The rain filled the bottom of the boat with several centimeters of oily water. David could feel the vessel responding sluggishly because of the extra weight. He wanted to fetch the bucket and start bailing, but didn’t dare let go of the tiller and rope. He might not have the strength to grab them again. 
 
    So he remained locked in place, half blind and miserable, praying for a miracle. All he heard was the rain and the occasional thump as the boat hit a fish floating dead on the surface. 
 
    The miracle took a long time in coming. 
 
    The rain slackened and eventually died down to a patter. Through bleary eyes, David spotted the distant shore. He thought he saw buildings but his sight was too blurred to tell for sure. The boat seemed to move towards shore of its own accord. Was his left hand still on the tiller? Did his right hand still hold the sail rope? 
 
    He didn’t know. There was nothing but nausea and pain and the dim realization that the shore drew closer. 
 
    When the boat ground onto the rocky strand, he lurched forward, knocking his head on the gunwale. He slipped down and fell face first into the water at the bottom of the boat. 
 
    David struggled to rise, coughing and sputtering, but only managed to flail about like a dying fish. He couldn’t even raise his head out of the water. He was drowning inside his own boat. 
 
    Suddenly a strong hand grabbed him and pulled him up. A clean cloth ran over his face, wiping off the grime and some of the stench. David blinked, eyes stinging, and tried to focus. 
 
    The rain had stopped. He saw an older white man with thick glasses and black hair that didn’t have a touch of gray. That seemed odd in a man who looked so old. The man looked at him kindly. 
 
    “Are you Jesus or Judas?” the man asked. 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    The man gave a little laugh. 
 
    “It’s a question I ask everybody. We are at war, my friend. Good versus evil. And most people don’t even know what side they’re on.” 
 
    With surprising strength, the older man hauled him out of the boat. 
 
    “I always go walking on the beach this time of day to pray and reflect,” the man said as he lay David down on the beach. “I find it peaceful here despite the smell. Today I almost didn’t come because of the rains, but something told me I should. It must have been the Lord speaking to me.” 
 
    David tried to sit. The stranger helped him up. 
 
    “Thank you,” David said. “I don’t think I could have gotten out of the boat without you.” 
 
    The man extended a hand, holding David’s back with the other one. “I’m the Reverend Enoch Wallace of the New World United Church.” 
 
    David shook his hand. “A Christian.” 
 
    “I am indeed and proud of it. Do you believe?” 
 
    “I … I’ve strayed.” 
 
    “God will always take you back if you let Him.” 
 
    David nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Let’s get you back to my house and cleaned up.” The Reverend helped him up. “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “David Nimitz.” 
 
    “David is a fine name, yes. I had a brother named David, a long time ago,” Reverend Wallace said, his face clouding over for a moment. 
 
    David found his feet and staggered over to the boat. He reached in and got his canteen and, to his relief, found it still half full. He washed out his mouth, took a few swigs, and poured the rest on his face. 
 
    The Reverend chuckled. “Better?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Just think how you’ll feel after a bath. I have running water piped in from New City.” 
 
    “New City! That’s where I’m trying to go. I didn’t think I’d make it.” 
 
    “The Lord guided you, my friend. Let’s get this boat further up the beach so it doesn’t wash away with the tide.” 
 
    The Reverend hauled it a couple of meters above the tide line. David grabbed his gear. He still felt weak and the Reverend had to carry most of it. 
 
    “I live in the Burbs,” he said. “It’s a settlement for noncitizens beyond the city walls. A vile den of thieves, whoremongers, and enemies of the faith, but there is good there too. The perfect place for a church.” 
 
    David laughed at that. The Reverend studied him, his gaze lingering on the two AK-47s strapped to David’s back. 
 
    “We’re you coming here to trade?” 
 
    “I am,” David replied. He paused to collect his thoughts before going on. “I got jumped by some weird cult down south. Killed a couple and took one of their guns. Good thing I got away from the main group. There must be a couple thousand of them.” 
 
    David figured telling part of the truth would be better than creating a lie out of nothing. He’d never liked lying, although lying was the only way to survive in the Righteous Horde. 
 
    Reverend Wallace nodded, his face grim. “They attacked us a while back. A nasty bunch. Twisting the Scriptures to fit their own evil. We beat them, though. Now we face a bigger enemy.” 
 
    David stumbled and the Reverend had to hold him up. They crossed over some foul-smelling sand dunes. To the north they could see a scattering of tents and cabins. 
 
    “The outskirts of the Burbs,” the Reverend told him. “Not far now.”  
 
    The rest of the Burbs and New City came into view. Even through his misery David felt a bit of trepidation. Conquering this place had been the last hope of the Righteous Horde. The Pure One had been too successful for his own good. Too many people had joined and in his megalomania, the cult leader would not turn them away. The contents of the bunkers and the stores from the farms they looted had barely been enough to keep them all fed. 
 
    But here they had found something approaching the civilization of the Old Times. There was electricity here, and running water. Clean soil all around, at least when they had attacked. After all the recent toxic rains their stores would be less than usual, but even so they could feed David’s people for some time to come. Even better, here the rule of law still reigned and the city traded with a functioning freighter that came from some place even more advanced. 
 
    This was the Promised Land. 
 
    If only he’d survive long enough to enjoy it. The Reverend practically had to carry him the last few hundred meters past the tents and shacks, the ragged inhabitants staring at the two curiously, until they made it to a handsome frame building with a wooden cross painted white jutting from the steeple. 
 
    Without saying a word, they both stopped. 
 
    “I’ve made it,” David whispered. 
 
    “You have, brother,” Reverend Wallace said. “My house is around back. Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    Someone called from across the street. 
 
    “Hey Reverend, looks like you found a lost sheep.” 
 
    The Reverend laughed at that. “Lost no more, Veronica, lost no more.” 
 
    Rounding the church, they came to a little frame house with flowers planted out front, now sadly wilted. David’s head spun and he had trouble focusing. He got a vague impression of a living room with a few books on a shelf and two comfortable chairs, then a short hallway past a tiny bedroom to a bathroom with a porcelain bathtub from the Old Times. One of those curved pipes they used to call taps stood at one end. 
 
    He heard the Reverend’s voice come as if from a great distance. “Water piped in from New City. I’m a citizen, you see, and this is my one luxury. No hot water like you see in the movies, but I’ll put some wood in the stove and heat some up for you. Strip down and get in the tub. You’ll have to do that yourself. The New World United Church accepts all sorts, but that doesn’t mean we have to participate, do we? Ha! Let God judge, that’s what I say.” 
 
    When the Reverend left the room, David slumped to the floor. On instinct he carefully set aside his gear and the guns out of reach of the tub so they wouldn’t get any wetter than they were already. He’d have to strip and clean the guns once he recovered. Feeling sick all over, he peeled off his soaking clothes and crawled into the bathtub. 
 
    He stared at the tap. How did it work? 
 
    David drifted off for a time, only to awaken to the sensation of water lapping over his chest. He sat bolt upright and splashed about. 
 
    “Whoa! Easy there. Your boat’s not sinking, you’re taking a bath!” 
 
    The Reverend’s kind face appeared above him. Blearily David looked at the tap and gasped. 
 
    Water was pouring from it! It was like a waterfall in miniature. How did that work? 
 
    The water had already filled the bath halfway to the top. It was cold but David didn’t mind. It was clean. The Reverend poured a bucket of steaming water into the bath and the water grew warm. 
 
    “Here, take this soap. I hope you don’t mind me saying that you need it. Rodney is cleaning your clothes outside. Give yourself a good scrub, and then we’ll drain this bath and fill it up again. It’s a bit extravagant to have two baths the same day but I think we can make an exception in your case. You’re more than welcome to stay here until you recover but I’d rather not feel ill every time we’re in the same room.” 
 
    Feeling refreshed already, David scrubbed himself down, the suds mixing with the oily gunk from his body. Once done, Reverend Wallace showed him how to empty the bath and fill it again, and brought another bucket of hot water. 
 
    This time David felt more relaxed, and luxuriated in the sensation of being immersed in water the same temperature as his body. He’d never sat in a bathtub before. The only ones he’d seen were cracked and broken wrecks in landfills and some faded photographs in old magazines. 
 
    Photographs! He glanced at his bag. Had the camera survived? 
 
    No time to check that now, the Reverend poked his head through the door. 
 
    “Here’s a towel. Get yourself dried up. Rodney is making lunch. I hope you can get some food down you. Your clothes are hanging above the stove drying. I’ll bring them in shortly.” 
 
    Once David got dry and put on his clothes, he walked down the short hallway to the living room. His limbs felt heavy and creaky, but his skin no longer stank. A meal sounded like a wonderful idea. 
 
    Now that he was more awake, he took in the contents of the living room. Two handmade, cushioned chairs stood facing each other over a battered little metal table from the Old Times. The Reverend Wallace sat in one of the chairs, smiling at him. 
 
    “You look better.” 
 
    “I feel better. Thank you.” 
 
    A painting of a white Jesus hung above the fireplace. Like many other homes, the walls were decorated with photos taken from old magazines. They showed giant churches shining in the sun, plus a few rainbows and sunsets. 
 
    “This is a cheery place,” David said, sitting down. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” the Reverend replied. 
 
    Suddenly David burst into tears. The kindness from a stranger, the luxury of the bath, the beautiful pictures, this comfortable room, it was all too much. He’d never had a home like this, just a ragged little lean-to on the beach with his parents, but they had had pictures of churches too, and this place gave him the same feeling. 
 
    The Reverend placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s OK, son. The Lord guided you to this place for a reason. It’s all part of a greater plan.” 
 
    A door opening made David look up. He hadn’t survived this long without responding to any sound of movement. 
 
    A thin white man stood at the door with a tray holding two steaming bowls and some bread. David’s stomach grumbled but he studied the newcomer warily. He had the appearance of a man who had starved for a long time and hadn’t yet fully recovered. His face was sunken and lined, and he walked with a stoop. His eyes were downcast and had a beaten, lightless look to them. 
 
    A slave, David realized. This man has been a slave. 
 
    A sudden prickling realization made his heart beat fast. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    “David, this is Rodney, one of my congregation. He had a run-in with the same cult you did but didn’t get off so easily. They enslaved him for several months, forcing him to carry packs. After we defeated them, he was one of the many to escape. My church has taken in many of these refugees.” 
 
    “We’re so grateful, Reverend,” Rodney said in a croaking voice. David noticed the livid line of a fresh scar on his throat. 
 
    “All gratitude should go to the Lord, Rodney. It was He who really saved you,” the Reverend said, although he looked pleased with his servant’s gratitude. 
 
    Rodney glanced at David but gave him that blank look white people so often made. David didn’t spot any hostility there, but he also didn’t see any recognition beyond taking in the color of his skin. 
 
    For once the careless looks white people gave him worked in David’s favor. He only hoped Rodney wouldn’t recognize him as an individual, and remember seeing him before. 
 
    “Oh, and Rodney,” the Reverend said. “David here has a boat on the south beach. You’ll know it as soon as you see it. It’s the only boat on that stretch. Send one of the farmhands to watch it. Send Alan. He’s reliable.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rodney placed the tray on the table and left. 
 
    David dove for the food, checked himself, and put his hands together. 
 
    He and the Reverend said grace. 
 
    The meal was vegetable stew with a few bits of chicken in it. It and the bread tasted delicious, and it took all of David’s willpower not to gobble it down in three seconds. With his stomach in such a bad state, he needed to pace himself. 
 
    Once he got halfway through his meal he asked, “So how many refugees are there in New City?” 
 
    “In New City? None. Noncitizens aren’t allowed inside the walls without permission, and they’re never allowed to live there. I think it’s uncharitable, as do a few fellow citizens, but we’ve been outvoted so many times we don’t bring it up at council meetings anymore. The refugees all live in the Burbs, or along the shore. The Doctor gave them hooks and lines and many work as fishermen. Some are on farms too. I have fifteen working my lands. They were weak and slow at first, but now that they’re getting their strength back they’re some of the best workers I have.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” David asked again. It was risky pressing the issue, but he needed to know how much danger he was in. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Two, three hundred perhaps.” 
 
    Hundreds of them. Even if most lived on farms or on the beach, that still left far too many around the Burbs who could remember his face. 
 
    A strange sound came through the open window. It sounded like musical instruments but not like any he had ever heard before. There was a wailing flute, and the clash of cymbals, and something that sounded like a deep horn. 
 
    Reverend Wallace leaped to his feet, his face growing red as he glared out the window. 
 
    “Those blasted people are at it again! Oh Lord, why won’t they leave us in peace!” 
 
    “What is that?” David asked. 
 
    “It’s them, the Chinese! Playing that Devil’s imitation of music!” 
 
    The Reverend stormed over to the window and slammed the shutters. David blinked at him in surprise. Why was he so upset? It wasn’t that loud. 
 
    “If it bothers you why don’t you ask them to play more quietly?” David asked. 
 
    “Why don’t I ask them to head off into the wildlands and never come back? That’s what I really want to ask them, but if I do that then I’m the bad one. I’m the one who deserves Blame, instead of them!” 
 
    David paused a moment. So much had happened since he had been in the Righteous Horde he’d forgotten how most people hated the Chinese. They’d been accepted in the Horde. Everyone who was free of toxins had a place. 
 
    The Reverend stomped around the living room, his hands balled into fists. 
 
    “They were hiding amongst us all this time, and when that ship came one of them acted as translator, seduced The Doctor, and we ended up trading with them instead of blowing them out of the water!” 
 
    “Wait, the freighter is Chinese?” David blurted out. He could have kicked himself for saying it, because how could he possibly know about the freighter if his story about being down south were true? He started thinking up an excuse about meeting another fisherman on the sea who told him, but he needn’t have bothered. The Reverend Wallace wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    “They came all the way from China to dangle baubles in front of our faces. Came with a big boatload of rice too. Convenient, isn’t it? Showed up right after a toxic rain ruined half the crop. But did anyone think to question that little bit of timing? Oh no, they’re our friends from across the sea! Long lost brothers!” 
 
    “Um, but—” 
 
    “So we buy up a bunch of their rice, giving them all sorts of things in trade, including a crane! A crane, of all things! What are they going to do with it? It was so large we never had a use for it, so what do they need it for? If gambling wasn’t a sin I’d bet this house that they’re going to build more ships, a whole navy so they can invade!” 
 
    “I really don’t think—” 
 
    “Oh, they’re wily, they’re cunning, like all the Devil’s minions are,” the Reverend growled, sweat pouring off his face. His hands trembled as he walked in fast, tight circles in the middle of the room. “But I can’t say that. Oh no, that would be Blame! You know the sheriff warned me to stop speaking my mind from the pulpit? Now I can’t even preach God’s word! I can’t warn good Christians against the greatest danger God’s people ever faced!” 
 
    David’s eyes narrowed. The Reverend didn’t go on. Not because he saw David’s expression—he was oblivious to everything except his own rant—instead he seemed too overcome with rage to form words. He stood there, shaking, eyes unfocused, or focused on something far away. 
 
    David had seen that look, too many times. It was the look of someone who couldn’t put something behind them. It was the look of pain transferred onto another person. 
 
    Or group of people. 
 
    David lifted himself out of the chair. Every muscle and bone weighed him down with weariness. He reached into his pack, pulled out a Blue Can, and set it on the table. 
 
    As the metal clanked on the wood surface, the Reverend snapped out of his fury and looked at him curiously. 
 
    “I’m on a journey,” David explained, “and this isn’t where I’m supposed to end up. Take this can as trade for the bath and lunch. I don’t want to owe you.” 
 
    David picked up his bag and his guns and trudged out of the door, leaving the Reverend standing alone in the middle of the room. 
 
    David headed for the thickest part of the Burbs, not knowing where he was going. He didn’t get fifty meters before he heard the Reverend shouting behind him. 
 
    “Devil! You’re a Devil come to help them! Get thee from my sight, you abomination! You’ll be the ruin of us all!” 
 
    David kept on going. He heard the slam of a door but didn’t look back. He strolled along the muddy lane, looking around him in wonder. A few stalls beside the road sold battered items from the Old Times or newly made crafts, while at open-air workshops people sawed logs or cured leather. The smell of soup wafted through the air from a little restaurant made up of nothing but a few planks and rough seats set in front of a cooking pit. Someone sat down and a woman ladled some soup into an old plastic bowl from a big pot simmering over the flames. David had to angle to one side as three laughing children shot past him, kicking a ball made from old cloth tied together with twine. 
 
    He remembered the first time he had come here, back when he was part of a conquering army. The Burbs had been abandoned, everyone having fled behind the walls of New City, taking anything of value with them. David and some of the others in his faction had scoured through a few homes looking for anything of worth and came up with nothing. 
 
    They hadn’t searched for long, because soon The Pure One ordered an attack. They’d swarmed up against the wall and gotten mown down. They’d dismantled dozens of houses to make rafts to get at the peninsula from the sides, and got tangled in barbed wire and mown down again. They’d lost hundreds of fighters. David figured they’d killed at least a couple of hundred defenders, he knew he’d killed a few himself, but that counted for nothing compared to the Horde’s losses. 
 
    Looking around, it seemed that the homes they’d wrecked had been rebuilt. It was like the Righteous Horde had never passed through here. 
 
    David snorted in disgust. All that planning, all that struggle, brushed away. 
 
    What a waste. They didn’t have to attack. A sane leader would have made a deal. The Righteous Horde had plenty to trade, more arms and gear than it needed. They could have traded for food, or land. They could have settled here. 
 
    And some had. He passed a skeletally thin man, his cheeks sunken, eyes like pellets in deep sockets. David could tell immediately that he had been one of the porters. They had all looked like that. He was carrying a load of firewood on a basket. He was still a porter, but now he was free. 
 
    The porter glanced in his direction. David ducked between two sheds made of scrap metal and hurried to the next street over. 
 
    He found himself moving closer to the New City wall, a tall barrier made up of sheets of steel, old vehicles, and sandbags. Even from almost a kilometer away it gave him the chills. He could practically see the sparks as bullets panged off its surface, practically smell the burning bodies of his comrades writhing in agony at its base. 
 
    He turned away to shake off the memories. A large building up ahead caught his eye. It was decked out in garish, multicolored lights, all turned off at the moment. A big sign on top had a strange symbol followed by the numbers “87,953”. Two black men strolled up to the front door, opened it, and entered, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Curious, David went up to the door. On it was a sign that said, “Roy loves everybody.” 
 
    David snorted. 
 
    You wouldn’t love me if you knew what I’d done. 
 
    The sound of talk and laughter came from within. The place had the look of a big shop or a food hall or something. 
 
    David opened the door to look inside. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    It was still early, but a good crowd had shown up for the regular Tuesday get together. Not as much as on a Sunday, of course, because a lot of folks had to head to the fields or get a jump on the trading day. 
 
    Jaylen had set up his barber’s chair. It was an ancient thing, bulky and made of cast iron, a bit like Jaylen himself. Roy had never seen another one like it outside of an old magazine. The thing weighed a ton and Roy always griped about having to haul it out of the back room every Tuesday morning. He always needed Jaylen and at least one other person to help. 
 
    “Why can’t we just leave it out here?” Roy had asked once. 
 
    “Because someone will puke on it.” 
 
    The man had a point. 
 
    The chair sat empty. It looked like Jaylen wouldn’t have any takers this week. It didn’t matter; people came for the talk. Ethan was crowing to Justin and Tyler about last Sunday’s checkmate against Malik while Jamal and Caleb sat in a corner talking books. Roy was cleaning up the tables and listening in, still wondering how the hell he was going to pull off Chinese New Year’s without having his business burned down. 
 
    The door opened, sunlight silhouetting an unfamiliar figure. 
 
    “Bar’s closed,” Roy called out. 
 
    The figure shifted and Roy saw the man’s face. 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry, brother. Come on in!” 
 
    He looked ragged, exhausted, but he was well equipped with a pack, full camo, and a pair of AKs strapped to his back and a 9mm on his belt. The newcomer took a step inside and looked around uncertainly. 
 
    “I thought you said the bar was closed,” he said. 
 
    “Members only club on Tuesday mornings,” Roy said. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “You’re automatically a member.” 
 
    The man saw all the black faces and grinned. “Right on.” 
 
    “Come on in and get out of the stink. I’m Roy. This is my bar. Don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.” 
 
    The man shuffled across the room to them. “I’m David. Been in the wildlands for a while. I was here once, a long time ago. Never got to come in here, though.” 
 
    “What, didn’t come into the best bar in the Burbs?” Tyler asked as David sat down next to him and clasped his hand. 
 
    “I was, um, busy. Glad to get here now.” 
 
    “We meet every Sunday and Tuesday,” Jaylen said. “Sundays just to shoot the shit. Today I do haircuts.” 
 
    “And shoot the shit,” Justin added. 
 
    David ran his hand through his hair. “I could use one. Got caught out in that rain. Hair still feels greasy.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s bad luck,” Tyler said. “You don’t stink, though.” 
 
    Roy laughed. “You’ll have to forgive Tyler. He doesn’t have many social graces.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” David said with a smile. “When I beached my boat I was so weak I couldn’t even stand. Reverend Wallace hauled me out and gave me a bath and lunch. Saved my life. Then I had to save myself from Reverend Wallace.” 
 
    “He freak out on you?” Jamal asked, looking up from the tattered old book he and Caleb were studying. 
 
    David shook his head in wonder. “Some Chinese were playing music. He almost had a heart attack.” 
 
    “We all almost had a heart attack when we found out they were living here,” Ethan grumbled. 
 
    David gave him an irritated look. “I don’t have a problem with anyone. The Lord never said ‘kill the Chinese.’” 
 
    Jamal’s eyes lit up. “A Godly man! Good to meet you. You Muslim?” 
 
    “Christian. Known a few Muslim brothers in my time, though,” David smiled at him. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with the Muslim brothers,” Justin said. “Can’t hang with them on a Friday night, though.” 
 
    Jamal grinned at David. “You just missed it. Justin just came down from the roof. Roy told him that drinks were on the house!” 
 
    Everyone laughed, even Justin. David turned to Jaylen. “What you trade for a haircut?” 
 
    Jaylen moved over to his barber’s chair. “Trade whatever you want for this first one. Got to tell you, though, that you’re not allowed to trade before meeting with The Doctor. One of those rules they got. They want dibs on anything good. He looks the other way for little stuff, though. When people come to town they often trade with someone to guard their stuff or to get a good meal. He doesn’t care about that so he won’t care about this.” 
 
    David looked worried. “Speaking of, I left my boat on the south beach. Reverend Wallace said he’d send someone to watch it but I think that offer’s been revoked.” 
 
    Tyler got up. “I gotta get going anyway. I’ll send one of my kids to watch it until you get back.” 
 
    “Thanks, man, that’s real nice of you.” 
 
    “You home now, brother,” Tyler said, clasping his hand. 
 
    David struggled out of his seat and moved over to the barber’s chair. Once again Roy noticed how exhausted he looked. If he had sailed through that gunk outside it was a miracle he could still stand, bath or no bath. Didn’t look like a fisherman, though. And if he was a scavenger, he was the best-armed scavenger he’d ever seen. 
 
    Best watch this one, Roy thought. Better tell Annette too. 
 
    David slumped into the barber’s chair. Jaylen put a blanket over his chest and tied it around his neck, then placed his hands on David’s shoulders. “So what you want, my man? Anything you want but it’s gotta be natural. I don’t do no conk, I don’t do no quiff, and I sure as fuck don’t do no Jheri curl.” 
 
    “What’s a Jheri curl?” 
 
    “An embarrassing chapter in the history of an otherwise proud people. Best to leave it buried. I can do any style Afro or fade you like, or shave it off.” 
 
    Jaylen held up a mirror so David could see himself. The newcomer picked at his hair and chuckled. “Anything would be better than this nappy-assed mess. Shave it off.” 
 
    “Going clean!” Roy chuckled. 
 
    David’s face darkened for a moment before he controlled himself. If Roy hadn’t had such a sharp eye for people he’d have missed it. 
 
    “Yeah, clean is what I need,” David said in a low voice. 
 
    Definitely watch this one. 
 
    Jaylen got to work with a pair of scissors. David could barely keep his eyes open. 
 
    “So what brings you to town?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Been scavenging down south, but there’s some crazy cult moving through the region, eating up everything.” 
 
    “We met them,” Roy nodded. 
 
    “And blasted them back into the wildlands,” Jaylen said. “Roy here brews his own, and he brewed up some pure grain alcohol and made firebombs. Burned a whole bunch of them.” 
 
    “I see,” David said quietly. 
 
    Once Jaylen got David’s hair cut down to stubble, he soaped up David’s head and went to work with a straight razor. 
 
    “Yes, Roy was the hero of the hour. Me, I’m too old to fight. I helped with the wounded. You know barbers used to be surgeons back in the olden days?” 
 
    “I’ll just take a haircut if you don’t mind,” David replied. 
 
    Jaylen chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, if you’d been lying in the clinic with a bullet in your gut you’d have spoken to me differently. I know first aid, learned it from The Doctor himself.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What kind of a man is he?” 
 
    “Well, if you ask five brothers that question you’ll get eight opinions. The consensus is that he means well even when he’s screwing things up. How much he’s screwing things up depends on your point of view. Personally I think the man is doing the best he can in a bad situation.” 
 
    “He treats us OK?” David asked. 
 
    “Treats everyone equal, at least under the law. Can’t stop the usual bullshit, though. Probably doesn’t even see it.” 
 
    “Of course he don’t see it!” Ethan said. “He’s always hiding in that old warehouse. Never comes out except to trade or to cut off the lights.” 
 
    “Cut off the lights?” David asked. 
 
    Ethan made a face. “When the Chinese came out and showed us they had been living here all this time, a bunch of people rioted. A couple of the Chinese got killed, bunch of houses trashed. The Doctor got so mad he cut off electricity to the Burbs until restitution was paid.” 
 
    “And it was a good thing he did too,” Roy said. 
 
    “Now that’s where you’re wrong,” Ethan replied. “It’s collective punishment. Not everyone rioted, just some people, so why punish all of us?” 
 
    “Because he had no way to pick out who was guilty and who was innocent,” Roy insisted. 
 
    “So he just punishes everybody?” Ethan sneered. “That’s history repeating itself right there, brother.” 
 
    “The community sinned,” David said in a calm, weary voice, “and therefore the community has to be punished. The next step is for the community to heal.” 
 
    Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “And how the fuck are we supposed to do that?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “By embracing our former enemies and making peace with them.” 
 
    “The man’s talking sense,” Jaylen said. “I won’t give him good odds that he’ll be listened to.” 
 
    “That Chinese party the Reverend told me about will be a good start,” David said. 
 
    “I’m hosting that,” Roy said proudly. 
 
    “Good for you. I’ll be sure to come.” 
 
    Jaylen brushed away the last hair, whisked off the blanket, and held up the mirror for David to see himself. 
 
    “You look like a completely different man,” Jaylen said. 
 
    “Yeah,” David replied, obviously pleased. “Thanks, I needed that.” 
 
    Jaylen went over to a nearby chair and sat down heavily. 
 
    “There was a time when I could cut ten heads of hair in a row without having to take a breather,” he sighed. 
 
    “There was a time when we thought we knew who our neighbors were,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Now don’t go starting that again,” Roy said. 
 
    Ethan raised his hands. “I’m not saying people should have rioted, and you know I was against what they did to your prayer hall, Jamal. I helped clean up, didn’t I? It’s just that they can’t expect us to trust them when they’ve been lying to us all this time.” 
 
    “You can’t expect them to trust us after trashing their houses and stealing all their stuff,” Roy said. Why the hell did he even have to explain this? 
 
    “Wait, what happened?” David asked, coming out of a doze. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what we just said?” Jamal asked. “When that Chinese freighter came and it turned out we had some Chinese living here, a bunch of people went crazy and decided to have themselves a lynching.” 
 
    “Of us?” David asked. 
 
    “No, of the Chinese.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “But there weren’t enough of them,” Jamal said, “So a bunch of other homes got robbed, and some clowns broke into the Muslim prayer room and took a dump on our rugs.” 
 
    David only shook his head. 
 
    Ethan cut in. “Like I said, that was bad. Shouldn’t have happened. But now we’re supposed to trust them? We got to be careful to keep what we have.” 
 
    Jamal gave him an annoyed glance. “I’m not worried about the Chinese. I’m worried about the weather. What if these rains keep up until spring? The harvest will be even worse than the last one!” 
 
    “Less wheat and hops to use in my stills,” Roy said. “Maybe I’ll have to teach myself to make sake.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jamal asked. 
 
    “Rice wine.” 
 
    Ethan snorted. “Why you talking about booze at a time like this? We have another thin harvest and food’s going to be short. Even if we get more rice from the ship there’ll be no spare biofuel. How am I going to get my irrigation canal dug?” 
 
    “We’ve had toxic squalls before. Once whatever it is out there drains itself out, it will get better,” Roy said. He’d said that at the bar a lot lately. 
 
    “Yeah, but how long will that take? This seems bigger, and with a stormy winter we’re getting a ton of it,” Ethan said. “And you know when the winter is rough we get lots of storms in spring too. What if the dump or whatever it is decides to keep on draining?” 
 
    “Nah, it will drain out. I’ve seen plenty of these before,” Roy said. It was true, and the worst ones had led to some pretty thin times. 
 
    “I’m telling you this one feels bigger,” Ethan said. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Jamal said. “We just got to pray it stops.” 
 
    Ethan snorted again. Roy scowled at him. That punk was too negative. Negativity never led anyone anywhere. 
 
    “What you think, my man?” Roy asked, turning to David. 
 
    The newcomer didn’t respond. He was sound asleep in Jaylen’s chair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    By the time the storm had abated everyone felt almost as bad off as the man they had helped. Their skin itched at the hems of their suits, and any exposed skin felt oily and vile. A couple of the men retched over the side. 
 
    Yu-jin clambered over all the gear and extended legs to get to the front of the boat. 
 
    “We almost there?” Yu-jin asked Rachel. 
 
    “Another hour or so.” 
 
    Yu-jin sat down next to Clyde. 
 
    “Another hour.” 
 
    “Good, I’ve had just about all I want of this. I hope that guy weathered the storm OK.” 
 
    Yu-jin was about to snap back at him that he would have weathered the storm a lot better if they had helped him to shore, but she controlled herself. There was no point in arguing and while she disagreed with him, she could understand his position. 
 
    “The freighter has an air filtration system,” she said. “It worked well when we were in Toxic Bay. I hope it’s working now.” 
 
    “You and me both, but I’m more worried about their firepower.” 
 
    “We’re not at war.” 
 
    “Everyone is always at war. An Old Times military writer once said that diplomacy was just a period of rest between wars.” 
 
    “And look where that kind of thinking got them. Hating the Chinese isn’t going to make the world a better place.” 
 
    Clyde rounded on her. 
 
    “I don’t hate the Chinese. I don’t hate anybody. I’m scared of the Chinese. They got more power than we do. They got a smelter and folks who can refit a freighter. They got a goddam city state over there. Maybe more than one! Who knows what else they’re hiding. You know, I’ve had my team scanning the airwaves for years, and never heard anything coming over skip. Nothing. For a while I thought we were all that was left, but then I got to thinking, what if the whole world was still keeping radio silence?” 
 
    “But New City wasn’t.” 
 
    “No, and when Weissman set up New City Radio I warned against it. Fought it in the council. I wanted it to be FM, not AM. Only line of sight and no skip. No chance of outside powers hearing us. But no, they wanted longer range, draw in more scavengers from the wildlands. At least I got their wattage limited. Doc saw the sense in that.” 
 
    “And what about Radio Hope? They broadcast all over.” 
 
    Clyde smiled so broadly Yu-jin could see it even through his gas mask. “They do what they do and I wouldn’t stop them even if I could. I’m glad I can’t. That’s a tight game they’re running. A hell of an operation.” 
 
    “Who do you think they are? Out in the wildlands there are ton of crazy stories, but nobody really knows anything.” 
 
    Clyde shrugged. “Neither do I, and trust me I have been trying to find out. There’s just no intel on that.” 
 
    Yu-jin looked out to sea and wondered. Even the most traveled scavengers she’d ever met, those who had been up to the ruined industrial cities of the north, or the vast plains to the east or badlands to the south, all had said that the station came in loud and clear no matter where they were. From the little she knew about radio, that meant they had set up a whole network of repeating towers to boost the signal. That meant they had resources and an organization to rival New City itself, but secret, hidden away, existing for everyone’s benefit instead of only its own. 
 
    That made Yu-jin feel good. It made everyone feel good. The fact that there was still charity in the world. It was the same thing that made people follow Reginald—he gave free medicine. He gave selfless leadership too. Even his detractors admitted that he worked for the greater good. 
 
    And where was she in all this? That remained a mystery to her. While many citizens resented or mistrusted her, everyone was beginning to adapt themselves to the fact that she had influence. Yu-jin herself hadn’t fully adjusted to that fact. Unlike Clyde or Marcus she couldn’t give orders, only suggestions, and yet at times it felt like she had more influence than all those old men Reginald surrounded himself with. 
 
    Like everyone else, she wondered how she had suddenly become so important to Reginald. The Doctor had always been aloof, one of those men with a few trusted advisors and no peers. She supposed he needed to be that way. He also needed to be told when he was being too pig-headed. Somehow she had taken on that role without having her head bitten off. 
 
    The loud braying of a ship’s horn startled Yu-jin out of her thoughts. She perked up and looked ahead. The freighter stood off in the distance. No smoke rose from its stacks. 
 
    Rachel slowed down as they drew near. A collapsible staircase that Rachel called a “gangway” was lowered along the side of the ship. A sailor came to the bottom and took the line Rachel cast him. 
 
    “I say we leave our weapons here,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Clyde replied. 
 
    “Bad idea,” one of Reginald’s guards agreed. 
 
    “They’re not hostile! Bringing guns will only raise tensions.” 
 
    “No, it will cool tensions. They’ll realize they wouldn’t get us without a fight and so there’s less chance they’ll try,” Clyde said. 
 
    Yu-jin turned to Reginald’s guard but the man only shrugged.  
 
    “We don’t know these people. It’s best to be cautious,” he said. 
 
    Yu-jin growled in frustration and stepped off the boat, ignoring the Chinese sailor’s offer of a hand and nearly falling into the water before she righted herself. She hurried up the gangway, watching her step because some of the treads had almost rotted through with age. As she stepped onto the deck, Captain Wang took off his gas mask as a sign of respect. She took a deep breath and followed suit. Hong-gi, Pablo’s friend, stood next to him. Yu-jin smiled when she saw he wore a miniature captain’s uniform. 
 
    Flanking them were several sailors with Kalashnikovs. They noticeably tensed as the guards came up. The New City men spread out. Captain Wang turned to Yu-jin. 
 
    “It is good to see you again and I thank you for coming to our aid. Will the soldiers of New City like to have some refreshments brought to them or would they prefer to come inside with us? Their weapons will be kept dry while they do.” 
 
    Yu-jin translated this, adding, “I’m going in with Rachel. I don’t feel like breathing this air any more than I have to.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t give up our firearms,” Clyde said. 
 
    “You don’t need to if you stay out here,” she replied with a smile. 
 
    “You need somebody watching you, I mean watching out for you.” 
 
    This guy’s plainspoken even when he’s trying not to be. 
 
    “Your choice,” she said. 
 
    Clyde and his guards huddled, while Reginald’s guards made a separate huddle. The Chinese waited patiently. Captain Wang put his gas mask back on, signaling that everyone else could do so. Yu-jin replaced her own with relief. Her nostrils already felt like they were on fire. Rachel busied herself by hauling equipment on board. 
 
    By the time Rachel had brought up a heavy duty welder, a can of oil and another of grease, plus two tool boxes, the guards had finally come to a decision. 
 
    “One of each of us will go with you and the rest of us will stay here.” 
 
    “If that’s what makes you happy.” 
 
    Captain Wang led them through a metal door that opened and closed with a strange handle that looked like the steering wheel of the motorboat. They entered a short hallway that ended in an identical door that remained closed. A fan blew somewhere, and after a minute everyone removed their masks. Yu-jin took a deep breath. The air was dank, smelled of oiled metal, but was clean. 
 
    “Our filtration system works off the electrical grid,” Captain Wang explained. “The ship’s batteries are, of course, powered by the engine. We have enough battery power to sustain us another twelve hours before we have to ration.” 
 
    When Yu-jin translated this, Rachel said, “We’ll see what we can do. If it’s just a welding job, we might be done a lot sooner than that.” 
 
    “You’ve had a long journey,” Captain Wang said. “Please accept our hospitality.” 
 
    They returned to the reception room Yu-jin had seen on her first visit. Much of it was taken up by a long metal table, already set with red placemats and a full tea service. Chairs bolted to the floor were arrayed all around it. As they took their places Yu-jin stared at the pictures on the walls, those wonderful pictures of a China she’d only seen in a few faded pages from old magazines. 
 
    Beautiful landscapes, gleaming cities full of technology, the Great Wall, and a giant palace her grandmother had told her about with that strange curved roof the Chinese seemed so fond of. 
 
    We should have at least one roof like that in New City, Yu-jin thought. She wondered if she could get away with it. 
 
    The pictures made China look beautiful. All those bright colors seemed even brighter being next to the patchwork and rust of the wall. 
 
    Her thoughts got interrupted by the arrival of Song Jianfu and Song Panpan. They were both of low rank, and only got invited as a courtesy to Yu-jin. It had become tradition in China to recognize people with the same surname as coming from the same family. It was a way to rebuild the all-important family structure in a world where so many were alone. 
 
    Her two relatives hugged her and handed her a gift wrapped in brilliant paper. Her own gifts to them looked a bit shabby in comparison, being wrapped in a rough woolen scarf that was part of the gift. The gift her distant relations had given her felt like paper. Perhaps some old Chinese magazines? Her heart leaped at the thought. 
 
    Everyone sat and drank tea. The pleasantries were as short as courtesy allowed. 
 
    “This is my chief engineer, Meng Xiong,” Captain Wang said after they had drunk two cups of tea. He indicated a heavyset man seated next to him. “He will oversee the repairs.” 
 
    Yu-jin translated for him and Rachel as they discussed the problem. That didn’t go so well. There were too many technical words she didn’t know in either language and was therefore unable to translate. Meng Xiong grew impatient, but Rachel reassured him that she got the general idea, and that everything would be clear once she took a closer look. 
 
    As everyone went back to sipping tea and looking polite, Song Jianfu leaned in close to Yu-jin, a wide grin on his face. 
 
    “They tell a story about him. When the captain was interviewing candidates for chief engineer he had the five best lined up in front of him. All were in spotless uniforms, and had fine work records. All stood at perfect attention. ‘Show me your fingernails!’ Captain Wang ordered. ‘Yes, sir!” they all raised their hands so the Captain could inspect them. Captain Wang walked slowly down the line, studying each nail. All had immaculately clean nails, except for Meng Xiong. His had little crescents of grease beneath them. ‘You are the man I want,’ Captain Wang told him.” 
 
    “A real hands-on guy, eh?” 
 
    Song Jianfu bobbed his head. “He’s always in the engine room unless he’s called to the command center to consult with the captain. He even has a bunk in the engine room. He says he likes to hear the engine in his sleep to make sure it is running properly.” 
 
    “Sounds like he and Rachel will get along.” 
 
    Her distant relative got a pained look on his face, smiled awkwardly, and nodded. 
 
    Once tea was finished, Rachel, Yu-jin, and the two guards carried the equipment through a maze of metal corridors and down flights of echoing metal stairs. The ship seemed endless, and she wondered if they had made it under the waterline yet. 
 
    They entered a vast room. Walkways and stairs cut across a large interior space. Much of the rest of it was taken up with huge machinery unlike anything Yu-jin had ever seen. She couldn’t make sense out of the large slabs of metal, the countless pipes, and network of cables. 
 
    Rachel let out a low, appreciative whistle. 
 
    “Kevin is going to kill me for missing out on this,” she said. 
 
    Kevin was her husband and equally obsessed with all things mechanical. 
 
    “Why didn’t he come along?” 
 
    “The Doctor only wanted one of us to go. You know, just in case. We drew straws and Kevin lost.” 
 
    Rachel said this with a smug smile as she gazed around in wonder. 
 
    The sailors led them to the lowest part of the engine room, where two large metal housings had been removed to reveal giant gears and pistons. Rachel walked up to one of them. It was only then that Yu-jin noticed it was cracked. Part of the crack had been repaired with a welder. 
 
    Chief Engineer Meng Xiong turned to them. 
 
    “As you can see we need a welder that can produce at least 12,000 amperes. Sadly, we only have one such, and it broke halfway through the job.” 
 
    Yu-jin translated, wondering what an ampere was and hoping the word was the same in English. 
 
    “This welder gives 15,000 amps,” Rachel told him through Yu-jin. “This should only take a couple of hours.” 
 
    The engineer indicated a man standing nearby. “I’d be most grateful if you could instruct First Engineer Li Xianting in the use of your type of welder. It appears a bit different than the ones we’re accustomed to.” 
 
    “That’s OK, I can weld it for you,” Rachel said. 
 
    “That’s most kind of you, but First Engineer Li is more familiar with the engine.” 
 
    “And I’m more familiar with the welder,” Rachel replied. 
 
    There was an awkward silence. Rachel spoke up. 
 
    “How about this? I’ll show him how it works while getting the weld started, and then he can do the rest under my supervision.” 
 
    “Supervision?” 
 
    “As a team member.” 
 
    The chief engineer stared at Yu-jin a moment to see if there was going to be any addition or correction to the translation, gave the cracked machine a nervous look, then nodded his assent. 
 
    Rachel got to work. Rachel, First Engineer Li, and a few of the Chinese engineers donned dark visors. Everyone else started to move away. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    Rachel tapped the side of the mask she wore. “The welder is really bright. You’ll go blind if you stare at it. Stand at least ten meters away and don’t look directly at it.” 
 
    Yu-jin moved back, the two New City guards lingering close by her side. 
 
    Rachel turned on the welder with a loud hiss. Despite the warning, Yu-jin glanced at it, and quickly looked away. Purple afterimages danced in her vision. She had never imagined something so powerful. They said that a welder burned so hot it could melt metal. 
 
    Yu-jin took in a sharp breath. All these wonders had been commonplace in her grandparents’ time. When her parents had been young and the last city states fell, much of the technology had disappeared with them. What was left had to be maintained, and over the years a shortage of spare parts, destruction in wars, and downright lack of care meant fewer and fewer of these wonders every year, until the average person had to be told to look away from what was once a common tool. Back in the Old Times, kids probably used welders as toys. Now they were so rare they had to be brought over the sea to fix a rusty old ship that had fallen apart. 
 
    Even with her ignorance of machines, Yu-jin could tell this ship was barely holding together. Every surface was a patchwork of rust and recent repairs. Replacement wires and new pipes ran everywhere. On her trip down here she had passed darkened side corridors with a dank, unused smell to them. 
 
    This ship was a wonder of the Old Times, but the sailors could barely keep it together. In a way she was glad it had broken down. Now both sides had to rely on each other. The crew now owed New City a favor. She wondered what Captain Wang would give in return. 
 
    If she was asked her opinion, she’d suggest more rice. They were going to need it. 
 
    After a couple of hours, the engineers finished the welding and replaced the housings. Chief Engineer Meng Xiong wanted to make a test run. A messenger came to call Yu-jin upstairs to speak with the captain while Rachel and the two guards stayed in the engine room. 
 
    She met with Captain Wang in the corridor. One of his men held his suit and hers. 
 
    “I want to show you something from the rear tower,” the captain said. “I would like it if your colleague Clyde Devon saw it too. All his guards are welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you, captain,” Yu-jin said. Apparently the captain hadn’t noticed there were two factions of guards. She felt bad that this relieved her. Despite these being her people, she understood the dangers the ship presented. 
 
    They went outside to find Clyde and the guards where they had left them, sitting on bollards or equipment casings on deck while a few armed sailors lounged nearby, trying to look unthreatening. 
 
    Yu-jin translated the request and everyone headed to the rear of the two buildings built on top of the ship. The last time the freighter had appeared, Yu-jin had noted that the front one was where the ship was steered. The back one didn’t seem to be used. The captain was being careful with security just like Clyde. 
 
    They climbed a flight of rusty steps to a raised deck. In the distance she could see a plume of yellowish-brown smoke rising up to meld with the overcast sky. The clouds near it had the same ugly color as the smoke. 
 
    “Aw hell, there it is,” Clyde said. 
 
    Captain Wang passed her a pair of binoculars. She focused them on the plume and saw some sort of island beneath it. The island looked like it was made of concrete. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “An old mining platform,” the captain replied. “The drill goes all the way to the bottom of the sea and below. They were drilling petroleum or natural gas by injecting chemicals into rifts in the bedrock and cracking it open. Some old tank that stores the chemicals at the bottom of the shaft must have corroded away and is now leaking.” 
 
    “And every time the wind blows to the east we get a toxic rain,” Clyde said after Yu-jin translated this. She passed him the binoculars so he could take a look for himself. 
 
    “When the wind blows to the west it hits us too. It is affecting our crops almost as much as your own. We need to fix it,” the captain went on.  
 
    “Fix it?” Yu-jin asked. “How?” 
 
    “I am hoping that our engineers can work together on this problem. First we must test out the engine to make sure it works. I suggest a trial run towards that derrick. We’ve already been there but I’d like you to get a better look.” 
 
    As if on cue, the deck began to throb as the engines came to life. Yu-jin sent up a prayer that Rachel had managed to weld it properly. It seemed amazing such a big hunk of metal could break, let alone be melted back together. 
 
    Yu-jin told Clyde the captain’s plan. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” the Head of the Watch said. 
 
    “You don’t mind?” Yu-jin asked, surprised. 
 
    “That thing is a bigger threat than the Chinese,” he replied. 
 
    The engine changed tone, growing louder and deeper. The ship started moving forward. Several of the Chinese crewmembers cheered. Captain Wang slapped the railing and stood a little taller. 
 
    “I must congratulate your engineer. She has done a good job. We will see how good once we have made a few tests.” 
 
    The freighter slowly picked up speed. Everyone returned below decks to get out of the toxic air, which Yu-jin knew would only get worse as they approached that plume. Even the guards agreed to come in. When Clyde took off his gas mask he looked worried and thoughtful. 
 
    Yu-jin left him in the hallway and went down to the engine room with Captain Wang. They found Rachel looking proud and the ship’s engineers busy at their tasks, all with big grins on their faces. Yu-jin tried to translate as Rachel, the captain, and the engineers had a long technical conversation she didn’t understand. The crew tested the engine at various speeds and checked it with different instruments she couldn’t even name. 
 
    The whole thing frustrated her. At least the only other woman in the room knew what she was talking about. 
 
    And why was there only one other woman in the room? There were female crew members, even the gun crew was all female, but she had seen no female officers and no female engineers. It looked like China was ahead in some ways and had taken a step back in others. 
 
    After about an hour, a voice came over a speaker announcing that they were approaching the derrick. Yu-jin could feel the engine powering down. 
 
    “That is my second-in-command,” Captain Wang said. “He is on the command deck. Let’s go up and take a look.” 
 
    I bet we’re not going to take a look from the command deck, Yu-jin thought. 
 
    Sure enough, they didn’t. The captain led them to the rear tower after everyone had donned chemical suits and gas masks. 
 
    The view was good enough. 
 
    Off the port bow stretched an artificial island of rusted steel and crumbling concrete. A huge metal dome had a gaping hole it in ringed with rust, and vile-looking smoke billowed from it. Several other buildings stood around the dome, all rusted and decayed. 
 
    The smoke came out at a steady rate. The toxic rains had been coming for a year now. Did that mean this thing had been pumping out gunk for a year? How many tanks of chemicals were down there? Could it keep going for another year? Two years? 
 
    Everyone took a quick look through the binoculars before retreating inside. A few minutes later they met around a big table in a conference room. At the head of the table was a small computer. An officer opened up some images. 
 
    “These are from a drone we sent up,” the captain explained. “We couldn’t get a good shot down the drill hole but you can see the pipe that leads from the dome down to the bottom of the sea. From there, my engineers tell me, there is a hole through the bedrock all the way down to where the people in the Old Times were digging.” 
 
    A series of images came into view on the computer screen. Yu-jin saw the interior of the dome and a bunch of equipment that had been corroded so badly she doubted even the engineers could tell what they had once been. Later shots had been taken when the drone had entered the dome, and she saw a dark metal tube leading downwards. There were a few close-ups of the interior of the dome, as well as the big hole the toxic cloud had burned in it. The dome looked pretty thick. 
 
    “How much more chemicals do you think are down there?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    The captain shook his head. “Impossible to tell. In the Old Times they stored a lot of chemicals at the bottom of these mines. This thing could keep pumping smoke into the air for days, months, or years.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t it burned through the tube that leads from the derrick to the ocean floor?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “That tube is designed to withstand such chemicals. Even with such a big leak it will survive from quite some time. If it breaks, then we’ll have water that’s even more polluted than it already is. Perhaps similar derricks have already broken. That might explain why the sea is still so polluted so long after industry stopped.” 
 
    “So how did it get out in the first place?” 
 
    “The cap that should have covered it seems to have broken, as you can see in this picture. Most likely from faulty construction. In the last days of industry, they got very slipshod. Profit counted far more than safety.” 
 
    Yu-jin glanced at Rachel, who had grown pale, then back at Captain Wang. 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “My engineers tell me we can plug it. We can dump a load of refuse down there, preferably sand at a slow rate so that the force of it falling doesn’t make any more cracks. Once there is a layer of sand at the bottom filtering out most of the toxins, we can cap the tube with concrete.” 
 
    When this was translated, Rachel thought for a moment and spoke. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with these sorts of chemicals, but won’t the toxins slowly seep through the sand and corrode the concrete?” 
 
    The captain nodded. “That is correct. But my engineers estimate that if we make a cap that’s two meters thick it will last twenty years. Of course someone will have to come back and add another cap on top of the first. It’s not an ideal solution but the only one we can think of given what little technology we have at our disposal.” 
 
    Clyde looked Captain Wang in the eye and said, “New City will help in any way possible. You’ll have our full cooperation.” 
 
    Yu-jin turned to him in amazement. 
 
    “You mean that?” 
 
    “Damn right I mean it. This is bigger than us and the Chinese. This is bigger than everybody. If this thing keeps pumping out toxins, it’s the end of everything.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Rachel cut in. “We don’t have enough concrete to cap that thing.” 
 
    Yu-jin turned to Captain Wang. “Do you have concrete on board?” 
 
    “Unfortunately no, and to go back to China, collect enough for the job, and return here will take at least two months.” 
 
    Yu-jin went cold. Two more months of toxic rains would finish every farmer in the region. 
 
    She and the captain stared at each other a moment. His expression went from hopeful to worried. He did not ask the obvious question. He did not need to. 
 
    “Your Doctor is a wise man. Perhaps he will have an idea,” he said quietly. 
 
    I hope he does, Yu-jin thought. Because Clyde’s right. This will be the end of everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    David awoke to the late morning crowd coming into $87,953. People were sidling up to the bar and ordering beer, the more professional drinkers ordering their first shot of Roy’s special moonshine. Not three steps in front of him, a pair of scavengers were having a quiet conversation over their drinks, not paying him the least attention. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes and stretching, David walked over to the bar. 
 
    “Hey Lazarus,” Roy said with a grin. “You were so gone in that barber’s chair I was about to trade your boots to the gravedigger. He works cheap.” 
 
    “Sorry for nodding off.” 
 
    “Not at all, you looked like you needed it. Say, could you help Kyle here carry that into the back?” 
 
    Kyle was an older white man with a high forehead and large bald spot. They shook hands and Kyle told him he was a farmer. He had the hard wiry muscles to prove it. The two of them went over and lifted up the chair. 
 
    “Ugh, fine antique. Wish it wasn’t so heavy, though,” Kyle said. They started waddling towards the back room, the chair between them. 
 
    “It sure is comfortable,” David replied. 
 
    “Oh, got your hair cut, did you? Jaylen gave you the ‘start over’ option. I’d never do that myself. I want to keep what little I have.” 
 
    They set the chair down in the back room with a thud. 
 
    “I feel like a drink,” David said. “Want to join me?” 
 
    “Now you’re talking.” 
 
    They sat down at the bar. 
 
    “Best thing about being a farmer is that in winter you can have a drink at noon,” Kyle told him. 
 
    “I haven’t had a drink in ages. Roy, two beers, please,” David said. 
 
    “Coming right up. Just don’t fall asleep at the bar. We don’t allow that until the afternoon.” 
 
    Roy filled two mugs from a keg and handed them over. 
 
    Kyle lifted his. “To the rains cleaning up.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” David said. 
 
    “Hell, I’ll drink to that too,” Roy said, pouring himself one. 
 
    They drank in silence for a time before David asked, “What do I owe you in trade, Roy?” 
 
    “Not much, what you got?” 
 
    David rummaged around in his pockets but didn’t have anything of value. He pulled a full AK-47 clip from off his belt. 
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    “You buying a round for the whole Burbs? Just give me a couple of bullets, brother.” 
 
    “Well, keep it as credit for later drinks and meals. I don’t need it anymore. No, I don’t want it.” 
 
    It took until the words were out of his mouth before he understood that they were true. He was done with weapons. Just because he had broken his promise to the Lord minutes after he had made it, didn’t mean that he was free of his vow. 
 
    “That’s a big trade, David,” Roy said. “You need to see The Doctor first.” 
 
    “No one ever stops talking about this fellow. Has he replaced God?” 
 
    “No, but he’s in charge. Get your butt over there today before you cause any trouble. In the meantime, just give me a couple of bullets.” 
 
    “I’ll take him over there,” Kyle offered. He turned to David. “It’s getting late and they’ll be closing up the trade table soon. After that, next round’s on me. Probably won’t have a farm after next year so might as well live for today, right?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t live for today. We should live for the eternal. But show me this doctor who wants to see everyone’s possessions.” 
 
    They passed through the Burbs, winding their way between the plank and tin shacks, the tents, and an area where old shipping containers had been transformed into homes. Glancing into one, David saw blankets spread out side by side, crammed so close they made a carpet from one end to the other. He stopped and counted. Twenty-five. Twenty-five people slept in that metal box. 
 
    The Burbs smelled of cooking, unwashed bodies, and stale urine. Of course David had been accustomed to this in camp, but the Righteous Horde had always been on the move and so the stench never got too bad. Here, Kyle told him, almost a thousand people lived year-round, and during the summer it swelled to a few thousand as scavengers streamed in to work on the farms and trade what they had found. 
 
    “So how does this work?” David asked. 
 
    “Well, anyone new to town has to trade with The Doctor first. He gets first call on any medical supplies.” 
 
    “He’s the one who treats people for free, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. Best man in the world.” 
 
    “But he gets all the medical supplies.” 
 
    “No, he has to trade for it at a fair price.” 
 
    “Who sets that?” 
 
    Kyle looked awkward. “He always gives a good trade. He’s a good man.” 
 
    “I don’t have any medical supplies.” 
 
    “OK, but he gets to see what else you got.” 
 
    “And I have to trade with him?” 
 
    “No, he just gets first bid.” 
 
    They passed the last of the tents and came to an open area. The wall loomed ahead, cutting off the peninsula upon which New City was built. David tensed. This was the killing ground they had to charge to get at that wall. He could still see the burn marks of Roy’s brew blackening parts of the wall’s base. 
 
    But it was all peaceful now. No bodies, no discarded weapons or gear. Not even any shell casings. A couple of kids did cartwheels nearby. The wreckage of the battle had all been cleared away like a bad memory one has resolved never to bring to mind again. 
 
    David spotted another difference—the gate was open. His heart started beating faster as he got to see his first view of what lay beyond that wall. 
 
    He saw large houses, each with a little garden. Some even had flowerpots. The lanes between the houses were clean, and he saw no tents, no open fires. All the houses had chimneys. They all looked as good as the Reverend’s home. To one side stood the blank concrete box of the old warehouse. 
 
    A couple of guards stood at the open gate and a few more on the wall above. David stopped several paces from the entrance as the guards eyed him. He looked back at the Burbs, which had so impressed him when he had first seen it during the invasion. It was the biggest settlement he had ever seen, the most advanced, and now looking at the sanctuary behind the walls of New City, the Burbs appeared shabby and embarrassing. And what did that make the rest of his life? 
 
    This was beyond selfishness. This was insulting. 
 
    Kyle gestured towards the gate. “Here we are. This is New City. Aren’t you going in?” 
 
    “This is New City?” David snorted. “Looks to me like a den of thieves.” 
 
    He turned his back on the gate and walked back towards the Burbs. 
 
    Kyle followed him. “Hey buddy, where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to trade.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. They get first dibs!” 
 
    “They already have enough.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “Then it should. Why should the rich get first choice of the pickings of the poor?” 
 
    “They’re not so bad.” Kyle said, his voice lacking conviction. Then he warmed to his subject. “Look, where else can you find a safe trading market? Where else are there patrols keeping the land free from bandits? And you sure aren’t going to find another honest to goodness doctor who gives out medical care for nothing!” 
 
    “He sounds like a good man who has been misled. Perhaps he needs to listen to his people more.” 
 
    That made Kyle chuckle. They were entering the market and David started examining the goods. 
 
    “Look, David. You’re new here, so let me explain a few things. Where you’re standing isn’t New City, it’s the Burbs, and we aren’t his people.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The old folks behind the walls founded New City forty years ago. They were survivors from North Cape, plus a few people they picked up in the wildlands. They put up the wall and cleaned up the warehouse and got the tidal generator working. Did a bunch of other stuff too. Pretty soon scavengers discovered what they had here and starting coming to trade. The citizens of New City didn’t let them come inside. For security, you know.” Kyle hastened to add this last part when David shot him a look of outrage. “You know how tough the wildlands can be. Can’t let just anyone in. But they did set up the market and let anyone stay outside the gate as long as they liked. So then we had the Burbs.” 
 
    “So the poor from before the fall of the last city state stayed poor, and the rich from that time stayed rich,” David said. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that!” Kyle replied, obviously flustered. “A lot of people have done good here. My family has. Mom and Dad were scavengers. They got tired of the life and came here. Worked on someone else’s farm to the get trade for seed and tools, and then cleared some land of their own. Now I’m doing pretty good thanks to them, and thanks to New City’s protection.” 
 
    “Are you doing as good as the people behind the wall?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “And I bet they own most of the land, right?” 
 
    “Now wait a minute, we had a guy who talked like that. You want to know what happened to him?” 
 
    David found a clothing stall and started haggling for some clothes. Kyle tried to convince him to stop, but he was determined. He had suffered under one unjust ruler, and he wasn’t going to suffer under another just because he was less evil. 
 
    Kyle’s protests got the attention of the stall owner, who asked what was the matter. When Kyle told her, she refused to trade. 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll trade somewhere else,” David replied. 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Kyle objected. “There has to be law!” 
 
    David nodded. Yes, there had to be law. This place was better than any he had seen, but it was still unjust in the eyes of the Lord. 
 
    Things needed to change. 
 
    Kyle dogged him for a while, trying to change his mind, and finally left in a huff. David felt bad for angering him. Kyle was a good man. His only flaw was that his eyes were shut like so many others. 
 
    Once he was left in peace, David found another clothing dealer who had a stall heaped with Old Times castoffs and a few homespun garments. He traded his camo gear for a pair of Old Times jeans that weren’t too patched, a loose homespun shirt, and a heavy coat. He kept the olive drab poncho and army boots he had brought with him. He looked at himself in the cracked mirror hanging from a nail on one of the stall’s posts and admired the result. While many people wore camouflage, since military garb was the most enduring of all Old Times clothing, few were clothed in it from head to toe like he had been. His big frame, his two AKs, and full military garb might make people jumpy, and the Righteous Horde and taught him to fear jumpy. 
 
    As he turned to leave, Kyle came back. With him were a Hispanic woman with a truncheon and a 9 mm automatic hanging from her belt. The butt of a shotgun was just visible over her shoulder, obviously sheathed in a back holster. Beside her came a thin white man, a little younger than David, who had an AK slung across his back. He moved with the stiffness of someone recovering from an injury. He had the letter “B” branded on one cheek. 
 
    Both of Kyle’s companions had a wary but confident look as they approached him. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” the Hispanic woman said in a brusque manner. “New to town?” 
 
    “I just washed up here earlier today,” David said, keeping his hands away from his weapons. 
 
    “I’m Annette Cruz, the sheriff of the Burbs. This is one of my deputies, Jackson Andrews. I hear you’re trading without having gone to The Doctor first.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” David said. He had no reason to lie to this woman, and judging from the look of her eye she’d be pretty good at detecting a lie anyway. 
 
    “Kyle tells me he told you the rules. Someone always tells newcomers the rules. Stops incidents like this.” 
 
    “Hey wait,” the stall owner piped in. “I didn’t know he hadn’t been to Doc first.” 
 
    “What did he trade for?” Jackson Andrews asked. 
 
    The merchant told him. 
 
    “Not your fault,” Sheriff Cruz told the merchant. “We’ll overlook that.” 
 
    She turned to David. “But you, my friend, need to come with us.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Away from all these people so we don’t bother them, OK?” The tone didn’t match the polite words. 
 
    David walked in the direction the sheriff indicated. She and her deputy fell in behind him and a bit to each side. He didn’t want to startle them, so he didn’t look over his shoulder, but he knew that woman’s hand was hovering over her holstered pistol and that wounded man had eased his AK into a better position. He wondered how the deputy had come to be branded. Had he been a slave once and that was his owner’s mark? He didn’t have the look of an ex-slave, though. Too confident. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He would not fight these people. Until now, no one had ever been able to threaten him this much and not get killed. David smiled to think that those days were over. We would deal with them fairly and honestly. 
 
    “Here’s good,” the woman said. 
 
    They had stepped away from the main bustle of the market and stood in the center of an open lot. A heap of cold coals, a few bits of refuse, and some holes in the dirt from pegs showed there had been several tents here. It looked like a group had left earlier today, perhaps to flee the rains by heading inland. 
 
    “So what’s your name, friend?” Deputy Andrews asked. 
 
    Oh, we’re friends now? 
 
    “David.” 
 
    “David what?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “Don’t have a last name. Grew up kind of wild.” 
 
    The sheriff studied him a moment, and said, “You have nice gear for a fisherman.” 
 
    “So you’ve been checking up on me.” 
 
    “Seems odd for a fisherman to have two AKs and a bunch of other nice gear, all military.” 
 
    “I’m a scavenger. I used to be a fisherman, though, when I was a kid. I was scavenging down south just east of the mountains when this crazy cult marched through. I’m told they attacked you guys. There’s a couple of thousand left, all hungry, many almost starving. They left a lot of dead in their wake and I got some of the gear that way.” 
 
    “They ditched two AKs?” the deputy asked, clearly unconvinced. 
 
    “No. One I got in a big trade after a lucky scavenge. The other I got same time as the boat. This guy tried to bushwhack me as I was walking near the shore. Probably afraid I’d find his boat. Well, I did find it after I killed him. He was acting like a bandit. No one can blame me for what I did. Might have been someone who fled that cult.” 
 
    David realized he had just told a string of lies a minute after resolving to be truthful to these two. 
 
    Why does every one of my vows get compromised by necessity? he fumed. 
 
    “Our law doesn’t extend to the wildlands unless it affects us somehow,” the sheriff told him, although the suspicion hadn’t left her eyes. “But there’s still the flouting of the trade law. Kyle says he explained it all to you. Now we’re willing to cut you some slack since you’re new, but only this once. You’re going to have to pay a small fine. Second offense is a big fine. Third offense is banishment.” 
 
    David thought about it. The officers of the law waited. 
 
    Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s. 
 
    “What will you accept as payment?” 
 
    The sheriff shrugged. 
 
    David pulled out the Kalashnikov magazine that Roy had refused. “Is this enough?” 
 
    The female sheriff looked surprised. “That’s a bit too much. Take some of the bullets out.” 
 
    “I don’t need them,” David replied. 
 
    “Stop screwing around and take them out.” 
 
    David obliged and handed the half-depleted clip to the deputy. 
 
    “Come with us,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “Am I still under arrest?” 
 
    “You were never under arrest, but you will be if you don’t come and trade with The Doctor right now.” 
 
    “I was interested in meeting him, but under my conditions, not his.” 
 
    The sheriff laughed. “It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    So for the second time that day, David Nimitz was led to the great open gate of New City. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Roy was in the market shopping when he saw Annette Cruz and Jackson Andrews escorting David towards New City gate. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Roy muttered, heading for the gate himself. The ground still stank from the last rain and Roy had been looking forward to getting back indoors. He also didn’t want to deal with Doc right now. But this looked too important. 
 
    Roy found him at the trade table just finishing up with the last trader in line. The Doctor wore a cloth over his face and a pair of goggles. In his precarious state of health, he shouldn’t be out of the warehouse at all. But there was no point trying to tell him that. 
 
    Even through the face covering, Roy could see him scowl. The Doctor did not greet him as he came up to the table and sat down. The trader nodded and left. 
 
    “Trouble coming,” Roy said. 
 
    “Not your problem, just wash your hands of it,” The Doctor snapped. 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake! 
 
    The sheriff and deputy came into view with David between them. 
 
    “Friend of yours?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    “Some scavenger who landed his ship this morning. He’s loaded with gear. Not sure what his story is. I mean, he told me his story, just not sure I believe it.” 
 
    “What’s he like?” the Doctor asking, becoming all business again. 
 
    “Like all the scavengers. A little bit simple and a little bit crazy.” 
 
    “I can’t blame them for the crazy part. If I had to live out there I’d be crazy too.” 
 
    Oh, you plenty crazy. 
 
    The two watched while David left his weapons with the guards and entered flanked by the two Burbs law officers. Roy heard a low growl come from the mayor when he saw Annette and Jackson hadn’t checked their weapons at the gate. Noncitizens were supposed to, but those two had been flouting that rule for some time now. Jackson wasn’t even supposed to pass through the gate at all. 
 
    “Hi Roy, hi Doc,” Annette said as she strolled up to the table. She always took a casual tone with them both. Roy didn’t mind. The Doctor did. 
 
    “What do we have here?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    “This scavenger, at least he says he’s a scavenger, decided he didn’t need to check in with you before doing some trades.” 
 
    “He got a haircut and a drink at my place,” Roy conceded. “We’ve always let little stuff like that slide.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then he traded his clothes at the market,” Annette said. “I’ve already fined him.” 
 
    Roy turned to David. “Damn it, Kyle told you the rules, and I did too.” 
 
    “If a rule is unjust, the just man should break it,” David replied in a cool tone. 
 
    “If you find our rules unjust, you can head on back into the wildlands where you came from,” The Doctor said. 
 
    David turned to him for the first time. 
 
    “I hear you heal people for free,” David said. 
 
    “I certainly try. Are you in need of medical attention?” 
 
    “You arrest me and ask me that?” 
 
    The Doctor smiled. “You wouldn’t believe the pieces of shit I’ve helped out. I offer my services impartially.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. No, I’m better than I’ve been in a long time.” 
 
    The Doctor leaned forward, his forearms on the table. “Here’s how it works. Apparently you’ve been told this before but I’m going to tell you again and this time you’re going to listen. If you have any medical supplies, I can make an offer on them and you have to trade with me, although I have to give a fair trade. That’s one of the ways I get to keep on helping people. If you have anything else I think New City needs, I can make an offer but you don’t have to trade.” 
 
    “I have a few homemade bandages in this pack. Let me get them for you,” David said, putting the pack on the table and opening the drawstrings. 
 
    Deputy Andrews moved in. “Let me do that.” 
 
    David stepped away, keeping his hands in sight. 
 
    Roy studied him. Lots of scavengers were careful about that sort of thing, not wanting to make any sudden moves in case strangers got jumpy. Out in the wildlands it was a good habit to have, and yet there was something about David that was too smooth, too practiced. Most scavengers were loners and didn’t know how to act in a group of people. David had the survival tactics, but also the social skills. 
 
    “Did you used to live in a village?” Roy asked. 
 
    “I was a fisherman earlier in life before becoming a scavenger.” 
 
    A fisherman? Roy wondered about that. David’s spine was far too straight for a fisherman, even an ex-fisherman. 
 
    “Why did you change your clothes?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Didn’t like the look.” 
 
    Roy turned to The Doctor. “Had full camo when he walked into my bar this morning.” 
 
    “Did he now?” The Doctor said, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Also has two AK-47s, a 9mm automatic, and a Bowie knife,” Annette informed him. 
 
    Jackson Andrews laid everything from the pack on the table. There was a small tent and groundsheet, a bedroll, a spare set of underclothes, a roll of crude bandages, and some food, including four Blue Cans. Wrapped in the bedroll Jackson found a strange device. Roy stared at it for a moment before recognizing it as a digital camera. 
 
    “That’s quite a haul,” Roy said. 
 
    Annette nodded. “He claims he got this stuff scavenging off the dead of the Righteous Horde. Says they’re well to the south of here marching south, and leaving lots of dead in their wake.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have ditched that food,” The Doctor said. 
 
    “I got those off a bandit I killed, as well as my spare AK and boat.” 
 
    The Doctor didn’t look like he bought that story any more than Roy did. Getting the truth, however, would be impossible. 
 
    “I make my own bandages, so you can keep these,” The Doctor said. “What will you take for these Blue Cans?” 
 
    “I don’t want to trade with you,” David replied. 
 
    “We know you don’t,” Annette said. “That’s what got you fined.” 
 
    Roy studied the camera. “Does this work? If it does I’d give you a good trade for it. Fatten you up some at my place.” 
 
    “I don’t want to trade with you,” David repeated, although he said it in a milder tone when he addressed Roy. 
 
    “Just what’s your problem, anyway?” Annette snapped. 
 
    David turned to her. “I have no problem with anyone. I have a problem with the fact that the rich stay rich and the poor stay poor. It was injustice that led to the fall of—” 
 
    “Careful, brother,” Roy cut in, suddenly nervous. “Blame is a crime here. We don’t lay Blame for who caused the fall of civilization. That’s all in the past.” 
 
    David gave him a wry smile. “Really? I thought the destruction of the world was very much in the present. It certainly felt that way when I passed through that storm, and it certainly smells that way now. Can’t we have this conversation inside?” 
 
    “Inside the warehouse?” The Doctor asked. “I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me. My killing days are over.” 
 
    Well isn’t that an interesting turn of phrase, Roy thought. 
 
    “Oh, the destruction of the world sure is still in the present,” Deputy Andrews said with an ironic grin as he pointed to the large “B” that had been branded into his cheek. “It’s just that you can’t talk about it. Upsetting to the powers-that-be.” 
 
    Roy had been sick to his stomach after the citizens of New City had tied Jackson to a post and did that to him, and he could never look him in the eye after that day. 
 
    “Watch it, Jackson,” The Doctor snapped. 
 
    “How about everyone calm down,” Roy said, putting on his best stop-a-bar-fight-before-it-began smile. “The man has paid his fine and says he doesn’t want to trade. That’s his business. Jackson, lead him out. Annette, I needed to talk to you about the upcoming festivities.” 
 
    Jackson led David out. Once they were gone, Roy turned to the sheriff. 
 
    “Actually we’re all set with security. I really needed to talk to you about him.” 
 
    “What do you know?” Annette asked. 
 
    “Nothing more than what he said, so I know nothing.” 
 
    “Think he’s a spy for the Righteous Horde?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Could be from Weissberg,” The Doctor said. 
 
    “Could be, but maybe he’s not from either. Why would he show up in full camo and carrying two guns? Doesn’t make a very good spy that way.” 
 
    “Good point,” The Doctor conceded. “So what do you think he is?” 
 
    “Couldn’t say, but he’s hiding something, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You think he’s here to stir up trouble for Chinese New Year?” Annette asked. “It’s a big coincidence that he shows up just before it.” 
 
    Roy shook his head. “No, it’s not that. He was defending the Chinese this morning. You need to check him out, though. His boat is beached just south of town. One of Tyler’s kids is watching it. Might want to take a look.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Annette nodded. 
 
    “He also had an argument with the Reverend, might want to check that out too.” 
 
    Annette wrinkled her nose. “I’ll bring my gas mask. I don’t like the stink over there.” 
 
    “None of us do,” The Doctor said. “Any more trouble from him?” 
 
    “No, he’s been real quiet,” the sheriff said. “I don’t like it. You know, a lot of that Burbs militia you broke up went and joined his church.” 
 
    “Most of those losers never said a prayer in their life!” Roy scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah, well they’re getting religion now.” 
 
    “Great,” The Doctor said with a sigh. “That’s just what we need. More stupidity.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    They got a ride back on the Admiral Zeng He, towing the motorboat behind on a line. As the engineers put the engine through its paces, slowly picking up speed as they headed east, Yu-jin got some time with the two sailors named Song. They sat in an isolated cabin sipping tea. Jianfu had to leave after a while to go on duty, but Panpan’s shift didn’t start until the evening. 
 
    “When we get back to Jiaonan we will put in a formal request for you to be an honorary member of our same-surname society,” Panpan said. “The elders in the society will be impressed when they hear all you have done in New City.” 
 
    Yu-jin wasn’t sure exactly what she had accomplished. It seemed like everything was falling apart all the time. No wonder Reginald lit up every night. 
 
    “So what do these organizations do?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “Well, like I told you last time, they’re for everyone who has the same family name, because if we go back far enough every Song is related, right? We’re probably fourth or fifth cousins.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “But with the wars and plagues so many people lost family. Whole extended families were cut down to three people, or two people, or even just one survivor. So everyone with the same family name banded together. When people started making bigger towns again, the societies became a good way for newcomers to find a place in life. If I went from my home town to another town, I could go to the Song Society house and they’d give me a room and food. They would find me a job. You have to pay, of course, but you get out so much more than you put in. Of course you wouldn’t have to pay; you’d be our honored member. Imagine, a Song on the other shore!” 
 
    “So how many towns are there in China?” 
 
    Panpan looked uncomfortable. Then a sneaky smile spread across her face. She lowered her voice and replied, “We’re not supposed to talk about China because we don’t want foreigners knowing about us and plotting something. But obviously that doesn’t apply to you. Just don’t tell anyone what I tell you, all right?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Jiaonan is the biggest city, because it’s a port and there was much more to salvage there than most places along the coast. Large stretches of the coast are still too toxic or radioactive to live in except for a few madmen. In the area around Jiaonan, though, there’s good agricultural land. There are probably seven or eight towns as big or bigger than New City, and Jiaonan is way bigger. You’ll be amazed when you see it all lit up at night. It’s like something from an old movie.” 
 
    “Are there more places like that besides in China?” 
 
    “Bits of Africa, like where our radio engineer comes from. He says it was one of the most remote places in the world during the wars, and so it never got hit too hard. Once they recovered from the Biowars, which hit everybody, they set themselves up pretty good. We haven’t found much else, though. Just villages here and there. The toxins are bad in some parts. Worse even than your bay.” 
 
    “The world couldn’t be that bad. There’s got to be a bigger settlement somewhere.” 
 
    “We haven’t found any,” Panpan sighed. She turned and looked at Yu-jin, worried. “You’re not going to tell your boss all this, are you?” 
 
    “He’s not my boss.” 
 
    Panpan laughed. “Yeah, sure he isn’t! But seriously, don’t tell him. I could get in trouble.” 
 
    “I won’t. I promise. It would only give him another thing to worry about.” 
 
    Something he would worry about that he couldn’t change. He’d let it gnaw at him. He’s good at that. 
 
    After a time, an ensign knocked politely on the door and requested Yu-jin’s presence in the captain’s meeting room. Yu-jin and Panpan said their goodbyes and the ensign led her back to the meeting room. To her surprise, no one but the captain sat there. 
 
    The ensign left, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “Initial reports from our engineers are most promising,” Captain Wang said, pouring Yu-jin a cup of tea. She felt honored by the courtesy. The ensign could have done that before he left. “We are most grateful for your assistance. I am sure that The Doctor has instructed you to negotiate on New City’s behalf, so let us speak as if he were here.”  
 
    “Thank you, captain. In fact, the mayor of New City wanted me to ask you a question.” 
 
    “I will be happy to oblige my good friend,” Captain Wang said, nodding. 
 
    “He wants to know why you gave a marine radio to a child instead of him.” 
 
    Yu-jin thought this unnecessarily blunt but two hours of arguing hadn’t budged him. 
 
    “The Doctor is an intelligent man and I will therefore be candid. I am not authorized to give away or trade away such technology. Therefore, I could not give it to Pablo. I could give it to the orphan Wang Hong-gi, now a serving ensign on this ship and, once we get home, to become legally my stepson. This I did. It was Hong-gi who gave Pablo the radio.” 
 
    “And being a minor, safe from prosecution.” 
 
    Captain Wang allowed the smallest of smiles. 
 
    “Plus the boy was ignorant of our laws. No one can attach any blame on him. And of course Pablo was free to do the right thing and give the radio to your mayor.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled and nodded. She would let Captain Wang assume that Pablo had done the “right thing.” 
 
    “But since Hong-gi was under your responsibility, won’t you be in danger of a reprimand?” she asked. 
 
    “A small price to pay. Now there is a more pressing concern that I must speak to you about. You have now seen the source of the toxic rains. That well does not look like it will run out of toxins anytime soon.” 
 
    “Why do we still get good rain too?” 
 
    “The shifting winds. If the wind passing over this pustule from the Old Times comes to New City, then you get the toxic rain. If it shifts a little to the northeast, a spot north of you will be hit and you’ll get good rain from further south.” 
 
    “So our entire coastline is constantly being sprayed with toxins, and this has been going on for at least six months.” 
 
    “Longer. At times the wind shifts to the west, as you know. And then it hits our settlements. Both our people are in danger of this.” 
 
    Yu-jin remembered the brownish-yellow jet of gas coming out of the old derrick, shooting high in the air and fading out into a sickly haze that shadowed the ocean. 
 
    What if there are more of these? What if there are a hundred of these scattered across the sea? They could all be collapsing. This might only be the first. 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    “What can we do?” Yu-jin asked. “I don’t see how we could build a concrete cap for the thing. Could anyone survive next to the vent? It’s almost unbearable when it rains down hundreds of kilometers away.” 
 
    “The chemicals are highly corrosive, and even with a plastic suit and gas masks, my physician tells me no one could survive more than a couple of days.” 
 
    Then who do we get to do it? 
 
    “But if we don’t do it, our crops will keep failing, and many more will die,” Yu-jin whispered. 
 
    “It is not only a matter of the workers; it is also a matter of the concrete.” 
 
    “I’ll ask The Doctor if we have enough.” 
 
    The fact was, they hardly had any. If New City had ever had a decent supply of the stuff, they would have capped the leak in the old chemical works that gave Toxic Bay its name. 
 
    But she didn’t want to tell the captain this, not yet. No doubt he already had his suspicions. She could only hope that Rachel could figure out some other way to cap the well. 
 
    Yu-jin sure hoped she came up with something. In the meantime, a change of subject was in order. 
 
    “It is almost New Year. The Chinese community in the Burbs is organizing celebrations. We would be very honored if you would be our guests.” 
 
    Captain Wang looked surprised and delighted. 
 
    “That is most kind. I look forward to meeting The Doctor again. Thank him for his kind invitation.” 
 
    Yu-jin fought back a smile. The invitation had been her idea, thought up on the spur of the moment. Reginald would worry, mostly about what Clyde and the mob would do. And those factors worried her too, but she wanted to extend this goodwill gesture to bring the two cultures a little closer together. New City wasn’t alone in the world anymore and had to make friends, not just suspicious trading partners. She sent up a quick thanks to God for the engine breakdown. What had looked like bad luck for the captain would turn out for the better for everyone. 
 
    Underneath this noble purpose, though, Yu-jin knew she had a second motive. The celebrations would almost certainly lead to some incidents. Probably not on the day. Roy and Reginald would both put guards out, and even Clyde could be trusted to keep order in that situation. Now that she had gotten to know him better, she saw that he had a sense of honor and duty even if it was so often misplaced. No, the reprisals would come in the following days—tents set on fire, people attacked walking home at night, targeted thefts, anything the haters could think of. But maybe they’d think twice if they saw the Chinese community had some muscle behind it. 
 
    Because muscle was what people understood, and she didn’t feel bad acting independently of Reginald when the result would be in his best interest too. At the same time, she recognized that everyone acting independently to further their own agendas added to the chaos of the world. 
 
    She wondered about Captain Wang. He was operating independently too. Alone and far from home with a ship and crew under his command, he could get away with a lot. There would be spies in his crew, of course, but if he took care and kept up appearances, he could bend the rules. Giving away that radio, for example. 
 
    What was his game? Why did he want independent contact with New City without his superiors knowing? 
 
    It was impossible to know when she knew so little about the situation over there. All she could say for sure was that Captain Wang had revealed his deception with the radio in order to send a signal of collusion to Reginald. She didn’t like that and neither would the mayor of New City. Collude to do what? Collude against whom?  
 
    She didn’t want to get involved with politics on the other side of the sea. But how could she avoid it? It was all politics whether Captain Wang exceeded his orders or not. 
 
    Ugh. No wonder Reginald is so foul tempered, doing this for forty years. 
 
    And now I’ve been dragged into it, with no end in sight. 
 
    Captain Wang spoke. 
 
    “I will have Hong-gi send a message that we will anchor at the same coordinates as the last time the mayor came aboard.” 
 
    Yu-jin tensed, hoping he wouldn’t mention the awkward fact that there had also been a bomb stuck to the hull last time Reginald came on board. Of course, Captain Wang would never be so rude as to bring up an unfortunate event that was already on the foremost of both of their minds. 
 
    The captain went on. 
 
    “Once we have anchored, we can send your motorboat back to fetch The Doctor and what other representatives he chooses to bring. We must also discuss the current tensions between them and Weissberg. We find these tensions unproductive.” 
 
    You and me both. 
 
    Reginald had been devastated by Weissman’s betrayal, that and Clyde’s betrayal shortly thereafter, plus the fact that he was stuck working with Clyde, were really beginning to threaten his ability to think clearly.  
 
    And that worried her more than everything else. There was an impulsive streak to him that flirted with trouble. She’d seen it when he had insisted the Chinese take him prisoner and let her go, she’d seen it when he’d gone off to speak to the freighter alone, and on countless other occasions. Each time he had done something he should have left to a subordinate, not trusting anyone else to do the job right. 
 
    It had worked out each time, but it wouldn’t work out forever. Sooner or later his luck would run out, or his weak heart would sputter, or his fainting spells would get worse. That man had been skirting the edge so long he didn’t know how to stop. 
 
    Their conference over, Yu-jin checked on the guards on deck. Like before, Clyde and his men stood in a little cluster, their backs to the railing while keeping a close eye on everything. Reginald’s guards did the same several paces away. A dozen Chinese sailors, all armed, were arranged around the deck. All three groups eyed one another through the lenses of their gas masks, their faces hidden. 
 
    She stood for a while in that tense atmosphere as the shoreline came into view, the barest black line on the horizon. The freighter turned and headed north for a time, then slowed and stopped. The anchor went into the water with a splash. Within half an hour they had loaded up the motorboat with Rachel’s gear and were skimming across the polluted waves back to New City. 
 
    “So what kind of engine do they have?” Clyde asked as soon as the freighter dwindled into the distance. 
 
    “Diesel. Good quality fuel too, from the sound of it,” Rachel replied. 
 
    Clyde smacked his fist in his palm. “I knew it! That means they have a well and a refinery. That’s big technology. What else could they have? Explosives plants? Factories churning out Kalashnikovs?” 
 
    “We saw their guns. They’re Old Times,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “Sure, we saw those, but we didn’t see what they got hidden away. And we didn’t see their ammo. Maybe they got a munitions plant going. Wouldn’t that be great?” 
 
    Rachel gunned the engine and said, “If they wanted to invade they would have come at us by surprise, not announced themselves first.” 
 
    “This could be a recon mission,” Clyde said. “Find out what we got and see if we’re worth invading.”  
 
    “I can’t see anyone spending so many resources to cross all of this gunk in order to start a war,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “You don’t want to see it because they’re your people.” 
 
    Rachel looked over her shoulder. “They’re not my people and I don’t believe it either. The Chinese are short on some things and they want to trade. That doesn’t make them friends of ours, but they aren’t enemies.” 
 
    “The important thing is to plug up that derrick,” Yu-jin told him. “It’s hitting them too, any time the winds blow to the west.” 
 
    Clyde fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “That’s interesting. Yeah, that’s real interesting.” 
 
    He said this so quietly the words were almost lost behind his gas mask. 
 
    “So you’ll help?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    The Head of the Watch shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? You think I want the crops to fail again? We got barely half the yield we should have this year. If it wasn’t for that rice we’d be in serious trouble.” 
 
    “So the Chinese are OK if they keep you from starving.” 
 
    “Look, missy, I told you I don’t want a war with the Chinese. I wish we could be at peace with everybody, but we don’t live in la-la land. We got to be pragmatic, and while that means worrying about your sailor friends, it means worrying about that toxic leak a whole lot more. The Old Times were filled with people who couldn’t look beyond their rivalries when the world was falling down around them. You ever hear the story about the frog in the frying pan?” 
 
    “What’s a frog?” 
 
    “It was an animal about the size of a mouse but it lived on both land and water. I haven’t seen one in years. They’re sensitive to toxins so most died out. I guess there must be some around somewhere.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen one.” 
 
    “Fat green body, big eyes, big back legs. Good jumpers. No? I figured there must be some in some hidden canyon or marshland somewhere. It’s too bad if they’ve gone extinct.” 
 
    “Maybe they got killed off in the Biowars,” Yu-jin suggested. Many animals had, including strange-looking ones like horses, cows, and dogs. She’d heard all these had been very useful in the Old Times, which is probably why they were targeted. 
 
    “No, they were around after that. Maybe I saw the last generation. Anyway, where was I?” 
 
    “You had a frog in a frying pan.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, this is true. You can look it up if you can read.” 
 
    “I can read two languages, thank you very much.” 
 
    “What do you want, a medal? Anyway, if you put a frog in a frying pan with some cold water, it will just sit there like it was in a pond or something. Now if you put the pan over a low fire, the water starts to heat up and what do you think happens?” 
 
    “The frog jumps out.” 
 
    “No. You see, frogs can’t detect slow changes in temperature. If you put a match up to it, the frog will hop away, but you can slowly boil them to death and they’ll never leave the frying pan.” 
 
    “Sounds like a dumb animal. No wonder it went extinct.” 
 
    Clyde laughed. “You’re not half bad! What I mean to say is that people are a lot like frogs. If everything falls apart at once we stand up and take notice, but if things get worse and worse a little at a time, we just shrug our shoulders and go with it.” 
 
    “So is that what happened with us? I thought it was a bunch of big wars.” 
 
    “That was at the end. Before that we had proper civilization like you see in the movies. You go to Roy’s, right? Of course you do, everyone does. Fine thing he built. Good operation. The world was just like it was in the movies, all that food and technology, but when we had civilization there were all these problems: pollution, overpopulation, resources running out. But people had all that luxury, or they were poor and trying to get it, so everything just kept going the way it did. Then wars started over the last resources, scarcity made most people poor, that led to revolutions, countries fell apart and formed smaller countries that fought each other and the whole thing spiraled out of control. They got more fighting and weird cults springing up and crazy factions in all the major religions. Pretty soon there were no countries anymore, just city states, and everything was so polluted and blasted by then they couldn’t create any stability either.” 
 
    “But didn’t people try to stop it back in the Old Times, or when things started really getting bad?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “Sure, some. Nobody important listened. People just took it. Oh, it’s not my kid at the front. Oh, we have electricity two days a week, that’s better than my last town. Oh, that other guy’s religion is banned but mine’s still legal, so who cares? That frying pan just kept getting hotter and everyone got busy explaining why their day-to-day life was more important than boiling to death.” 
 
    “So it’s everyone’s fault.” 
 
    Clyde looked at her. “Yeah, but remember there are some more at fault than others.” 
 
    Yu-jin locked eyes with him. 
 
    “And who would that be?” 
 
    Clyde shook his head slowly. “That would be Blame. I won’t give Doc an excuse to brand me and kick me out of New City.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “No, he probably would skip the branding. He felt guilty as hell having to brand Casey’s son, even though the kid deserved it.” 
 
    “Reginald wouldn’t kick you out. He may say that when he’s angry but he respects you and wants you to keep helping New City.” 
 
    Clyde gave her a searching, hopeful look, then clicked his tongue and shook his head. 
 
    “Nice try.” 
 
    Both fell silent. Rachel steered the motorboat towards New City and all they heard was the hum of the engine and the rhythmic splash of the oily water against the bow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    David pitched his tent on the edge of the Burbs. After a restless night filled with nightmares of the atrocities he had committed, he awoke to a calm and clear Sunday morning. It looked like the Sabbath wouldn’t be sullied by any toxic rains. 
 
    The campground had a guard sitting atop a tall platform that gave him and his rifle a clear view of the entire field of tents. For a quarter kilo of flour, the guard told David he’d keep an eye of his gear as long as he stayed here. 
 
    “Thank you. I didn’t want to haul all that around as I walk through town. Say, my friend, could you lead me to a good prayer group?” 
 
    The man, a wizened older white fellow with sunburnt skin the color of leather, replied, “Well, unless you got a lot of hate in your heart I’d suggest skipping the New World United Church. The preacher there can’t stand the Chinese.” 
 
    “What do you think of them?” 
 
    “Can’t say I trust anyone, whatever their color. We just don’t live in that kind of world. I don’t think they’re any more dangerous than anyone else, though.” 
 
    “So what about other places to pray?” 
 
    “You looking for a Christian place?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The guard shook his head. “No ‘of course’ here, son. We got all types. But if it’s Christian you want there’s a Catholic service and a Pentecostal service.” 
 
    “Which is closer to the Lord?” David asked. He had heard of these two churches, but had never seen one. He wondered what other steps of humanity’s spiritual development he’d missed living in the wildlands all his life. 
 
    The guard scratched his head. “Well, the Pentecostals do put up quite a ruckus.” 
 
    “‘Make a great noise onto the Lord.’ Those sound like my people. Can you give me directions, my friend?” 
 
    The man pointed out a large tent not far off in the tangle of the Burbs. David hurried there. 
 
    As he approached, his spirits lifted. He heard a crowd of men and women with voices raised in song. He came to the entrance of the tent and peeked inside. 
 
    About fifty men and women were arranged on low, crude benches before a platform on which three women sang and clapped, swaying from side to side as the rest of the crowd kept time. Most of the worshippers stood, and a few even stood on top of the benches in order to shout over the crowd. A wiry, older white man sprang onto the platform. 
 
    “Let me hear a praise Jesus!” the man shouted in a voice that was surprisingly deep and strong despite the man’s small size. 
 
    “Praise Jesus!” the crowd shouted. 
 
    “Let me hear a praise Jesus!” the man shouted, louder this time. 
 
    “Praise Jesus!” the crowd shouted back. 
 
    “Let me hear a hail the Holy Spirit!” 
 
    “Hail the Holy Spirit!” 
 
    The preacher bent down, peering at the crowd. 
 
    “Is the Holy Spirit within you today?” 
 
    “Yes!” several in the crowd shouted. 
 
    “I said, is the Holy Spirit within you today?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” more people shouted. 
 
    “Show the Lord that the Holy Spirit is in you!” 
 
    The crowd let out a triumphant shout and grew more animated. People started dancing in the aisles and on top of the benches. As the singing increased in tempo and became hard on his ears, David’s eyes widened. People started acting strangely. One man near the entrance made little jumps, only his feet moving, as the rest of his body kept straight and rigid, trembling with little shakes from his head to his fingertips. Nearby a woman had raised her hands to the sky and babbled in a nonsense language. 
 
    David stepped into the tent, fascinated and repelled. More people started talking in nonsense words, and then an old line from Scripture reminded him why. “They were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.” 
 
    He’d never seen this before, but now he recalled that in ancient times the Holy Spirit came into the Israelites. It was a time of prophecy and miracles. Could that time be coming again? 
 
    He found a seat near the back and sat down, staring around him with wonder. 
 
    A couple of men danced wildly in the aisles, flailing their arms around and yet somehow not hitting each other. More started speaking in tongues. Their babble came in a bizarre variety—rapid mumbling, or a torrent of syllables that almost made words. One man stood on a chair and bawled out, “Ah! Aaah! Ah! Ah! Aaaaaah!” 
 
    A woman near him who hadn’t yet spoken suddenly burst forth with a weird yipping mixed with a rasping series of strange half-words. David turned to look at her and caught her studying him with focused eyes. When she saw him looking back she quickly looked away as she continued her yipping, raising her hands to the air and giving David a sidelong glance. When she saw him still watching, she started yipping louder. 
 
    Back in the aisle, the two men spinning around kept glancing at each other to make sure they wouldn’t collide. David saw the same collusion, the same fakery, all through the crowd. 
 
    David sneered. He moved into the aisle, where a man blocked his way by spinning around, whipping out his arms in all directions and rolling his eyes like he was insane. David walked right at him, headed for the exit. The man darted nimbly out of his way and kept on spinning. 
 
    David stood at the entrance to the tent, surveying the chaotic and noisy scene. 
 
    “Nice show, but that’s all it is, a show,” he said. 
 
    Another verse came into his mind, “If the whole church comes together into one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad?” 
 
    “Not mad,” David muttered. “Unless deceit is a form of madness.” 
 
    There was no deceit in those tweakers down the coast, David realized. They were mad, but when they approached me asking for help, there was more honesty in any one of them than in this entire tent. 
 
    He turned and left. 
 
    David trudged through the thick mud of the Burbs, past open campfires and a row of outhouses that stank almost as much as the puddles. The crowd wasn’t noticeably thinner than on any other morning, and that only made his dejection worse. He asked someone for directions to the Catholic tent. 
 
    The Catholics had a smaller tent than the Pentecostals, but then again they didn’t need as much room. About thirty people sat in orderly rows as a Hispanic man with a white scarf around his shoulders read from a thick book in a language David had never heard. 
 
    Another Hispanic man stood just inside the entrance. He smiled at David, gesturing towards an empty seat in the nearest row. David moved over to him. 
 
    “What language is that?” he asked in a low voice. The reader’s voice was quiet and didn’t carry well. David didn’t want to disturb anyone. 
 
    “That’s Latin.” 
 
    “Latin?” 
 
    “The language of the church.” 
 
    “You don’t have services in English?” 
 
    “Part of the service is in English, or Spanish if everyone in the room speaks it, but most of it is in Latin.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t speak Latin. Hardly anyone except a priest or lay minister does these days.” 
 
    “Wait, so you’re listening to a sermon you don’t understand? Why wouldn’t the Catholics have services in a language people speak?” 
 
    “The Church used to, in the days when St. Peter’s still stood. But the Church leaders decided it was a harmful innovation that led to moral decrepitude. One of the last popes switched the service back to Latin, like it was in the early days.” 
 
    David stared at him, baffled. 
 
    “How are you going to spread God’s Word when no one can understand it?” 
 
    David didn’t wait for the answer. He walked away, shaking his head. The distant spire of the New World United Church caught his eye. 
 
    He walked towards it. He didn’t want to meet the Reverend again, but he was curious what his church would be like on a Sunday morning. 
 
    It looked just like a church from an Old Times photo. The planking was tidy and well cut, and the white paint had only a few spots of mildew and flaking. A proper steeple rose above the building, topped with a white cross that gleamed in the sunlight. 
 
    He found the door barred by a burly white man with a rifle slung over his shoulder. David could hear the Reverend shouting within. 
 
    “What’s with the gun?” David asked. 
 
    The guy squared off with David. Had the Reverend warned his people about him after that blowup at his house? 
 
    “We’ve had some troublemakers lately. People saying we have to give in to the Devil and his minions. Don’t think I recognize you. Are you new around here?” the guard asked in a voice laden with suspicion. 
 
    The screaming inside grew louder. David now clearly recognized the Reverend’s voice. Through the closed doors he couldn’t catch everything he said, but the words “sinner” and “Devil” and “burn” rang out loud and clear, as if he put extra emphasis on those words. 
 
    “Can I go in?” David asked, more out of curiosity than actually wanting to enter. 
 
    “That depends. You here to cause trouble?” 
 
    “No,” David sighed. “For the first time I’m actually not. But the Reverend would probably think so.” 
 
    David turned his back on the man and walked away. 
 
    He wandered, lost and unsure of himself. Even in the Righteous Horde, Sundays were special days. It seemed incomplete not to be with others, praying. It eased the burden, and he carried such a terrible burden. 
 
    He stopped in the middle of a lane. People walked around him, not noticing him. 
 
    Why was he here? He’d fled the Righteous Horde with the vague idea of contacting the ship, but he had no idea how to do that. The ship wasn’t here, and he’d probably have to talk to that doctor if he wanted to communicate with it. 
 
    But assuming he even let David talk to the ship, what if he found out who David really was? He had to contact the ship without their knowing somehow. It was the only way to make sure he could trade all that concrete for food to feed his people. 
 
    Assuming the Chinese even wanted it. 
 
    And now here it was, a Sunday morning, and he was alone with no other Christians to talk to. 
 
    David made a full turn, looking at all the people going by, busy with their own affairs. 
 
    “Why aren’t we in church?” he asked. 
 
    A couple of people glanced at him and moved on. 
 
    “Why aren’t we in church? It’s a Sunday,” he said, louder this time. “I’ll tell you why we’re not in church, it’s because none of the churches have any of the answers!” 
 
    That got a few laughs. 
 
    “God is dead. Good riddance,” someone said. 
 
    “Oh no,” David said, shaking his head. “He’s not dead, my friend.” 
 
    “Because he never existed,” said a dealer tending a nearby market stall. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. He did and He does and He always will.” 
 
    The guy shrugged. “Whatever, buddy. I don’t feel like an argument today.” 
 
    “What, you think I’m angry at you? I don’t have any anger in my heart for the God haters. Who can blame them for feeling like that when every religious leader is twisting the Word to suit his own purposes? The churches and synagogues and mosques all failed us.” 
 
    “Watch it, pal. That’s getting mighty close to Blame.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it’s their fault for the fall of civilization. That’s all of our faults. But forgiveness is always open to us. If we forgive each other, we can rebuild. God let us destroy the world as a punishment for our selfishness. He let us destroy the world to show us how far we went astray. If we change, he will cleanse the world.” 
 
    “Oh, so God’s going to make it rain clean water if we all start loving one another?” 
 
    “Yes,” David said with sudden conviction. He wasn’t sure why he knew it to be true, he just did. “God’s Word says for all of us to praise Him together, to be as one in His kingdom. If we do that, the world will be healed.” 
 
    The market stall owner chuckled and shook his head, although he didn’t seem as cynical as before. David noticed a few people had stopped to listen. One of them said, “You’re right about one thing. If we had trusted each other a bit more we wouldn’t be in this mess.” 
 
    “Trust isn’t enough. We have to have faith. We have to have faith to unite with our enemies and make them friends. God is open to helping us, but we have to take the first step. We have to show that we are worthy of redemption.” 
 
    Thus started David Nimitz’s first sermon. Standing in the stinking mud of the marketplace, he poured his heart out, telling of a faith he hadn’t known since childhood, a faith that said that all were sinners but all were capable of redemption. As he spoke, he warmed to his subject. A small crowd gathered, and while some left after a minute or two, others took their place. David felt that power of speaking come over him again, like it had when he had faced the Righteous Horde with the dead cult leader’s head in his hand and no idea of what to say in his mind. David opened his mouth and let the words flow. No one was heartened by them as much as he was. 
 
    By the time he finished, about two dozen people stood around him in a circle. Some had stayed for the entire sermon. 
 
    “So remember, my friends,” he concluded. “No matter what things you have done in the past, if you stop now, and come together in forgiveness and contrition, we can all be saved.” With this he paused, wondering if his sermon was over, and then added, “Even me.” 
 
    He smiled, nodded, and said. “God bless you all. I hope to see you here again at sunset.” 
 
    “I have to go back to my farm before then. Will you be here tomorrow morning too?” someone asked. 
 
    David blinked. “Um, yes. I’ll be here every morning and every evening.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I’ll see you then.” 
 
    A couple of others nodded. David walked away smiling. He hadn’t felt this good in longer than he could remember.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Roy couldn’t stop sweating. Today was Chinese New Year’s. He’d closed early the night before so the Chinese could set up. His bar was adorned with red paper lanterns and pictures of China cut from old magazines. Yu-jin had brought a bunch of high-quality pictures she had been given on the ship. The kitchen was full of food made with recipes Roy hadn’t heard of, and Joe was coming with some of his famous sesame chicken, which no one knew was a Chinese recipe until the ship came. Yu-jin and the others would come to open up in an hour. The Doctor was sending out some guards just before that. His bouncers were already here. Everyone was ready. 
 
    Except Roy. 
 
    He tried to take his mind off what might happen by listening to Pablo’s incessant chatter. That boy could talk a mile a minute and he was looking to break the record today. At the moment Pablo was standing on a chair adjusting one of the lanterns. 
 
    “Do you think we put up enough lanterns? I like these. I’m going to ask Yu-jin for a couple to put in our house. You think Hong-gi will like them? They must have loads back in China, but I guess he hasn’t been to China yet because they were only gone for a couple of weeks. So yeah, these will be the first Chinese lanterns he’ll see. That’s cool, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Totally cool, Pablo.” Roy gave him a thumb’s up. It won’t be totally cool if we get overrun with an angry mob and lynched before sundown. 
 
    “This is going to be the greatest party ever! The whole Burbs is going to show up. New City too.” 
 
    Roy looked at him with wonder. Less than a month ago he and his little Chinese friend had nearly been killed in the anti-Chinese riots. Had he forgotten so quickly? No, of course he hadn’t. The kid had simply decided that everything was going to get better. Too bad more people didn’t have that attitude. 
 
    “Have you reconsidered trading the radio?” Roy asked, and immediately regretted it. It was the first time he saw Pablo’s face cloud over all morning. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He’ll let you be Chief Radio Officer, he said so.” 
 
    Pablo brightened. “I already am!” 
 
    Roy couldn’t help but smile. The Doctor needed to talk with the ship and Pablo knew it, so he’d wheedled his way into an important role. 
 
    “It would be easier for everyone if you made it official. The Doctor will give you plenty more besides.” 
 
    “Let’s see how he behaves today,” Pablo said in a surprisingly adult tone. 
 
    Jaylen and Xavier came in carrying two big trays covered in cloth. A sweet smell wafted through the room. 
 
    “What’s that?” Pablo said, hurrying over. 
 
    “Something you don’t get to eat until later,” Jaylen said. 
 
    Pablo lifted a corner of one the cloth and revealed a row of little square cakes. 
 
    “They’re called nian gao or something like that. Better ask the Chinese how to pronounce it right,” Xavier said. The market trader had been one of the first to volunteer to help with the party. Roy hoped he wouldn’t lose too much business because of it. “Sticky cakes made with rice and fruit. You know they steam it? I never saw anyone steam a cake before.” 
 
    “They look good,” Pablo said. 
 
    “They are good,” Xavier said, setting his tray on the bar. 
 
    “Why did you get to try one and I don’t?” Pablo asked. 
 
    “Because I carried them here,” Xavier said with a grin as he walked out the door. 
 
    Jaylen turned to Roy. 
 
    “Remember that brother who came in for a haircut a few days back?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s he done now?” 
 
    “Set himself up as a preacher in the marketplace.” 
 
    “I heard there was a new preacher. Didn’t know it was him.” 
 
    “I’ve listened to him,” Pablo said. “He talks about how we should all get along and to stop fighting and stuff.” 
 
    Roy turned to him. “You getting religion?” 
 
    Pablo made a face. “They all say different stuff.” 
 
    “They all say that stealing is a sin,” Jaylen said, smacking Pablo’s hand as he tried to take a cake. 
 
    “Is he staying out of trouble?” Roy asked. 
 
    Jaylen shrugged. “From what I hear, yeah. Why, you worried about him?” 
 
    “He don’t add up.” 
 
    “I see what you mean, but from what I’ve seen he’s beginning to attract a crowd. Two sermons a day. Saying what people need to hear right now.” 
 
    With all the craziness around Chinese New Year, Roy had almost forgotten about the scavenger. Now he found himself wondering about him again. That guy’s story didn’t add up, but something about him made Roy feel he wasn’t a threat. The guy seemed to want to start again. 
 
    And who was he to judge anyone? The whole point of the Burbs was to give people a chance at a new life. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be at the party?” Pablo asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roy said. “I suspect he will be.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe he can talk to all the haters and make sure they don’t mess everything up.” 
 
    Roy chuckled. So the kid hadn’t been fooling himself after all. He was sharp. He’d never seen a child so sharp. Pablo headed for the door, calling over his shoulder, “I got to join Yu-jin. We’re going to the beach soon.” 
 
    As Pablo hurried out, Baruch, who had taken position outside the front door, poked his head in. The bandage on his nose needed changing. 
 
    “Clyde’s coming with a few men.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Roy hurried out, putting on a smile. He noticed some tough-looking guys lounging across the street. There were always a few loungers in the Burbs, but these folks looked like they were lounging with intent. 
 
    The Head of the Watch led half a dozen of his men, all heavily armed and armored. He was a foot shorter and fifty pounds heavier than the rest of them. Roy tried not to laugh. Clyde did know his stuff and was one of the best shots Roy had ever met, but damn it was funny to see him waddling around in Kevlar. 
 
    “Can I help you, gentleman?” Roy asked as they stopped in front of the door. 
 
    “Morning Roy, we’ve come to help you. You’re going to need some extra security.” 
 
    “Oh, Doc has already taken care of that,” Roy replied, his tension rising. 
 
    “He’s only sending out ten guys. You’ll need more than that. Can you and I have a chat inside?” 
 
    Roy nodded and they moved to a table where they could talk without being heard. Clyde sat down heavily and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” Roy offered. 
 
    Clyde shook his head. “Can’t drink on duty, and my stomach has been messed up ever since that boat ride.” 
 
    Clyde and the rest of the team had come back two days before. They had immediately called an emergency meeting of the Citizens Council to tell everyone what they knew about the derrick causing all the toxic rains. Now Doc was trying to figure out a solution with the engineers. In the meantime, the freighter sat out to sea, making everyone nervous. 
 
    “Look, Roy, I’m on board with this. You know I don’t trust those people, but we have to work with them to fix that derrick. And to do that we need to make sure this New Year’s thing goes off without a hitch.” 
 
    “You said all that at the meeting and I’m glad you did,” Roy reassured him. 
 
    Clyde threw his hands in the air. “Yeah, but he didn’t listen!” Roy didn’t have to ask who “he” was. “He thinks I want to depose him or assassinate him or something. After all these years he thinks that! After all we’ve been through. I don’t want to run this damn place, Roy, that’s the last thing I want to do. But he’s slipping. You can see that, can’t you? He’s making mistakes.” 
 
    There they go again. Explaining. He’d been part of this whole story from the beginning and they thought he hadn’t even read the first page. Hell, he knew more than any of them. He ran a bar. No more honest place than a bar. People always reveal themselves when they’re drunk, whether they mean to or not. His bar had the least amount of bullshit of anyplace in town. 
 
    “Roy, you know I respect him. Hell, I’ve been carrying a lot of his weight for almost forty years now. We couldn’t have done it without him, we all know that. But he’s old, and you know …” 
 
    Roy nodded. He knew. The Doctor was ill. And yeah, he was slipping. Getting weaker, getting angrier. It couldn’t last. 
 
    “So what do you plan to do?” Roy asked. 
 
    “I’ll help keep order. I’ll keep my guys well away from Doc’s guys. I only brought the calm ones.” 
 
    Roy nodded. He’d noticed that. 
 
    “So don’t worry, Roy. We’ll keep things safe for your party. And then we’ll figure out a way to fix that derrick. Kevin and Rachel will come up with something. They always do. At least I sure as hell hope they will. Then that freighter can go away and leave us in peace.” 
 
    “Sure could use some more of that rice.” 
 
    “Roy, don’t trust them. I’m working with them because we have to, and I don’t want to see any of the Chinese here hurt. It’s not their fault what happened. But don’t for a minute think I trust them.” 
 
    “They live halfway around the world. Can’t see how they’re much of a threat.” 
 
    Clyde put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. 
 
    “But they’re closer than that, don’t you see? The drilling station isn’t that far out. If the toxins affect them half as bad as they’re hitting us, no way they’re all the way from China.” 
 
    “You mean like the Philippine Empire? That’s got to be long gone.” 
 
    “Sure, but they could have taken over some of their bases. I’ve looked at some old maps and they had bases across most of the sea. Probably scavenged themselves a bunch of good shit. But I’m thinking they’re closer. I’m thinking Hawaii. The toxins probably are hitting it pretty hard.” 
 
    “With the sea up, couldn’t be much left of Hawaii.” 
 
    “I did some figuring with the topo I have. There’d be plenty of the islands left.” 
 
    “Surrounded by all that gunk? No one can live on an island.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe the sea isn’t so bad over there. I don’t know if that’s possible or if the toxins are all spread out evenly. Nobody here knows enough to say for sure. We have no real scientists here. Some damn good engineers, but no scientists. I asked Doc about it and even he didn’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t think they studied much meteorology in the Red Cross, Crescent, and Star,” Roy replied. Why do they all worship this man so? 
 
    Clyde chuckled. “They ran a tight game. Hell of an operation. Amazing how long they kept it together after the last pharmaceutical plant burned. Just made do and kept on going.” 
 
    “I know he’d like to revive it. Just no time.” 
 
    “And no protégé. He’s been looking for one for a long time.” 
 
    Yes, Clyde. I know you remember. Fuck off. 
 
    Clyde chuckled. “He’s got a bit of one in that Yu-jin girl. She’s a handful. Maybe just what he needs.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” 
 
    “I can’t see her becoming a physician, though. You know she ain’t half bad? A bit innocent, a bit wide-eyed, but I think she’s one of the good ones.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Roy said, maintaining his smile. 
 
    Clyde smiled at him. “It’s always good to talk to you. You see sense. No wonder you have such a popular bar. Hell, maybe you should be mayor.” 
 
    “Oh no, I got my hands full as it is,” Roy laughed. Then he grew more serious. “Look, it would be a great help if you kept an eye on those thugs loitering across the way.” 
 
    Clyde nodded. “I scoped them coming in. A couple of them have priors. Annette arrested one just last month. I’ll move them along.” 
 
    “Gently, Clyde. Move them along gently.” 
 
    Clyde stood. 
 
    “I got everything under control,” he said as he went out the door. 
 
    No you don’t, Roy thought as he watched him go. None of us have for a long, long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin could feel herself relaxing as she settled down in front of the ancestor tablets. A dozen from her family took up one side of the shrine, all made of slate with the details of the person’s life written on the front. The lives of those she knew and those she had only been told about. The lives of every one of her family, now all dead. 
 
    But sitting here, it didn’t feel so lonely. As she lit a joss stick and looked at all the tablets, her eyes resting on those of her father and mother, she felt the presence of every one of those people. 
 
    It gave her the same peace as sitting in church or a prayer group. She’d missed the Sunday morning Catholic service, having arrived back in town in the late afternoon. Knowing Randy would be angry, she’d avoided him and come here instead. 
 
    Xinxin sat next to her on the carpeted floor, facing a larger group of her own family’s ancestor tablets and absentmindedly stroking her belly. Having always lived in towns or cities, her family had been able to preserve more. Some of their ancestral tablets dated back more than a hundred years, before the City State Wars. They were relics from the twilight of the Old Times. 
 
    Yu-jin and Xinxin looked at each other and smiled. They’d grown a lot closer in the past year. For a long time Xinxin’s family had been pressuring Yu-jin to marry Da-bin. The fact that she already lived with a man didn’t deter them. When the whole affair with the ship happened, it acted as a break. Everything had shifted for the community and for some reason they applied that to her and Da-bin as well. Suddenly when she said she didn’t want to marry the guy, they believed her. The topic hadn’t been raised in weeks. 
 
    Da-bin, of course, had gone into a sulk. She felt sorry for him, but not sorry enough to express it. He’d only misinterpret that as a sign of hope. Puppies in old movies acted the way he did around her. She wondered why people back then seemed so attached to those animals. Why would anyone actually volunteer to be pestered like that? Maybe living in a world without problems, people in the Old Times wanted something needy and annoying in their lives just to appreciate how good they had it. 
 
    “Do you think they can hear us?” Xinxin asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “I think they can,” Xinxin said, looking at the tablets with a smile. “You know how I explain it to Anglos? I don’t even bring up that or the rituals or anything. I just say, ‘Do you know who your great-great aunt was? Can you tell me her name and some things about her? What she accomplished? I can. I can do that for my whole family back five generations. I know all the people who went into making me who I am.’ It really makes them get it. Well, kind of.” 
 
    Wei poked his head in the room. “He’s awake.” 
 
    Yu-jin got up and helped her pregnant friend to rise. Quietly they filed out of the room and down a sort hallway to a dark, snug little room in the back. Yao Yong-jun, the family patriarch, lay propped up on the bed, a small tray of food sitting untouched on a nightstand beside him. 
 
    “How are you feeling, father?” Xinxin asked, kneeling down beside the bed. 
 
    The old man smiled and stroked her hair. “I’m more concerned with how you are feeling.” 
 
    Xinxin grinned. “He’s kicking more.” 
 
    Yong-jun smiled back. “Or she.” 
 
    “It’s a boy. I know it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how women do it, but they always seem to be right about that,” Yong-jun said and turned to Yu-jin, fixing her with watery eyes. “How go the preparations?” 
 
    “We set up everything last night. Roy and some volunteers are putting on the finishing touches. Reg—, I mean The Doctor is coming with some guards and we’re going to meet a delegation from the boat on the beach. They’ll be the guests of honor.” 
 
    Yong-jun nodded seriously. “Even confined to this bed I can feel the tension in the air.” 
 
    “It will be all right,” Xinxin reassured him. 
 
    Yong-jun smiled at his daughter again. “Whatever happens, remember that you are doing the right thing. It’s the best path for our community, and especially that grandson of mine. Just be careful.” 
 
    “Yes, father,” Xinxin replied. 
 
    “And don’t even think of leaving me here to miss all the fun. Get a couple of strong men to help Wei and Da-bin carry me to Roy’s place.” 
 
    “All right,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “And make sure they are Anglo.” 
 
    Yu-jin paused for a second and then understood. She nodded. 
 
    “It’s time for me to go,” Yu-jin said. “I have to meet the ship.” 
 
    “I wish I could go with you,” Xinxin said, rubbing her belly. 
 
    “So do I,” Yong-jun croaked. “Good luck.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later she stood with Reginald and the most trusted of his bodyguards on the beach, watching a launch from the Chinese freighter coming in. Every sailor was armed. Everyone on shore was armed too, from the guards around Reginald to the mob of Burbs residents that had been pushed back to the dunes and ringed with more of the mayor’s bodyguards. The only people who weren’t armed were herself and Pablo, who was jumping up and down with anticipation at seeing his friend again. 
 
    Weapons everywhere, Yu-jin thought glumly. Some party. 
 
    At the prow of the boat sat Captain Wang and Hong-gi. When the boy spotted Pablo on the shore he gave an eager wave. The captain said something to him and Hong-gi stopped and sat up straight, almost at attention. 
 
    Yu-jin rolled her eyes. Things were tense enough without some exaggerated Chinese formality. She’d noticed that the people on the ship were a lot more formal than the Chinese she had known while living in the wildlands and Burbs. Of course they lived in a city state, so they’d kept more of the old ways. 
 
    The motorboat beached on the sand. Pablo sprinted for it. 
 
    “Pablo, wait!” Yu-jin called out. 
 
    “Let him go,” Reginald said. Yu-jin looked at him with surprise. Was that a trace of a smile on his face? 
 
    Pablo made it to the edge of the water just as the sailors were getting ready to hop out and drag the boat to shore. Hong-gi pressed between them and jumped into the water to greet his friend, getting his sailor’s suit wet in the process. Captain Wang didn’t look too pleased about that, but smiled as the two friends embraced. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Reginald said, making for the water. “Sling your guns and keep them slung unless I give the order.” 
 
    Captain Wang, when he saw what the New City guards were doing, ordered his sailors to do the same. 
 
    Yu-jin started translating a greeting from Reginald to Captain Wang, adding a formal welcome for New Year. While the captain kept a calm demeanor, his eyes strayed to the mob in the dunes. 
 
    Good thing he can’t understand what they’re shouting. Yu-jin tried to block that out herself. She’d heard it all before. 
 
    The captain had another reason to be tense. He and Reginald had been discussing the problem with the derrick for the past couple of days and had come to no solution. They didn’t have the manpower or the materials to fix the hole. All the pleasantries and parties in the world weren’t going to change that. 
 
    Yu-jin focused on the problem right in front of her. They moved up through the dunes, Yu-jin translating between the captain and Reginald, as she kept an eye on the mob several hundred meters away. She could hear them jeering the usual slurs. Hong-gi looked nervously in the mob’s direction. Pablo held his hand. 
 
    She didn’t dare look at Reginald. The mayor of New City had griped to his assistants constantly about the dangers of this celebration, but had never said a cross word to her. He knew the party was the right thing to do, and saved his bile for those who wouldn’t fight back. 
 
    And why didn’t they fight back? Clyde, Roy, Marcus, and all the rest deferred to him so much. Even when they were defying him they were looking for his approval. They held him in awe, and that ended up hurting him. She’d never met someone so alone. When the last of her family had died she had thought no one could be more alone than her, but at least she had people once, and had friends and something approaching a family once again. He had never had that and never will. He needed her. 
 
    But did she need him? Yes, she felt safe and relaxed around him despite his moods. And she learned so much from him. Would she ever have used a computer if it wasn’t for him, or seen photos of the Chinese moon base? She only wished their friendship could be free of politics, but she didn’t have that luxury. Like everyone else, she had to come to Reginald asking for things. She had to burden him with her problems and the problems of her community. The fact that it was necessary and that he wanted to help didn’t make it feel any better. She was wearing him down as much as anyone else. 
 
    They passed through the dunes and onto the farmland beyond. This close to the sea the land was poor. Luckily the weather had held out for the past couple of days and it didn’t stink anymore. Yu-jin sent up a thanks to God for giving good weather for New Year’s. 
 
    They soon left the mob behind and approached town. Yu-jin took a deep breath. Now came the real test. 
 
    She had chosen a route that would take them through the thinnest and most open part of the Burbs to get as quickly as possible to the main avenue leading to $87,953. As they came to the first outlying tents and shacks, Sheriff Annette Cruz met them. With a curt nod to their distinguished guests that was almost as rude as ignoring them completely, she said, “All clear. I’ve told Reverend Wallace that if he and his followers made an appearance today I’d arrest them for incitement. Jackson Andrews and a couple of deputies are at his church making sure he doesn’t leave.” 
 
    “Is incitement a crime in the Burbs now?” Reginald asked. 
 
    “Well, I can let them run free if that’s what you prefer,” Annette told him. 
 
    “It’s your slum, not mine,” Reginald grumbled. 
 
    “Then I get to make the laws. I’m considering a general ordinance against being an asshole.” 
 
    Yu-jin cut in. “Thank you for your help, Annette. We’re sure you’re doing the best that you can and we’re grateful for it.” 
 
    Annette turned to her. “Happy New Year.” 
 
    While it came out with her usual gruff tone, it sounded sincere. 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll save some extra desserts for you and your deputies.” 
 
    Annette gave a lopsided grin. “I hope you got a lot of desserts, because I have a hell of a lot of deputies today.” 
 
    And she did. As they passed through the Burbs, with Annette taking the lead, they saw deputies with rifles and shotguns at each intersection and at each place that sold liquor. The streets were quiet. Of the few people out and about, some stared curiously at the entourage, a few glared, and a few, a very few, smiled and waved. One guy even attempted to say something in what sounded like Mandarin. 
 
    “What did he say?” one of the sailors asked. 
 
    “I think he was trying to say Happy New Year,” Yu-jin said. Or maybe “fuck you” in some other language. 
 
    “Happy New Year to you too!” the sailor called out to him in Mandarin. That got a confused look and an uncertain wave. 
 
    “Didn’t know you were giving language lessons,” Reginald said. 
 
    “I’m not. I guess someone else taught him.” 
 
    “How are the guests doing?” Annette asked. “They look a bit tense.” 
 
    “So do we, but they know this is important,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    They made it to the main avenue without incident, and took the guests through an arch the Chinese community had created. It was a metal scaffolding covered with red cloth painted with expressions of good luck in gold lettering. Yu-jin smiled with pride. It was a good copy of an arch she’d seen in one of the old magazines her relatives on the ship had given her. A perfect way to greet their overseas guests to a New Year’s celebration. 
 
    The effect was somewhat ruined by a pair of Reginald’s guards with assault rifles and full Kevlar protecting it from vandalism, but Captain Wang was far too practical a man to be insulted by that. 
 
    Yu-jin couldn’t believe it, but within five minutes of passing through the arch they stood in $87,953 toasting their honored guests. Chinese music played on the loudspeaker, dozens of red lanterns hung from the roof, and an assembly of New City and Burbs residents were eating Chinese food and shaking hands with the sailors. There must have been two hundred locals there, and while that was only about a twentieth of the population, everyone looked like they were having a good time. 
 
    More people drifted in, attracted no doubt by the smells of all the food. “Nothing like free food to draw a crowd,” Roy said as he slung drinks behind the bar. Yu-jin smiled. 
 
    Her heart warmed further when she noticed that a bunch of Pablo’s friends had come along. They were listening with wide eyes and open mouths as Hong-gi told them about his new duties aboard the freighter, and how he was learning to use the radio and the navigational equipment and had even been allowed on deck to turn the boat once when they needed to change heading. 
 
    “It’s going great,” Xinxin told her as she ladled out wonton soup for some hungry-looking scavengers. “Father looks happier than he has in months.” 
 
    Yao Yong-jun sat in a padded chair in a corner with a plate full of food sitting untouched in front of him. He didn’t seem to notice the food was there; he was too busy watching the party with eyes brimming with happy tears.  
 
    Yu-jin had almost convinced herself the day would go without a hitch until the sounds of an angry mob outside snapped her back to reality. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    David knew he’d be needed. 
 
    For the past few days, he’d been preaching God’s word in the marketplace, telling all who would listen a simple message of acceptance, tolerance, and the chance at redemption. 
 
    At least he hoped it was God’s word. The religion of his parents had been a vague hope for a better world in the hereafter. While his mother and father had always said that God loved everyone equally, there had been no talk of that ideal being practiced in the real world. The world was too hard and dangerous for that. After he had joined the Righteous Horde, religion had been all about those who had been chosen and those who had to be wiped out. There was hope in the Pure One’s preaching, but it was the bitter promise that only after killing everyone outside the cult would the world be made clean again. 
 
    David preached a different doctrine, the one God should be practicing whether He was or not. 
 
    Of course he endured plenty of mockery. Some people sneered at the very existence of God, or questioned how you could love your neighbor when your neighbor would steal everything you had given half a chance. David didn’t really have the answers to these rebukes, and so continued with his sermon, rolling over the naysayers with words about trust and love. 
 
    The first day he had barely attracted any attention. By the third day when he showed up at the market he found a sizeable crowd waiting for him. 
 
    The fourth day was Chinese New Year. 
 
    He’d heard enough about what people thought of the Chinese and their festival to know he’d be needed in the marketplace all day. 
 
    So as their strange music played from Roy’s bar and unusual smells wafted out of his kitchen, David spoke of the Chinese. He told half truths about how he had met Chinese scavengers in the wildlands and how they were just as good as anyone else. He told of Chu, a man from the Righteous Horde. He didn’t mention where he had met him, or the many atrocities the man had committed, but instead focused on the man’s piety and sense of loyalty. He talked of how, when they had gone hungry, Chu had shared with him his last little bit of grain. 
 
    That was a true story, and David could tell it affected his audience. David swallowed the bitterness he felt at leaving so much of the story out. 
 
    Did that count as a lie? Was it wrong to twist the truth to tell the truth? 
 
    He wasn’t sure, but out of the corner of his vision, through the thin circle of listeners who had stopped to hear him, he saw the delegation from the ship, and he knew that a voice speaking of tolerance was needed now more than ever before. 
 
    “They are people, my friends,” he said, nodding towards the little group of Chinese men wearing white uniforms, and the guards all around them. A Chinese woman was with them, not in uniform, and David recognized her as the woman who helped him at sea. “People just like you and I. Flawed people, people burdened with sin, but also people with goodness in them. They are no better and no worse than you or I. God sees all of us as equal, and to look at people any other way is a sin.” 
 
    “Yeah, and some people sin more than others,” a black man said from the crowd. David knew what he meant. The white guy nodding in agreement next to him obviously did not. 
 
    The words of David’s father came back to him. You just can’t trust white people. 
 
    David paused. For a moment his words, which had flowed so easily in the past few days, failed him. 
 
    Then he rallied. 
 
    “Hate the sin, love the sinner. If some people sin more than others, it’s all the more reason to love them more. If you sin because someone sins against you, you only have yourself to blame.” 
 
    A woman in the crowd wrote that down. 
 
    David continued his sermon, even though the crowd’s attention had shifted to the Chinese heading for Roy’s bar. He saw a lot of hard faces in that crowd, so he spoke louder. 
 
    “The freighter is a gift from God! It has brought two warring peoples together for a chance at redemption!” 
 
    “I’d be happy if they figured out how to cap that damn well,” someone in the crowd muttered. 
 
    David didn’t know what the man was talking about and didn’t want to interrupt his sermon to find out. He continued. 
 
    “The Chinese are celebrating their new year. I say it can be a new year for all of us!” 
 
    For another half hour he continued in a similar vein. Like in his previous sermon, he felt the words were not entirely his own. It gave him confidence. Maybe the Lord really was on his side. Maybe he really was a tool for His will. 
 
    Don’t fool yourself, his doubts whispered to him. There is no God. After all you’ve gotten away with, do you really think there’s a pure-hearted judge up there? And even if there was, do you really think He loves you? 
 
    David tamped those doubts down. 
 
    “Even the greatest sinner is still loved!” he shouted, his voice cracking. 
 
    It was at that moment the Reverend Wallace stomped down the road at the head of about thirty armed followers. 
 
    “Enough!” the Reverend cried. “Enough of this travesty! Haven’t we suffered enough at the hands of these devils? Do we have to hear their music and eat their poisonous food too?” 
 
    His followers spread out to form a rough line facing Roy’s bar. Most of the crowd who had been listening to David backed off. A couple of guards in front of the bar held their ground, while another ran inside. 
 
    “The only devils here are the ones dividing us, my friend,” David said, giving him a level stare. 
 
    The Reverend noticed him for the first time. “Oh, it’s you. I knew you’d be one of them.” 
 
    David tensed. Had the Reverend guessed where he had come from? 
 
    “What do you mean?” David asked. 
 
    “A lover of the Chinese!” 
 
    “God loves everyone. Shouldn’t we follow his example?” 
 
    “He loves Godly people, not demons in human form.” 
 
    “That’s Blame!” someone shouted. 
 
    “No it isn’t, it’s the truth!” one of the Reverend’s followers shouted back. 
 
    David glanced at the two guards in front of the bar. Would they do anything? They were outnumbered more than ten to one, and people kept gathering behind the Reverend’s crowd. David wasn’t armed. He’d taken to walking through the Burbs without a weapon, trying to follow his vow. 
 
    “There’s no need for this, Reverend,” David said. 
 
    “Oh yes there is! We have to root out the serpents in our midst.” 
 
    The music inside had stopped. David heard movement behind him. The Reverend’s followers tensed. 
 
    David dared a glance over his shoulder. Armed men and women issued out of the doorway and took up position facing the Reverend’s mob. David stood right between both lines. Everyone else backed away. 
 
    Then Roy himself came out of the bar, along with the mayor and the Asian woman who had helped him out at sea. 
 
    A flash of recognition sparked in her eyes when she looked at him. 
 
    They did not have time to get reacquainted. 
 
    “Drop your weapons and disperse this instant!” the mayor barked. 
 
    The Reverend’s followers shifted uncertainly. The Reverend stood straighter. 
 
    “Only the Lord Himself could make me back down, Doctor. You are protecting the Devil’s people. They destroyed civilization and led the world into ruin.” 
 
    “Blame!” several people shouted. 
 
    The Doctor pointed a finger at the Reverend Wallace. It trembled slightly. Probably from fatigue, David guessed, or rage. This man did not know fear. He looked tired, and yet with an inner strength that refused to be quenched. His eyes were alight, and his fragile body stood tense and erect. David did not think this man would live much longer. 
 
    “Take back what you said, then disarm and disperse immediately. Otherwise I will have you tried for Blame. You know the penalty.” The Doctor turned and pointed to each man and woman in line. “That goes for all of you too.” 
 
    A few dropped their weapons and ran off. Most held their ground. Now the lines were about even. Enough to slaughter one another. Enough to tear New City and the Burbs apart. And certainly enough to kill David, since he still stood between them. 
 
    “God’s law is higher than man’s law,” the Reverend said. 
 
    “God says for us to love one another,” David said. 
 
    Everyone looked at him. It was like they had forgotten he was still there. He licked his lips and went on. 
 
    “Isn’t life hard enough without fighting one another? God wants his people to live in peace.” 
 
    “Didn’t God tell the Israelites to smite the Philistines? Didn’t the Lord himself smite down Sodom and Gomorrah? The Lord has no love for those who do the Devil’s work.” The Reverend pointed a finger at David. “And you! I knew you were an agent for Satan the moment you started defending the Chinese.” 
 
    David indicated the Chinese woman standing between Roy and The Doctor. 
 
    “This one saved my life.” 
 
    “That one is the worst of the lot. She seduced The Doctor into accepting the ship. She’s insinuated herself into the government and will lead us to perdition. She’s Satan’s agent on Earth and she recognizes you as one of her own. She’s—” 
 
    The Reverend cut off his rant. An old, paunchy man in Kevlar had crept up behind him and stuck the muzzle of his M16 against the back of his head. 
 
    “Reverend Wallace, as Head of the Watch I’m arresting you for Blame and for speaking hate speech against the Chinese community in general and Song Yu-jin personally. Now come along quietly.” 
 
    The Reverend’s followers turned towards the newcomer, but he nudged the Reverend’s head with his gun to indicate he was serious, and none of them raised their weapons. 
 
    “Clyde,” the Reverend sputtered. “I thought you understood.” 
 
    “I understand law and order, and you ain’t it. You’re causing more trouble than the Chinks, er, I mean the Chinese. Sorry, Yu-jin. Slip of the tongue. Now the rest of you inbreeds better drop your weapons and skedaddle before I get twitchy and blow the Reverend’s head off by accident. Your weapons are hereby confiscated. Any one of you who keeps out of trouble for thirty days can apply to get yours back.” 
 
    “That’s for me to decide, Clyde,” The Doctor said. 
 
    “Well, what’s your decision, then?” 
 
    “I agree, but the time span is sixty days.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Clyde said. “Now do as Doc says and move along.” 
 
    One by one the followers dropped their weapons, looked sorrowfully at their leader, and began to back off. A few didn’t move. They still held their guns. 
 
    David had been in enough tense situations to give this a fifty-fifty chance to still end in bloodshed. 
 
    “Anyone who defends the Reverend Wallace will be charged with Blame,” The Doctor shouted. David got the impression that shouting was his normal tone of voice. “Protecting Blame is as bad as Blame itself. You know the law.”  
 
    “Wait!” David shouted. 
 
    David walked over to Reverend Wallace and put his arm around his shoulder. The old man stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “Let him go,” David said. 
 
    The Doctor studied him for a moment. “Stay out of our business if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “Branding and exiling him won’t heal the wounds of your people,” David said. 
 
    “You heard the Doc, mind your own business,” Clyde said. “I don’t want to arrest you, buddy, but I will.” 
 
    “Hurting him and hurting me only causes more hurt. What the people need is healing and hope.” 
 
    “We can’t have that without law and order,” Clyde said. 
 
    “And stamping out prejudice,” The Doctor added. 
 
    “No law can do that,” David said. “If you arrest him you have to arrest me. If you brand him, you have to brand me.” 
 
    A mutter rose up from the crowd. Some of those who had been listening to his sermons for the last couple of days pleaded with The Doctor to let him go and just take the Reverend. 
 
    “No,” David told them. “We’re of the same blood. No one here is innocent so if one man is to be punished, all men should be.” 
 
    Clyde stared at him curiously, but did not lower his gun. 
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard,” The Doctor said. “You’re not guilty of anything except public stupidity. Move out of the way and stop interfering with the law.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Brother, this isn’t your fight,” Roy said. 
 
    “What you’re doing is very noble,” the Chinese woman said, “but he’s promoting hatred against my people.” 
 
    “We are all one people,” David said. 
 
    “Tell him that!” The Doctor snorted. 
 
    “I’m trying to,” David replied. 
 
    The Reverend turned to him, slowly so as not to startle the man who had a gun to his head. 
 
    “Perhaps I was wrong about you. You seem like a Godly man who has gone astray. You seemed so in my living room while we had lunch, and you seem so now. But don’t let your misguided love blind you. The Chinese are evil, and that’s God’s own truth. If I’m to be branded for speaking the truth, it will only make the truth be better heard.” 
 
    “And to tell these people that the Chinese, that no group of people, are evil, I’ll be branded right next to you.” 
 
    “That’s up to us,” The Doctor said, coming up with a couple of his guards. “Grab him.” 
 
    The two burly men lunged for David. 
 
    His instincts almost took over, his arms coming up. Then he let them fall to his sides and didn’t resist as they pulled him away from the Reverend Wallace. 
 
    Screams from the crowd made everyone turn. David saw what they were screaming about and his jaw dropped in disbelief.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Roy whipped around at the sound of the screams, thinking some idiot had pulled a gun. 
 
    But what he saw was something he never expected. 
 
    A dozen tweakers shuffled through the crowd. People moved aside, crinkling their noses. The tweakers didn’t seem to notice them, and moved forward as a single shuffling mass. 
 
    At least they looked like tweakers. They had the ragged clothes and bloodshot blank eyes of chemical huffers, and yet they had obviously made some attempt to wash themselves. Instead of being caked with grime, they were merely dirty. Their long nails were still crusted and their matted hair remained greasy and knotted, but they’d scrubbed most of the filth off their skin. They also looked less whacked out than the usual tweaker. They didn’t drool and didn’t have the usual slack, mindless faces. 
 
    Still, they were a vile sight. Most were covered with open sores. One hobbled along with the aid of two others. Another was covered with burns. They gave off a nasty odor too. They’d need a lot more bathing to get rid of that. 
 
    The crowd of tweakers shuffled forward, eyes fixed on David. 
 
    David stared back at them and stepped forward. 
 
    “You … you followed me,” David said. 
 
    The tweakers’ eyes lit up, and every one of them got a big grin on their face. 
 
    They reached out to him, rags dangling from skinny arms. Roy gripped his gun tighter. Tweakers were unpredictable. They could stand like statues for hours, not bothering anyone, before flipping into a murderous rage. 
 
    David laid their hands upon him, touching him on the shoulders and interlacing their fingers with his. 
 
    One turned to the crowd and opened his mouth, working his lips in an effort to speak. 
 
    “He … he healed us.” 
 
    David put an arm around the tweaker and the addict’s face lit up. 
 
    “Heal!” another shouted, so loud that Roy jumped a little. 
 
    “No more chemicals!” several tweakers said in unison. 
 
    “No more huffing!” more added. It sounded like something they had been practicing together. 
 
    “Follow the healer!” they all shouted. 
 
    Then they all prostrated themselves before him. 
 
    What the hell is going on here? Roy wondered. 
 
    “No,” David said, pulling up the nearest tweaker. “Not me. I don’t deserve it. Kneel before God, not me.” 
 
    They didn’t listen as they fawned over him and looked at him with eyes that no longer showed the blank bleariness of chem addiction. 
 
    Roy stepped forward. 
 
    “Brother, do you know these tweakers?” 
 
    “People,” David replied. “They’re people. I met them on the beach some ways south of here. They welcomed me. I don’t know why.” 
 
    David turned his face to the sky. His mouth moved a little, like he was whispering. 
 
    “He …,” a tweaker said, gesturing towards David. “He came to us. I offered him a can. Good stuff. And he said no. Something … happened. I knew I had lost myself. So I threw away the can.” 
 
    The tweaker sat down and sighed, rubbing his temple as if he had grown exhausted by speaking so much. Roy stood amazed. Most of them couldn’t put one word after another. 
 
    He looked around at the crowd of his neighbors. The faces he saw were a mixture of amazement and fear, but mostly amazement. Fear because any group of tweakers was dangerous, amazement because this group was obviously not. 
 
    The Reverend Wallace looked the most amazed of all. 
 
    “You saved them,” the Reverend said. “You went out and preached among the lowest of the low and you actually saved them.” 
 
    David paused for a moment, looking unsure of himself, and then he straitened and declared, 
 
    “Yes, I went among the tweakers to preach. I told them the error of their ways, how their addiction was taking them from God’s path. I told them that even in their condition, they were God’s creatures. All human beings are God’s creatures and He yearns for their salvation. I asked for them to follow me here so they could stand witness to His power.” 
 
    For a moment no one replied. Even The Doctor looked at a loss for words. Then Yu-jin spoke up. 
 
    “Would your … friends like some food?” 
 
    David turned and treated Yu-jin to a radiant smile. 
 
    “I am sure they are hungry after such a long walk.” 
 
    It was only then that Roy noticed the Reverend had been led away. None of his followers had raised a cry, because those who hadn’t already left were all too stunned by what just happened. The crowd began to disperse. Yu-jin ran into the bar and the music came on again, the strange strains of Roy’s old Cantonese CD playing over his sound system. The guards eased down. The Reverend’s remaining followers moved off. 
 
    Roy checked the pile of surrendered weapons and saw it was too small. Not all had given up their guns. 
 
    The tweakers sat down in the road outside the bar and David sat among them. Yu-jin and a couple of the regulars brought out plates of food, setting them down on the ground. They couldn’t quite bring themselves to hand the plates directly to the tweakers. 
 
    Roy went to the buffet inside, loaded up a couple of plates, and went outside. 
 
    He met Yu-jin coming in. 
 
    “Isn’t he wonderful?” she said, beaming. “He’s like an old-time prophet.” 
 
    Don’t get overexcited, girl, he thought. There’s something not quite right about him. 
 
    But Roy didn’t say this. He only flashed his winning smile and edged past her to give two more tweakers their first decent meal in ages. 
 
    By the time he got back into $87,953, the Chinese delegation was already inside, preparing a toast with some of his best beer. Even Pablo and Hong-gi had managed to scam a couple of glasses. 
 
    The Doctor turned to her. “Tell them I’d like to toast a new era of cooperation between our peoples. The past is buried and we must rebuild.” 
 
    Once this was translated, Captain Wang replied via Yu-jin. 
 
    “I thank the esteemed mayor for inviting us to the New Year’s celebrations. It means much to us being so far from home. But I must respectfully maintain that the past is not buried. That deep sea well is a plague for both our people. We must bury it together, as a symbol of our renewed cooperation and our commitment not to repeat the mistakes of the past.” 
 
    The Doctor looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “I am sure we’ll find a way,” he replied. “Cheers.” 
 
    The Chinese from both sides of the ocean sat down and began to drink and chat. Some of Doc’s men sat with them, using local Chinese as translators. Some whites, Hispanics, and blacks from the Burbs mingled as well. 
 
    Roy kept busy behind his bar, but never took his eyes off the party. This was history in the making. He’d built his first bar, a miserable little shack, only as a means to get away from The Doctor and to make his own living. As it grew in popularity and outdid all the other gin stands and tent saloons, he realized he had created a focal point for the community. Sure, people fought and argued and puked on the floor, but people also struck up friendships and exchanged gossip and fell in love. He couldn’t count the number of weddings he’d hosted. 
 
    He saw Pablo waving at him from one of the tables. Hong-gi sat next to him in his little sailor’s uniform. 
 
    They probably brought him ashore because he’s too cute to shoot, Roy thought. 
 
    The kid was busy translating for a couple of local white farmers and three officers from the ship, all of them enjoying food and beer together. Roy went over. 
 
    “Can we get another round?” Pablo asked. 
 
    “Oh, I knew you were a regular, but I didn’t know you were that kind of a regular. Well, your friends can have another round. Want some goat’s milk?” 
 
    “We can’t have another beer?” Hong-gi asked. 
 
    Pablo belched. 
 
    “No,” Roy said. 
 
    A voice started shouting outside. Roy’s head jerked in the direction of the door. Several others reacted the same way. Too much shouting in the Burbs lately, and none of it good. 
 
    Curiosity replaced tension as he realized it was David shouting, and he wasn’t crying out a challenge or a warning. 
 
    He was preaching. 
 
    What’s that boy getting up to now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin heard the sound of preaching outside. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she told Reginald and Captain Wang. 
 
    “You’re needed here,” Reginald said, irritated. 
 
    “Just one minute.” She walked off before he could object. 
 
    Yu-jin weaved her way through the crowd to the door, several other guests moving ahead of her in the same direction. 
 
    When she came out, she saw that preacher saying grace with the tweakers. Most didn’t speak, or mumbled a few vaguely coherent words, while a few actually prayed along with the preacher. 
 
    Yu-jin stopped short. She always said grace before a meal, but she hadn’t when she sat down with Reginald, Captain Wang, and some of the ship’s officers. Why not? Was it because the mayor of New City was an atheist and he’d look down on her like he always did when she mentioned her faith? Was it because she worried what the Chinese from the ship would think? She hadn’t brought up religion with any of them, and didn’t know what faith, if any, they kept over there. 
 
    The preacher knelt in the mud by his plate. The tweakers had formed a circle around them. Beyond that circle was another circle of Burbs residents, staring. 
 
    “Lord, bless this meal and give us peace today …,” the preacher was saying as Yu-jin pushed through the circle of onlookers. 
 
    Suddenly she knew what she needed to do. 
 
    She knelt right beside him. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and continued, “… and bless our Chinese brothers and sisters, both our neighbors and our new friends from across the ocean. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” Yu-jin said. The tweakers grunted in unison. 
 
    The preacher picked up his plate and smiled at her. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “David.” He bit into some of Joe’s sesame chicken. “This is excellent. Thank you.” 
 
    “Would you really have volunteered to be branded right next to the Reverend Wallace?” 
 
    David nodded. “I meant it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have done that to you. Only citizens can get branded and exiled.” 
 
    “I would have made them. He’s wrong in what he says, but branding him won’t turn his heart.” 
 
    Yu-jin looked around. The crowd had thinned, no doubt as repelled by the tweakers’ stench as she was. 
 
    “His family was killed by a roving band of Chinese soldiers, one of the remnants of the last armies,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “God rest their souls. I think they will rest easier if he learned to forgive.” 
 
    “I used to go to his church,” Yu-jin said, giving the distant steeple a look of longing. 
 
    “Really?” David asked. 
 
    “Before the ship came, we all pretended to be Korean or Vietnamese. He was accepting of everybody. Never had a cross word about anyone. That all changed when the ship arrived. I had to come out as Chinese so I could translate. Then there were riots, and he started preaching hate …” 
 
    Yu-jin’s voice trailed off. She didn’t know why she was telling this man so much. She sensed he would understand somehow. 
 
    “Where I’m from, the Chinese are accepted.” 
 
    Yu-jin’s heart leaped. “Where’s that? The Southern City? I’ve heard stories of it.” 
 
    David shook his head. “I think that’s just a rumor. No, when I say ‘where I’m from,’ I mean the wastelands down south. Hard living down there. You’re better off here.” 
 
    Yu-jin sighed. “Not with that guy preaching that my people should be killed.” 
 
    David gazed at her serenely. “You should forgive him.” 
 
    “Forgive him? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Hating him won’t make him stop hating you.” 
 
    “He’s the hater. I thought the world of him. Now that I see what he’s really like, why the hell should I forgive him? It’s not like he’s ever going to forgive me.” 
 
    “Be the first to forgive.” 
 
    Marcus, the elderly assistant mayor, limped out of the bar. 
 
    “The Doctor wants you back in there. Everyone’s just sitting around the table grinning at each other.” 
 
    “Can’t Hong-gi translate?” Yu-jin asked, irritated. Did she have to be at his constant beck and call? 
 
    “We tried that. Pablo keeps distracting him with fart noises. I think they’re drunk. We need someone with a bit more gravitas.” 
 
    David laughed. “I think you’re needed.” 
 
    “I better go,” she said, standing up. “Will you be staying long?” 
 
    “I’ve found where I need to be.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled at him and followed Marcus with a light heart. Something about that man told her that things were going to get better. 
 
    Soon she was back to translating for Reginald and Captain Wang. Like two men of business, they got into a technical discussion of how they could fix the well. Reginald still hadn’t admitted he didn’t have enough concrete and was suggesting alternate ways. Captain Wang seemed to be under the impression that Reginald was holding out on him, and insisted that concrete, and a lot of it, was the only solution. 
 
    While the two leaders talked, Yu-jin kept half an eye on the scene in the bar. The crowd was pretty thick, and while that left Yu-jin with a warm feeling inside, she knew this represented only a fraction of those who lived in the Burbs. Most New City residents hadn’t dared venture outside the walls today. Even the kindest well-wishers kept a wary eye on the door. While some welcomed the Chinese, everyone looked at them as a source for potential danger. 
 
    That was proven a few minutes later when a series of shots crackled the air in the street outside. 
 
    The guards scrambled for the door as the crowd surged away from it. Roy yanked a gun out from behind the bar. 
 
    “Calm down!” Reginald shouted, climbing onto the table and accidentally stepping on his plate of spring rolls, “Everyone calm down and move to the back of the building.” 
 
    They were already moving. Any Burbs resident knew how to handle themselves under gunfire. 
 
    Captain Wang’s guards brandished their weapons, casting suspicious glances at everyone around them, while the captain himself shouted at them to lower their guns. Yu-jin shouldered her way through the crowd and peeked past Clyde and one of the guards who had taken up position by the door. 
 
    The crowd outside had scattered except for a few of the tweakers whose minds couldn’t function fast enough to figure out what to do. They had curled up in plain view in the street or simply sat, staring dumbly around them. David had hunkered down behind a heavy wooden cart that he had overturned, gripping a rock in his hand. 
 
    On the other side of the street, one of Reginald’s guards lay bleeding. Another two were withdrawing down the street in the face of more than twenty of Reverend Wallace’s followers who advanced through the warren of shacks and tents, firing as they went. 
 
    Clyde and the other guard fired at them, and the mob turned its attention to the bar. Bullets thumped into the sturdy wooden walls. Someone pulled Yu-jin back. 
 
    Reginald. 
 
    “Stay back!” he shouted. 
 
    “Stay back yourself,” she replied, pulling him away from the door. A couple of guards joined them and convinced him to move away. 
 
    Yu-jin turned back to the door in time to see the guard next to Clyde take a bullet in the upper arm, just below where his Kevlar stopped protecting him. He cursed and fell. One of his comrades dragged him away. 
 
    The wounded guard in the road outside tried to crawl to them, making it a little way before slumping to the ground. David burst from behind the cart and ran in a crouching zig-zag to him. Gunfire continued to snap from both sides as he hauled the guard over his shoulders and rushed to back to the shelter of the cart. 
 
    The gunfire increased in tempo, hammering on the walls. 
 
    “We gotta bust out of here,” Clyde said. “I’ll take care of those scum.” 
 
    “Someone will get killed!” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “And it’ll be us if we don’t break out of here. Sooner or later they’ll come back with some biofuel and burn this building down around us,” Clyde replied. 
 
    “If we have bloodshed, we’ll never reconcile our people.” 
 
    “Tell them that. I didn’t start this fight, missy, but I sure as hell am going to finish it.” 
 
    Another bullet panged off the metal door. Clyde looked around at his men, making eye contact with each one in turn. 
 
    “Ready? We go out firing and spread out quick. On the count of three. One—” 
 
    “Not in my name!” someone shouted outside. Yu-jin’s breath caught. That was Reverend Wallace’s voice. 
 
    “Stop firing!” he shouted. 
 
    Yu-jin dared a peek outside. Clyde tried to pull her back. She slapped his hand away. 
 
    Reverend Wallace ran down the street, his hands cuffed behind his back and two guards chasing him. 
 
    “Stop firing!” he shouted again. 
 
    A couple of muzzle flares from the tents made him duck and the guards veered off. He stopped directly in front of the bar, facing the gunmen. 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    Another muzzle flare and he fell. 
 
    “Cease fire!” a call came from the tents. “That’s the Reverend you hit, idiot!” 
 
    Reverend Wallace struggled to his knees, leaning all his weight on the left one as blood flowed freely from his right thigh. 
 
    “Stop it!” he cried, his voice laced with pain. “Don’t do this for me. I was … wrong. I-I hated the sinner instead of the sin.” 
 
    Suddenly Yu-jin knew what she had to do. 
 
    And the thought terrified her. 
 
    She ran to where Reginald had just finished patching up the wounded guard, snatched the medical pack out of his hands, and bolted for the door. Clyde tried to intervene but she dodged around him. 
 
    And then she was outside, an easy target for any racist who wanted to kill her. 
 
    She ran over to the Reverend Wallace and knelt by him, her shoulders tense, thinking at any moment she’d feel a bullet. 
 
    “Lie down,” she told him. “I need to patch that wound before you bleed out.” 
 
    “Get away from him!” one of the attackers shouted. “She’s trying to kill the Reverend!” 
 
    Yu-jin flinched. She hunkered closer to Reverend Wallace, hoping they wouldn’t dare try to shoot her when she was so close. 
 
    “Cease fire!” Reverend Wallace repeated. No one had fired for several seconds now. He fell on his side. Yu-jin pulled out a knife, shielding it from view of the gunmen in case they took the knife as proof that she was going to kill him, and cut away his trousers leg. 
 
    The bullet had gone through the fleshy part of the thigh, and while it bled freely, it did not look like the bone was broken.  
 
    She pushed some bundled-up gauze into the wound and wrapped a bandage around it, keeping a steady pressure. The Reverend Wallace lay there quietly, his face pained. He did not look at her. 
 
    “Help me up,” he croaked once she finished. “Let them see me.” 
 
    Yu-jin grabbed him by the middle and lifted him up. With his hands cuffed behind his back he couldn’t help much, but he managed to put some of his weight on his good leg. Yu-jin realized if she let go, he’d fall. 
 
    It would serve him right, she thought. That would send the wrong message, though. 
 
    She glanced over at the cart. David, still kneeling by the guard he had saved, gave her a thumb’s up. She replied with a shy smile. 
 
    “Go home,” the Reverend Wallace said, his voice sounding weak. “I was wrong. If this drifter can minister to the tweakers and break bread with them, who am I to judge the Chinese? I was … wrong. Go home.” 
 
    The Reverend Wallace bowed his head. The rioters dispersed, disappearing into the tangle of crude shelters. People began peeking out from behind cover. David stood and walked over to Yu-jin and the Reverend. 
 
    He put a hand on the Reverend’s shoulder. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” he said. 
 
    “You did,” Yu-jin agreed. 
 
    The old man only nodded, still looking at the ground. 
 
    Reginald rushed out and checked on the wounded soldier David had dragged to safety. He examined the expert field dressing David had given him and studied David for a moment, his brow furrowing. 
 
    Clyde and his men spread out and secured the area. 
 
    “Hunt those motherfuckers down!” Reginald called to him. 
 
    “It’s all clear now,” Clyde said. “Best to let it slide.” 
 
    “Let it slide?” Reginald fumed. “They wounded two of our men!” 
 
    Clyde looked at David and the Reverend with open respect. 
 
    “Yeah, but there isn’t going to be any more of that. Sometimes words really can be stronger than weapons, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Two days later, David sat in his tent, resting after a long day of preaching. Although his body was tired, his spirit felt joyous. He preached every morning, every noon, and every evening. Each time he went to that open spot in the Burbs, more people showed up. There had been no more violence against the Chinese, although David was not fooled into thinking that all the haters had seen the light. The Reverend Wallace had not spoken publicly since that day. He had closed his church and was under house arrest until the mayor could decide what to do with him. 
 
    David had no doubt that Wallace was praying and making his peace with God and himself. 
 
    What made him even happier was that Yu-jin had started to come whenever she got a chance to get away from her duties. Any time he saw her pretty face in the crowd, his oratory would soar to new heights. He hadn’t seen a woman smile at him in ages. 
 
    Not that he’d try anything. He’d lost his right to do that after what he’d done on the march. Women, he decided, were forbidden to him. 
 
    Still, it felt nice when she came. 
 
    He lay in his tent staring at the khaki canvas a couple of feet above his face, thinking of something more pressing. He had heard about the offshore well that was leaking toxins and causing all the hard rain. He had heard they needed concrete to cap the well. When a farmer had told him that at the bar of $87,953, he had fallen to his knees and given up a prayer of thanks to the Lord. That had gotten him some looks, for sure. 
 
    Now he knew everything had been written. The concrete had been a test of his faith, and although he had stumbled, in the end he had passed. Everyone needed that concrete, and it was his to give. 
 
    But the Devil, as they say, was in the details. And the Devil was being a wily one. 
 
    He could lie and say that he alone had found the bunker. He could simply give the concrete to them. Then he could remain here, in this comfortable place, and build his ministry. Or he could ask for a bit of trade. A church building, perhaps, and some land so he could support himself. Surely that wouldn’t be asking too much. 
 
    But that would leave Aaron and the others out in the cold. He couldn’t do that. 
 
    Or could he? 
 
    By any measure they were savages. They had raped and killed and burned their cancerous way across the land. They needed to be cut out of the world like the surgeons of old had cut out tumors. 
 
    That way lay hypocrisy, for he had raped and killed and burned as much as the rest of them. He carried an equal burden of guilt. 
 
    No, the Lord have given him these people to save through his leadership. He could not abandon them. 
 
    So that meant he had to admit he was part of the Righteous Horde, and that would mean his death. If he died, his new ministry would die, and the Righteous Horde would lose its leader. That would lead to all sorts of trouble, and no doubt more bloodshed. 
 
    The problem went round and round in his head, offering up no solution. 
 
    He tried praying, and even that didn’t give him any answers. 
 
    But of course it didn’t. He wasn’t some prophet of old. No burning bush would ever talk to him. God would give him answers, but they’d come quietly, subtly, and in their own time. He needed to be patient. 
 
    In the meantime, the Chinese freighter remained moored offshore while its captain and the mayor conferred. That in itself was a good thing. As long as they were talking they weren’t fighting. Plus, Captain Wang had initiated a new policy. Now groups of unarmed sailors came ashore, protected by New City guards, and traded small items in the marketplace. Mostly they traded bags of rice or Old Times artifacts of minor value. And what they wanted most was fresh food. The journey across the sea must have been rough, and the sailors delighted in having fresh eggs or a plate of vegetables. A Chinese boy in a sailor’s uniform translated for them. These trading trips had become a twice-daily occurrence and people were beginning to get used to them. 
 
    Maybe David could wait for his answer for a few more days. God had been kind. He had moved the winds so that no more toxic rains had come. He was granting David time for His plan to come to fruition. 
 
    The sudden wail of a siren tore him out of his reverie. It was the New City siren, sounded every morning and evening to mark that the gate was opening and closing. But it was the middle of the day. 
 
    David hurried out of his tent. 
 
    The ragged band of tweakers waiting outside his tent rose up to greet him, except for one man who rolled on the ground wailing and holding his ears. 
 
    David went over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Shhh. It will be all right.” 
 
    The tweaker stopped his wailing and looked up at him. 
 
    “It will be all right,” David repeated. The tweaker grinned. 
 
    The others crowded close, touching him, mumbling half-coherent greetings and prayers. 
 
    “Stay here, my brothers. I have to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Gently breaking through the circle they made around him, he saw that the Burbs were in chaos. Everyone rushed inside their shelters or gathered weapons. Parents herded their children towards New City. He followed. The tweakers followed him at a distance. 
 
    A squadron of guards hustled past, moving to the edge of town, their boots thumping under their heavy weight. Atop the wall more guards stood ready. A machine gun poked from the parapet. 
 
    A woman with a couple of children in tow was speaking to a crowd. He stopped and listened. 
 
    “They let me go but took my husband!” she shouted as he came up. 
 
    “Who did?” David asked. 
 
    “The Weissberg people. They say we killed a crew of men riding that Hummer they stole. They raided my farm and all the farms around. They took everything we had and took all the men prisoner!” 
 
    David froze and stared at the scene around him. Within the Burbs everyone readied their weapons. A couple of guards organized a crowd of men and women armed with rusty old shotguns or pistols. Those who didn’t have guns brandished bows or harpoons meant for hunting and fishing but deadly enough to kill human prey. Others hefted axes or mallets, boasting of what they’d do when they met the rebels. 
 
    David looked on in despair. Everywhere he went, violence seemed to trail in his wake. He had caused this.  
 
    Then inspiration touched him. 
 
    He rushed back to his tent and gathered every weapon he had, and then headed for the marketplace, a Kalashnikov grasped in each hand. Even with all the excitement some stopped to greet him. With God’s help he had developed a reputation quickly. Some asked if he would join them in the fight against Weissberg. David told them to follow. 
 
    David strode up to a blacksmith’s stall. 
 
    “May I use your hacksaw and vice for a few minutes? I’ll give you some good scrap metal in trade.” 
 
    The blacksmith stared at him for a moment. “All right.” 
 
    David lifted his AK-47s up high and made a slow turn. 
 
    “You trading?” some asked. 
 
    “It’s the preacher! Are you going to join us, preacher?” 
 
    “How much for the one with the camo strap? I got some .30-06 ammo and grain to trade.” 
 
    “Got any spare ammo for them AKs you’d trade separately?” 
 
    David set one of the assault rifles in the vice and tightened it. Grabbing the hacksaw, he began to saw through the barrel. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing? Hey, what the hell is he doing?” 
 
    “It’s an AK, not a shotgun, boy. You don’t saw off the barrel!” 
 
    David kept working. The hacksaw was a good one, well preserved from the time when they used to make them. Within a minute, the barrel fell to the ground with a clang. 
 
    “You’ve ruined it!” 
 
    “Why are you destroying weapons? Don’t you know there’s a war on?” 
 
    David wiped his brow and opened the vice. The rest of the assault rifle fell at his feet. 
 
    As he set the other Kalashnikov in the vice, a man grabbed his arm. 
 
    “What’s your game, buddy? I’ll give you good trade for that one.” 
 
    David looked at him. “I wouldn’t trade this gun for all the riches in the world.” 
 
    He got back to work. 
 
    “He’s crazy! Just look at him!” 
 
    Sheriff Cruz pushed through the crowd. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “This nutcase is destroying his guns!” 
 
    “Hello sheriff,” David said, not stopping his work. “I’ve been asking around and I’ve heard good things about you.” 
 
    “Are these guns your property?” 
 
    “We own nothing but our souls, and most of us throw away our only possession.” 
 
    “Answer my fucking question.” 
 
    David paused. “Mortal law would say that these guns are mine. I obey a higher law.” 
 
    “Not in my town you don’t,” Annette said. She turned to the crowd and waved her arms above her head. “OK, show’s over. If this idiot wants to destroy his guns, he’s got that right. No point gawking and blocking the way. We got a fight to win. Move it!” 
 
    David got back to work as the sheriff pushed the crowd away. In less than a minute, the second barrel had clanked to the ground. He picked up the pieces, plus a large burlap sack full of magazines and ammunition, and headed out of the Burbs. Annette and a small crowd followed. 
 
    He headed for the beach. As he passed through the Burbs, those who followed called out to anyone nearby, telling them what he had done. People asked him why he had destroyed his guns, asked him what he carried in the bag, but he didn’t reply. The crowd grew. Sheriff Cruz tried and failed to disperse them. 
 
    He passed beyond the last shacks and tents and the ground grew sandy. The harsh chemical tang of the sea stung his nostrils. He continued over a row of dunes and down the other side. 
 
    The sea lay before him, the freighter moored in the distance. He paused by the edge of the water and turned to the people who had followed him. 
 
    “People tell me that the people of Weissberg were your friends and neighbors a few months ago. What changed? Just because they moved to a different town they’re now enemies?” 
 
    He waded out into the water. Once he got up to his waist, he tossed the pieces of his Kalashnikovs one by one into the sea. A few in the crowd shouted at him to stop. Then he opened the bag and dumped out the magazines and spare bullets and pistol as well. By the time he had finished and turned around, everyone had grown silent. David waded back to shore. 
 
    “OK, show’s over. Get on back to town, folks,” the sheriff shouted. Slowly the crowd began to move off. 
 
    “Sheriff Cruz!” David called. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I need to see The Doctor.” 
 
    “Not sure he’s interested. Haven’t you caused enough trouble?” 
 
    David nodded. “I did and I want to stop it. I’m the one who killed the people in the vehicle.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, The Doctor was glaring at him in front of the gate to New City, flanked by Clyde, Yu-jin, and several heavily armed guards. 
 
    “So you say you were minding your own business scavenging to the south of here when that Humvee just drove up to you and they started shooting, and you managed to kill them all?” 
 
    “No, they started to rob me and it looked like they would kill me, so I defended myself.” 
 
    The Doctor’s eyes narrowed. “You killed four of Weissberg’s guards. Just like that.” 
 
    “I’m a good fighter.” 
 
    “I believe that, but I don’t believe your story. Why would they bother with you? And how did you have the weaponry to defeat them all? I’m sure they were well armed.” 
 
    “I defeated a bandit, I told you.” 
 
    “Oh right, the bandit story. You leave quite a trail of dead bodies in your wake.” 
 
    David hung his head. “It’s true. I’m trying to change that, but God seems to have other plans.” 
 
    The Doctor snorted. Anger rose in David’s chest like acid but he tamped it down. 
 
    That’s the old reaction, the old you. You have to be better than that. 
 
    David reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys he had taken from the vehicle. 
 
    “Do you recognize these?” 
 
    The Doctor’s and Clyde’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Clyde muttered. 
 
    David smiled sadly. “More likely that will be me, my friend. Let’s stop this foolish fight before it gets any worse. Ask for a parley. I will tell them what happened and in return for peace I will tell them where they can find their vehicle and give them these keys.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that,” Clyde said. “They stole that Hummer from us.” 
 
    “You’d lose lives and take lives just for some machine from the Old Times?” David asked. Clyde looked away. 
 
    There was a pause. Everyone looked to the mayor of New City. 
 
    “All right,” he said at last. “They can keep the damn thing if they promise peace and return any prisoners and loot they took.” 
 
    Yu-jin put a hand on her arm. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    The Doctor managed a ghost of a smile. David took a deep breath. 
 
    “I must ask for something in return.” 
 
    The Doctor rolled his eyes. “Imagine my surprise.” 
 
    “It’s not for me, it’s for all of you. I want you to let Reverend Wallace go.” 
 
    “Impossible,” The Doctor said with a curt shake of the head. 
 
    “I’ll get him to apologize and promise never to do it again. I can make him see reason,” David said. 
 
    The Doctor laughed, although there was no real joy in it. “That’s even more impossible.” 
 
    “He has a large following. If you brand him and exile him you will divide your community even more that it is already,” David said. 
 
    The Doctor hesitated, then gave a dismissive wave. “Wallace won’t see reason.” 
 
    “At least let him try,” Yu-jin said. “You saw how Wallace stopped the fight. I think he’s changed.” 
 
    “Then why hasn’t he made another public statement?” The Doctor asked. “He’s been silent since the firefight.” 
 
    “We have enough trouble with the Burbs as it is,” Clyde said. “If Wallace comes around, he can be a big help.” 
 
    Clyde and Yu-jin looked at each other. David got the impression they weren’t accustomed to being on the same side of an argument. The Doctor, however, remained unconvinced. 
 
    “How about this,” David added. “All I ask is that I get to try. If I fail to move his heart, I’ll still go and tell your neighbors what happened.” 
 
    The Doctor shrugged. “If you want to waste your breath, be my guest. But hurry up. Weissberg won’t wait for long before they make their next move.” 
 
    David nodded. “You’re a good man.” 
 
    “We won’t let them take you,” Clyde said. “They get the Hummer back and that’s it.” 
 
    The Head of the Watch glanced at the mayor for confirmation. After a moment he got a nod in response. 
 
    As Clyde went to the tower to get in radio contact with the Weissberg faction, David hurried off the Reverend Wallace’s church, followed by a couple of guards. David wasn’t sure if he was a prisoner or not and decided that it didn’t matter. He had more important things to think about. 
 
    David stopped at the closed door to the church. Should he knock? He’d never knocked at a church door before. The thought felt distasteful. And yet he didn’t really know about churches. Those were things from the Old Times, something he’d seen in faded photographs or heard about from those old enough to remember the last of the city states. He had been praying all his life but did not actually know how to act in a church. Clyde’s men stood a little way off, waiting. 
 
    David tried the door, found it open, and pushed. 
 
    It swung open easily, with only the slightest creak of the well-oiled hinges. Another miracle of this wealthy place. 
 
    Reverend Wallace knelt alone before the altar, his head bowed. He had set a chair next to him and leaned on it so he could keep the weight off his injured leg. David watched him for a moment, standing on the threshold. After a moment the Reverend finished his prayer, unclasped his hands, and painfully pulled himself onto his chair. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked. David couldn’t decide whether he sounded afraid or simply confused. 
 
    “Here in the Burbs or here right now?” 
 
    The Reverend didn’t reply. Holding onto the altar railing, he stood up, brushed off his knees, and studied him. 
 
    “May I come in?” David asked. 
 
    Reverend Wallace’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s see if you can come in on your own accord.” 
 
    David stepped across the threshold. “Why did you say that? You afraid I might be a devil? Sometimes I wonder about that too.” 
 
    “Don’t get cute with me, young man. Devils do walk this world in human form. I even had one hiding in my congregation.” 
 
    “You mean that Chinese woman? They’re not devils.” 
 
    The Reverend snorted. “What would you know about the Chinese?” 
 
    David felt pity for this poor sinner. He had thought his intervening in the fight meant he had seen the error of his ways. Now he could see Wallace had slipped back to his old way of thinking. 
 
    “I’ve met many Chinese in the wildlands,” David said. “There are more out there than people think. There are good ones and bad ones and most of them are somewhere in between.” 
 
    Reverend Wallace glared at him. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I spoke with The Doctor. I caused the trouble between you and Weissberg. The Weissberg men in the vehicle attacked me. I killed them.” 
 
    “Why would they attack you?” 
 
    “Spite. They saw a lone black man with no one else in sight and decided to have some fun.” 
 
    The Reverend Wallace nodded, his face grim. “A lot of Weissman’s bunch are like that.” 
 
    “I admitted what happened so Weissman doesn’t blame New City. We might be able to stop this fight.” 
 
    David saw hope flash in the older man’s eyes. 
 
    “Thank the Lord!” Reverend Wallace said. “With that damned ship here we need to keep a united front.” 
 
    “I thought you changed your mind about the ship.” 
 
    Wallace shook his head, his mouth a prim line. 
 
    “You just can’t trust the Chinese.” 
 
    You just can’t trust white people. That’s what David’s father always used to say. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” David asked. He already knew, but he wanted to hear him tell it. 
 
    Wallace let out a long sigh. “Killed my whole family. They killed lots of people. They ruined this land.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your family, but we all ruined this land. We all ruined it together. God gave us a Garden of Eden and we ruined it with our greed. Don’t let your personal grief blind you. We’re all sinners.” 
 
    Wallace shook his head. David went on. 
 
    “I should have come to you sooner. Thank you for stopping the fight.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking straight. I said some foolish things. And here I am still under arrest.” 
 
    “You were thinking straight, and you said some wonderful things. And now you’re slipping back into your old ways. I know all about that, trust me. I keep trying to put violence behind me and it keeps dogging my footsteps. I think God is reminding me that my past will catch up with me sooner or later.” 
 
    Wallace studied him. “And what past is that?” 
 
    David almost told him. It would feel good to let it all out, to confess his litany of sins to a man of God, even one who had strayed like Wallace. He found his mouth opening, the words welling to the top of his throat. 
 
    Practicality intervened. 
 
    “We all have pasts, Reverend. And we all need to get over them. Everyone here has suffered, but dragging all that along only brings more suffering. Once again, I’m sorry I didn’t visit you sooner. The tweakers have been keeping me busy.” 
 
    “That was amazing what you did,” Wallace said, hobbling down the steps from the altar. David rushed to help him and Wallace did not reject his help. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. God did it all.” 
 
    Wallace looked at him in amazement. “I’ve been hearing so much about you. Everyone is talking about you.” 
 
    David chuckled. “They’ll be talking more now. I just threw all my guns into the sea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We have to stop this war. I asked The Doctor to allow me to speak with you. We made a deal. I’ll confess to killing the Weissberg men if you publically say you’re wrong about the Chinese.”—Wallace drew back, and David felt immediately sorry for the lie—“Wait, no. That’s not the whole truth. I’ll confess even if you don’t do it. I just hope you will. You haven’t said anything since the firefight and people are wondering what’s going on in your heart.” 
 
    Wallace stood there, deep in thought. David tried to be patient. They didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Yu-jin came to see me yesterday,” the Reverend murmured. “I turned her away.” 
 
    “If she comes back will you see her?” 
 
    Wallace looked at his feet. Suddenly he burst into tears. He almost collapsed in David’s arms and David led the wounded man to a pew so he could sit. 
 
    “Send her,” the Reverend Wallace said between sobs. 
 
    David put a hand on his shoulder. “All right. Pray on it, and she’ll come soon enough.” He spotted one of the guards at the door, looking at him impatiently. “I need to go now. I’ll come back as soon as I can.” 
 
    David left the Reverend Wallace alone in his church, slumped on a pew and crying softly to himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Roy really, really did not want to go on this peace mission. The Doctor had gotten it into his head that just because he ran the most popular bar in the Burbs, everyone liked him and that he could be useful in the negotiations. What he didn’t see, because he never got out of that damned warehouse, was that a lot of the Weissberg folks didn’t like his kind. And even the good ones were all former citizens and almost never deigned to come out to the Burbs for a drink. He made a lot of deliveries to New City for people who wanted to drink in their snug, safe little houses. 
 
    But the mayor of New City wanted someone close to back him up. He still didn’t trust Clyde, and didn’t want to risk bringing Yu-jin, so that meant Roy had to go. 
 
    Even worse, he brought Hong-gi and an officer from the freighter along. The Doctor figured Weissman wanted to stay in the good graces of the best trading partner to come along in a generation. Sound reasoning, but did he really have to bring a kid into a warzone? Yes he did, because in his mind Hong-gi was expendable and Yu-jin wasn’t. Sound reasoning again, but pretty soulless reasoning too. 
 
    Damn that man. 
 
    Clyde had already made contact with Weissberg and arranged a parley, and Rachel drove them close to the spot in their one remaining Hummer. She had to make three trips to get everyone there, grumbling about the loss of the other Hummer all the way. It seemed like every year their resources got thinner and thinner. 
 
    The meeting place was an area of dead ground between two farms, a small patch that had some mild toxicity. The area was level, with little cover and only some scraggly grass. Neither side could set up an ambush. 
 
    “You’re sure making an impact, brother,” Roy said to David as they waited for the Weissberg delegation. 
 
    “I’m only following God’s will,” the scavenger replied. 
 
    Roy studied him. David looked like a completely different person than the ragged, exhausted, and soul-weary man who had dragged himself into his bar only a week before. Now he stood erect, poised, and looked more at peace than anyone he had ever met. It wasn’t only that he had had a chance to clean up and get a few decent meals in his belly. The man had changed. 
 
    Roy wondered how much of that change was real and how much was a show. 
 
    Whichever it was, David had become the talk of the town. After that scene with the tweakers, Roy’s bar was filled with talk of this guy. In fact, he’d taken some of the focus away from everyone’s troubles. Instead of fear, people now felt a sense of wonder. 
 
    And it was a wonder. When a man or woman gave themselves up to huffing, it was like they had died. Everyone avoided them and acted like they didn’t exist any more. Soon the addict drifted off into the wildlands or along the tainted shore and no one had to see them. 
 
    But David had talked with them, preached to them, even touched them. And now they had followed them here. He wondered what Annette and The Doctor would do about that. So far they were too preoccupied with more important problems. 
 
    Maybe they wouldn’t do anything at all. The tweakers hadn’t caused any trouble, besides stinking and looking bad, and some Burbs residents had even begun giving David food to distribute to them. 
 
    Plus, there hadn’t been any more incidents against the Chinese. That counted as a minor miracle. No one had stirred things up in the Burbs like this in a long, long time. 
 
    They stood in the barren field for nearly an hour. This was one of Weissman’s tricks, keeping people waiting to show he was in charge. Roy boiled with impatience but kept on that winning smile. Anger was like the flu, it spread. One man stubbornly pretending to be at ease was sometimes all that was needed to keep a tense situation from exploding. 
 
    At last some figures appeared in the distance, spreading out and coming in their direction. 
 
    Roy recognized every one of Weissberg’s guards. Many had been in positions of trust in New City, and now here they were pointing guns at its mayor. Roy shook his head. People never learned. 
 
    The Weissberg men ranged out in a disperse line, guns ready. Weissman strolled up behind them with a casual air, his gold eyeglasses glinting in the sunlight. 
 
    He addressed the ship’s officer first. 
 
    “Lieutenant Jingchen, ni hao.” 
 
    The officer nodded. “Ni hao, Mr. Weissman.” 
 
    Always a suck up to people he wants something from, and always a bastard to people he doesn’t, Roy thought. 
 
    “So,” Weissman said, rubbing his hands together and turning to The Doctor. “I hear you have a trade for me.” 
 
    The Doctor glared at him. Roy could practically hear his blood pressure going up. In fact, he looked a bit unsteady on his feet. 
 
    “We didn’t kill your men. A scavenger did.” 
 
    Weissman turned to David, who was the only person in the crowd who he didn’t know. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Abraham Weissman, although I suppose you already know that. And who might you be?” 
 
    “David.” 
 
    “David?” 
 
    “Just David. I was hiking to the south of New City when your men jumped me.” 
 
    “Jumped you? Why would my men do that?” 
 
    A flicker of anger passed over David’s usually calm features. 
 
    Careful now, brother, Roy thought. 
 
    “They saw a lone black man in the wildlands and saw easy pickings. They were wrong.” 
 
    Roy blinked. For a moment David looked like he was made of cast iron. 
 
    Aw, shit. My first impression was right. This guy is trouble. 
 
    “So you killed them,” Weissman said. He did not look upset.  
 
    “I had no choice. I wish it could have been some other way.” 
 
    One of the Weissberg guards took a step forward. “Earl was my friend, you fucking—” 
 
    “Enough!” Weissman snapped. 
 
    The guard hesitated, then stepped back. Weissman turned back to David, to find the scavenger or whatever the hell he was holding out a set of car keys. 
 
    “I’ll give you these and tell you where to find the vehicle. In return you’ll stop all hostilities and return any people and property you have taken.” 
 
    “But what about those men you killed?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have hurt them if they hadn’t attacked me.” 
 
    “How do I know you didn’t jump them?” 
 
    “There were four of them and they were in a vehicle. How could I do that?” 
 
    Weissman shrugged. “I suppose you have a point. I’m afraid some of my men are a bit … overzealous in policing.” 
 
    “If they embraced God there would be no need for violence.” 
 
    That seemed to catch Weissman of guard. He cocked his head. “Who are you, really?”  
 
    “Just a man looking to find his way. You want these keys?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Roy blinked. Would it really be that easy? 
 
    “Do you agree to our terms?” David asked. 
 
    Weissman shrugged again. “Of course. I’m the last person to want any fighting. It’s bad for business.” 
 
    You hypocritical piece of shit. You raided us to prove you’re in charge of your territory. 
 
    Weissman took the keys from David, who gave him a detailed description of where to find the Hummer. Hong-gi, looking remarkably confident for a little kid, spoke up. 
 
    “Captain Wang wanted me to say that he would like the two city states to get along. If peace continues, the Admiral Zeng He ship will be sure to come back with more goods to trade.” 
 
    Weissman smiled. “I remember you. I’m glad you’ve found your place in the world, young man. Tell your stepfather that I will keep the peace to the best of my ability and that it’s my sincerest hope that New City does the same.” 
 
    Roy blinked. He’d only heard that the captain had adopted Hong-gi a few days ago. This slimy motherfucker sure had a good spy network. 
 
    Weissman looked around. “Are we done?” 
 
    “I believe so,” The Doctor said. 
 
    Weissman smiled, the sunlight flashing off the gold of his spectacles. “That’s fine. I do sincerely hope that this mutual understanding will open up a—” 
 
    The Doctor was already walking away. Weissman glanced at Lieutenant Jingchen and gave a little shrug as if to say “I told you so,” then looked down at Hong-gi. 
 
    “Tell your stepfather that I won’t initiate any more hostilities as long as my territory and property are respected. And he is welcome to come and trade any time.” 
 
    Hong-gi nodded. The New City detachment moved off back the way it came. 
 
    After they got out of sight of the Weissberg faction, Roy breathed a little easier. David was walking near him, eyed uncertainly by a couple of guards walking behind. The Doctor had obviously told them to watch his every move. Good idea. 
 
    Roy huffed along to catch up with him. 
 
    “Well, that’s that. How about when we get back we all have a round on the house?” he announced. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” one of the guards said. The others nodded. 
 
    “I got work to do,” The Doctor told him. “Feel free to join me for a drink later in the evening, though.” 
 
    Roy had a ready excuse. “Oh, with all the partying that will be going on in the Burbs this evening I don’t think I’ll have the time. We’ll have to take a rain check.” 
 
    The Doctor made a face. Forty years of excuses and he still couldn’t take them with good grace. 
 
    Roy put an arm around David. “Well, I hope you come on down to the bar. You’re the man of the hour.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. You’ve built quite a community. Is it true you’re a citizen?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you gave up living in a nice house behind the walls in order to be with the common people. I respect that.” 
 
    The Doctor snorted. 
 
    That night, the party was just as big as Roy predicted. People poured into $87,953 to celebrate the peace deal. All the tension that had been bottled up for the past few days got released in an effusion of drinking, laughter, and dancing. Roy put the stereo on high with some upbeat music. Lately he’d been keeping the volume down because people could talk. That’s what they had needed. Now they needed to dance. 
 
    He’d known all along that no one really wanted to fight Weissberg. They’d all rallied and grabbed their weapons, but that had just been an automatic reaction to danger, something they’d been doing all their lives. Weissman and the Merchants Association had always been unpopular, but they had been neighbors. Everyone knew that fighting against them would only make a weakened New City even weaker. 
 
    Roy sensed another feeling in the air as well. Chinese New Year was over and there had been no disaster. Everyone’s worst fears had been brushed away. Relief was changing into gratitude, and he could see a few Chinese in the crowd. In fact, that Chinese guy with the used clothing stand at the market was dancing with a white farmer’s daughter. Her dad and two big brothers were drinking beer and looking on like they didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Roy didn’t get much time to scan the crowd, though, not with everyone crowding the counter calling for more drinks. He called Tammy in to take care of the extra load but even then they were swamped. 
 
    So Roy didn’t see when David came through the door. 
 
    He didn’t need to. A roar rose from the crowd and all heads turned. David moved towards the counter, the crowd parting for him. Everyone reached out to pat him on the shoulder or give him a high five, or simply to touch him. He looked around with a calm smile and put his hands on everyone he could, like he was giving a blessing. David was saying things to everyone he passed, but the noise was such that Roy couldn’t hear him. He doubted anyone could. His presence was enough. 
 
    Roy cupped his hands and called out to the throng. 
 
    “And here’s the hero of the hour. His trade’s no good here. What are you having, David?” 
 
    Everyone cheered. David finally got to the counter. 
 
    “I’ll take a beer, thank you. And as for trade, I always like to pay my way. But I can see you’re insisting, so I’ll buy a drink for this man here.” 
 
    As he said that, he threw down a little packet of salt and put his arm around the white man next to him. 
 
    “What’s your name, brother?” David asked him. 
 
    “Arnold, and thanks for the drink.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you at my sermons, Arnold.” 
 
    “That’s right. I’ve been a sinner, but I’m trying to be better.” 
 
    “Just like me, Arnold, just like me.” 
 
    Roy missed the next bit of the conversation as he turned and poured two drinks for them. When he turned back, Arnold was saying, 
 
    “… and I’ve been telling all my friends. That crowd will just grow and grow. Think how much bigger it will be in a month’s time. I’m so glad you’ve decided to move here. You have a long life ahead of you here.” 
 
    David paused, and then nodded, giving the man a weak smile. 
 
    He’d hidden his first reaction quickly, so quickly that Arnold probably hadn’t noticed it. 
 
    But Roy had. 
 
    David’s eyes had clouded, his smile had tightened, and as soon as the words “long life” had passed Arnold’s lips, a slight shudder had passed through his muscular frame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin really, really didn’t want to do this. 
 
    The last time she had been in the New World United Church, Reverend Wallace had screamed from the altar that the Chinese were Satan’s tools on Earth. 
 
    Yu-jin had been “Korean” then, and the Reverend had even pointed her out as a “good Asian.” She had slumped in her pew, yearning to tell him she was Chinese and as good a Christian as anybody else there. 
 
    She hadn’t, though. She had sat there, feeling the lash of his hate, and hiding behind the safety of her appropriated identity. 
 
    Now she had to walk back into the church and face him. 
 
    She told herself it was the Christian thing to do. It was also the practical thing to do. 
 
    She gripped Randy’s hand as they walked the familiar path up to the church. 
 
    At least they would be physically safe. None of the Reverend’s goons were around. The door to the church was flanked by two of Reginald’s guards. 
 
    Not that she needed them. She had been a scavenger before all this, and could snap any soft-bellied citizen’s neck like a twig. 
 
    So why was she trembling? 
 
    “Don’t let him give you any shit,” Randy whispered as they came to the door. 
 
    I don’t have to. Even the way he looks at me hurts. 
 
    The guards nodded, expecting them, and opened the double doors. 
 
    The Reverend Wallace sat in the front pew, his back to them, hands clasped in prayer as he faced the beautiful steel cross that adorned the wall behind the altar. It was a relic of the Old Times, scavenged from one of the old industrial cities far to the north. Those cities had been hit hard with nukes. That this cross had survived without so much as a scratch was viewed as a miracle by many. 
 
    They stopped just inside the church. The Reverend Wallace turned his head slightly, then went back to praying. 
 
    Randy looked uncertainly at Yu-jin, who shrugged. Her boyfriend cleared his throat. 
 
    That didn’t work. 
 
    Fuck this, Yu-jin thought. 
 
    “Hey, you wanted to talk with us, right? Well, here we are.” 
 
    Wow, I’m getting really good at this “disrespect your elders” thing. People are going to start thinking I’m an Anglo teenager. 
 
    The Reverend grabbed a crutch and lifted himself to his feet. He turned and looked down the length of the church at them. 
 
    “Randy, good to see you again. How is the art business going?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Why don’t you tell them about that guy who ripped up his portrait right in front of you? 
 
    “We still have that nativity scene you made a few years back,” Reverend Wallace said with a smile. “We put it up every Christmas. You know, just the other day, Ezra was saying—” 
 
    “I’m here,” Yu-jin interrupted. 
 
    The Reverend turned his face in her direction and yet didn’t quite manage to look at her. 
 
    “I see that. Why don’t the two of you come over here and sit down. My leg still hurts quite a bit and I’d rather not come to you.” 
 
    Yeah, I noticed. 
 
    As they walked down the aisle, Randy gave her hand a squeeze and she felt a rush of gratitude. He’d been through a lot in recent weeks and while her troubles were bigger than his, she needed to remind herself that he’d held up pretty well and was still there for her as much as he could be. 
 
    What was she going to do about Randy, anyway? Yu-jin wanted children and Randy was infertile. She’d heard something like one in ten people couldn’t have children, so it was nothing to be embarrassed about, but it meant that either one or the other would have to sacrifice their dreams to keep the relationship going. 
 
    All this flashed through her mind in the few steps it took to come to where the Reverend sat. All the same problems, and as usual no solution. It was ironic that this very same man of God giving them an uncomfortable smile should have been the person they could come to for advice. Not anymore. Yu-jin would never look up to this man again. 
 
    “Sit,” the Reverend Wallace said, gesturing at the pew next to him. 
 
    They sat. An awkward silence followed. Randy filled it. He had always been a talker and silences unnerved him. Hell, this silence would unnerve anyone. 
 
    “Is there something you wanted to talk with us about, Reverend?” he asked. 
 
    Reverend Wallace took a deep breath. 
 
    “This was easier in the heat of the moment, wasn’t it?” he said in a small voice. “All that shooting, me trying to make it stop before the whole settlement tore itself apart, and then you rushing out to patch me up. That was brave, Yu-jin. I think the Lord worked through both of us that moment. I realize now that the Lord hasn’t worked through me in a long time.” 
 
    Yu-jin didn’t reply. She had a feeling that he had more to say and was having trouble getting it out. His lips worked for a moment. Yu-jin noticed he was sweating. 
 
    “I suppose you heard about … my family?” 
 
    “Reginald told me.” 
 
    The Reverend let out a little laugh. “I heard you’re on a first-name basis with him. I also heard a bunch of nonsense about you two that I don’t believe.” 
 
    Randy shifted in his seat. Yu-jin didn’t look at him as the Reverend went on. 
 
    “Perhaps you can bring him to the fold. The Lord works through him too, most powerfully. Odd how unbelievers can often be the greatest tools of faith, isn’t it? The Good Samaritan was one. Judas was another. One should see hope in everyone.” 
 
    “I try,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    The Reverend gave her a searching look. “Even me? When I cast you out of this church did you pray for me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Reverend looked hurt. Yu-jin found herself struggling between regret and smug satisfaction. He sure as hell hadn’t prayed for her, so where did he get off asking for blessings? 
 
    But still, you were supposed to pray for your enemies. The Bible said so. And faith was supposed to improve you, not give you the self-righteous arrogance so many supposedly Christian people felt. 
 
    Yu-jin forced herself to speak. 
 
    “Perhaps we should pray together.” 
 
    The Reverend smiled. “That’s an excellent idea. But first I need to apologize to you properly. I’m sorry for casting you out and for what I said about the Chinese. I’d like to invite you, all of you, to come to my church again. I’ll give a sermon on the topic this evening.” He chuckled sadly. “I suppose after that there will be some spare pews. I understand if none of you want to come, but the invitation remains open. And if there is anything else I can do to help, please tell me.” 
 
    “I think that will help a lot,” Yu-jin said, her eyes brimming. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” the Reverend said. “I saw the Devil in every Chinese face, when the Devil comes in many guises, not just one. What you have done has gone a long way to helping me see the light, Yu-jin. You’ve acted selflessly in all this, working to protect your people and the whole community at great risk to yourself. David helped me see the light too, thanks to his shining example.” 
 
    The Reverend got painfully on his knees, and Yu-jin and Randy followed suit. They bowed their heads. Yu-jin waited for the Reverend to lead the prayer, but he said nothing. 
 
    So they prayed in silence. Yu-jin thanked God for turning the Reverend’s heart and that He do the same with all the the other haters in town. She couldn’t help but add her usual prayer to make Randy fertile. She so wanted to have a child. It was a background ache that never left her. 
 
    She didn’t hold out much hope, though. The Lord gave blessings and burdens, she reminded herself. She’d been given plenty of both. 
 
    One miracle at a time, she told herself. At least I have one less enemy now. 
 
    At last the Reverend pulled himself back into his chair. Once Yu-jin and Randy had finished too, he turned to them. 
 
    “What do you think of him?” he asked. They didn’t need to ask who he meant. 
 
    “I think he’s wonderful!” Yu-jn said. “He’s exactly what the town needed, and he came just at the right time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Randy agreed. “He sure knows how to preach. He’s a natural, and it helps that he’s an outsider. He sees all our problems really clearly. And destroying his weapons? Wow! If only our great-grandparents had done that.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I judged him unfairly at first. As soon as he stood up for the Chinese I threw him out of my house. Well, actually he was walking out of it before I got a chance to. It was almost as if he could read my thoughts. When I give my sermon, I’ll not only invite the Chinese back but sing his praises. He stopped a riot.” 
 
    “You helped too, Reverend,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “And you. Will you come?” 
 
    Yu-jin bit her lip. “Let’s see how the sermon goes down. To be honest, I still don’t feel safe here.” 
 
    The Reverend nodded sadly. “I understand. That’s my fault. Will you speak with The Doctor and Clyde and make sure I’m allowed to speak?” 
 
    “If that’s going to be your sermon then I’m sure they’ll agree. But don’t expect me to have any influence over Clyde.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve made a good impression on him.” 
 
    “I have?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s said many good things about you. He thinks you’re very brave and are helping make the settlement more secure.” 
 
    “He does?” Yu-jin couldn’t believe it. 
 
    The Reverend smiled. “Young lady, I’ve known Clyde for longer than you’ve been on this Earth. Twice as long. He loves this settlement more than anything else in the world. His entire life has been tied up in its protection. You frighten him, the Chinese frighten him, but he can see the possibilities, the light at the end of the tunnel. He doesn’t want your people to hide any more than you do. He wants a society where everyone can be themselves. ‘A stable society makes for a better security situation’ is how he put it.” 
 
    Yu-jin laughed. “That sounds like Clyde.” 
 
    “He’s taken quite a shine to you. You see, Yu-jin, the old generation that founded New City is passing. Within a decade we’ll be all but gone. It’s your turn now. You and Annette and Kevin and Rachel and even Jackson. You’re the ones who have to keep civilization going.” 
 
    Yu-jin didn’t reply. She had been so focused on the potential disasters happening right at that moment that she hadn’t given much thought to the far future. When she had been a scavenger out in the wildlands she had lived day to day. Even living in the Burbs she could only plan for a season. That’s how most people lived. Those who ran New City needed to plan years ahead. She didn’t know how to do that. 
 
    And now she would have to learn. 
 
    The Reverend Wallace was studying her. “Yes, Yu-jin. Your work is only beginning.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    David lay in his tent thinking. He’d gotten into the habit of doing this when he wasn’t preaching or ministering to his flock. His tent was the only place he could be alone. People followed him now wherever he went. His path was clogged when he went through the market, his footsteps dogged when he strolled out into the farmland. Even on the beach he couldn’t be alone. Fishermen, many of them former slaves from the Righteous Horde, came up to him, wanting to speak with him and touch him. 
 
    At first he feared these people lest they recognize him. But soon he put aside his worries. He had glanced in a mirror in Roy’s bar one night and did a double take. He hadn’t recognized his own face. The worry lines graven from the long march had vanished. The anguish of all those massacres had been washed clean. He looked ten years younger, even with his hair all shaved off. How could any of these ex-slaves recognize him if he barely recognized himself? 
 
    Of course all was not entirely well, because nothing ever was in this world. The Doctor had noticed him now, and wherever he went, whenever he spoke, there would be a guard or one of Annette’s deputies in the crowd, watching. 
 
    Let them watch, he told himself. I have nothing to hide. 
 
    That did not entirely put his mind at ease. Back in the Righteous Horde, getting noticed generally got you killed. It was hard to leave that type of thinking behind. 
 
    You are in a different place now, a better place. You are safe here. 
 
    At least for the moment. 
 
    It had been a week since the peace conference and he still had not come to a decision about what to do about the concrete. The engineers were experimenting with various methods for capping the well. All had failed. They needed his concrete, but he still did not know what to do about the Righteous Horde. 
 
    And they were marching north, under his orders. He did not have much more time to think. 
 
    It was getting time for his evening sermon. First he would walk through the Burbs as far as the open area before New City gate, then loop around through the poorest area of tin shacks and canvas lean-tos near the beach before going to his usual spot to speak. Every time he did this walk he gathered more people than the sermon before. God’s plan was working. 
 
    If only he knew what that plan was. 
 
    He unzipped his tent and stepped out. 
 
    A crowd of at least two hundred people rose as one to greet him. The tweakers who squatted next to his tent clustered around him, grinning in their simple way. He smiled back at them and put his hands on their shoulders. Each day they stood a little straighter, their eyes shone a little clearer. Many of them could speak correctly again. 
 
    Beyond stood the main part of his flock, the Burbs traders and scavengers and a few farmers. No New City citizens yet, but they would come in time. God would soften their hearts and show them that His word was more important than their comforts and luxuries. 
 
    “God bless you!” he cried, raising his hands in the air. 
 
    They cheered and returned the blessing. David noticed that the sky was dark and an acrid breeze came in from the sea. God had held off the rains for all this time. Had he turned them back on David and his flock? Had David taken too long to decide? 
 
    He made his long circuit around the settlement, walking a bit quicker while keeping a close eye on the sky. As usual, people greeted him and joined the crowd in his wake. By the time he made it to his accustomed spot beside the marketplace he had assembled more than four hundred people. A couple of days ago he had had to switch where he gave his sermons. His previous spot in the middle of the marketplace had grown too small and the vendors had asked him to move elsewhere since the crowds were blocking business. Now they met in a field to one side. 
 
    David mounted a flat rock his followers had set there. He tried not to think of how the Chosen One had stood atop rocks like this when he gave his sermons. 
 
    David raised his hands above his head. 
 
    “Welcome, my brothers and sisters!” 
 
    “Welcome!” they called back. 
 
    “Before I speak, let us pray.” 
 
    Everyone bowed their heads. 
 
    “Lord, forgive our sins. Forgive the sins of our enemies and make them see the light. Heal the hatred and mistrust that divides us. We are all equal before Your eyes. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen!” the crowd called. 
 
    He gave them a wide grin, having learned that with big crowds you had to exaggerate your gestures. He had learned so much in the past few days. 
 
    “There are more and more of you every day. I’m going to need a bigger rock.” 
 
    The crowd laughed. 
 
    He pumped his fist in the air. 
 
    “The Lord is winning!” 
 
    They cheered. 
 
    “Have you heard the sermons Reverend Wallace has been preaching? The Lord turned his heart and now he embraces all of God’s people.” 
 
    Another cheer. He saw several Asians in the crowd. From what he had heard, there had been little harassment in the past few days. The haters who had fled New World United Church had been replaced by twice as many of God’s people. Even Yu-jin had returned, and that had led to many of her fellow Chinese going as well in a show of solidarity. It was all working out. 
 
    But he knew the struggle wasn’t over yet. Those haters had not disappeared, and he noticed that some of his followers came to his sermons armed, taking up strategic positions in the crowd to protect him. It reminded him all too much of the old sermons where he had been the guard. 
 
    “When I said that we must pray for our enemies, I mean those who sow discord among us. There are many here who still cling to the old hatreds, the hatreds that destroyed this world. That has to change. We will help them change. I have a mission for you. I want you to seek out these people. Do it wisely, in public places. Stay safe. But seek them out. Try to turn their hearts. Show them that we should not hate Weissberg or the Chinese. Convince them that the freighter is not a threat, but God’s way of knitting the world back together. Pray for them. Get down on your knees and pray for them right before their eyes. I will do the same.” 
 
    David continued to preach along similar lines, telling half-remembered Bible tales from his childhood about how Jesus protected prostitutes and lepers. He also told newer tales, like those of Saint Connor of the City State Wars, who preached peace and even managed for a time to keep some city states from fighting by getting their people to ignore their leaders and speak directly to one another. Saint Connor had been martyred by one of those leaders. David skipped that part. 
 
    As he spoke, clouds began to gather. When he had first come out of his tent they had been a gray line on the horizon out to sea. Now they were overhead, and thickening. He had to wrap up this sermon soon, but like with all his sermons, no matter how well received, he felt he had left something unsaid, that he had not touched on the most important thing he must tell these people. He still lacked the courage, and the wisdom. 
 
    As the first patterings of rain came, he knew that God was telling him it was time to make a decision. The people started edging away. He took a deep breath and raised his hands. 
 
    “Before you go …” Most of the crowd stopped. “God has revealed to me a way to fix the offshore well. He has shown me where there is enough concrete to make the repairs. Yes, I see your surprise. Yes, I see your doubts. Do not be surprised. Do not doubt. For with God all things are possible. I will speak with your mayor about this, and show him where to find what we all need. This concrete is free. I will not trade for it. It will not need to be won by blood or bartered for with worldly goods. I will freely give this to the Burbs and New City. Now go, take shelter from what will be one of the last storms you will have to weather.” 
 
    The rain had been picking up as he spoke. Now that he released them, most people ran for the nearest building. A few of the more devoted clustered around him, peppering him with questions. 
 
    “All will be revealed soon enough,” he reassured them. “Please, go take shelter.” 
 
    He ran for shelter himself. In the confusion, with everyone running this way and that, he found himself hurrying between two rows of shacks, alone for the moment. 
 
    A strong hand grabbed him and pulled him under an awning. David blinked away the acrid rain and looked at the man who had accosted him. 
 
    It was Aaron, his second-in-command from the Righteous Horde. 
 
    His first reaction was fear and guilt, as if he had been caught doing something wrong. 
 
    David brushed that aside and embraced his old friend. That embrace was not returned. 
 
    “How did you get here?” David asked. 
 
    Aaron had a hard look on his face. At first he did not respond. The rain pattered on the canvas awning above them, and the mud all around raised a sharp odor that stung David’s nostrils. 
 
    “I stole a boat, and made the fisherman take me to this place.” 
 
    “And where is the fisherman now?” 
 
    Aaron looked at him like he’d asked a stupid question. A moment later David realized that he had. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” David asked. 
 
    “What do you think? You’ve been gone so long. Besides, I had to tell you, the Righteous Horde is stronger than ever! Your so-called prophecy was proven to all of us. We were marching along the shore gathering fish—the old rule against it is long gone—and we saw the freighter in the distance. Even having heard it on the radio I nearly fainted at the sight of it! For a moment I even believed in miracles myself. And of course the men all believed. We had a big prayer session. Everyone looks on you as a prophet. There’s no more infighting now, no more desertions. Everyone’s marching up here thinking they’re going to the Promised Land.” 
 
    Aaron looked eager, alive. There was hope in his eyes for the first time since David had met him. He had not lost his wariness, though. Even though the muddy lane was deserted he kept looking around, checking they were alone. He had on a loose flak jacket that David knew concealed at least a couple of weapons. 
 
    “How is your wound?” David asked. 
 
    “Good enough. But what’s going on? I’ve been here a couple of days, pretending to be a scavenger. All the talk is about you. They say you stopped a riot against the Chinese, and stopped a war with another city state. People are divided between whether you’re a hero or a holy man.” 
 
    David put his hands on Aaron’s shoulders. “Why didn’t you come to me sooner?” 
 
    His friend shook his head, confused. “This place is so strange, and you’re being strange too. I had to take some time to figure it all out. I’ve talked to people and watched you from afar. The way people crowd around you it’s easy to not be noticed. I even attended a couple of your sermons. You have a way with words, brother. You can get these people to believe anything.” 
 
    A sudden spike of fear gripped David. 
 
    “Were you at this sermon?” 
 
    Aaron nodded, and a frown darkened his features. “We need to talk about what you said. I know you didn’t mean that the concrete would be free, but we need to figure out how we’re going to deal with the Chinese and The Doctor.” 
 
    The stench from the toxic rain was making David lightheaded, or perhaps it was the sudden confrontation with his old life. 
 
    “Let’s go to my tent and get out of all this,” David said. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    They covered their heads with their hoods and rushed out into the rain. David ran ahead and found himself sprinting, pumping his legs, hoping that Aaron would not be able to keep up. David felt the urge to run right through the Burbs and out into the wildlands, to run and run until he left his old life and old sins far behind him. 
 
    But Aaron kept right on his tail. 
 
    They came to the tent, a bedraggled group of tweakers sitting in front under a large piece of plastic sheeting. They grinned and babbled at him. Aaron stared as David unzipped the tent. 
 
    “So a group of tweakers really did follow you.” 
 
    “The humblest and greatest of my flock.” 
 
    Aaron chuckled as he crawled inside the tent. 
 
    The damp from their clothing made the confines of the tent stink. David pulled out a clean cloth and a flask of water and they washed themselves as best they could. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Aaron asked. 
 
    David paused. Heart beating fast, he looked his old comrade-in-arms in the eye and said, 
 
    “Exactly what I told my flock. I will give the concrete to them for free. No tricks, no deals, no fighting.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. The reaction quickly died when he saw David was in earnest. 
 
    “You gotta be fucking kidding me. That concrete is our ticket to a new life. Look at this place. Have you ever seen such wealth? And the freighter, it’s got to be even richer! We can trade for anything we want—land, food, seed, tools. We can set up our own city state just as we planned.” 
 
    David shook his head. “It would be an evil place, founded on blood.” 
 
    “Oh come on, you sound like you believe in all this bullshit.” Aaron stared. Silence stretched out for a long moment as Aaron’s face fell. “Wait, you do. What the hell has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Hell is what has been taken out of me.” 
 
    Aaron looked at him in wonder. “Have you really fallen for the old lie? None of that shit is true, it’s just for controlling people. We have a chance to make good. I don’t want to fight any more either. Look, we sell the concrete to them, and everyone is better off. The rains stop coming, and we get to cultivate some of this unused land. The whole area will be richer, and the Righteous Horde will be yours to do what you want with forever.” 
 
    “No. Everything I’ve done here I’ve done for free. I helped the Chinese for free. I helped Reverend Wallace for free. Even the deal with Weissberg was free. We put things back to the status quo, and I asked nothing for myself. If I start making deals now, I’ll look like a man of the world instead of a man of God.” 
 
    “A man of God! Remember when we banged that farmer girl? You had one end and I had the other, and we weren’t even first in line. Don’t talk to me about being a man of God.” 
 
    David winced at the memory, because it brought back so many more. 
 
    Aaron put a hand on his shoulder. “Wake up. This place is getting to you. Sure, you’ve found you have a talent. You can make people listen. And you sure have the best timing of anyone I’ve ever met. Things just fall in place for you. But don’t start making up fairy tales about it.” 
 
    “It’s not a fairy tale, Aaron. This is real. What are the odds that I would have turned on the marine band at just the right frequency at just the right time to hear those two boys talking? What are the odds that I would have found just what everyone needed that very same day? What are the odds that when I was trying to break up the riot the tweakers showed up? God is working through me, Aaron. How much more proof do you need?” 
 
    “Well then he can work for you too!” his friend snapped. “Didn’t he make you leader of the Righteous Horde? What about your obligations to all those people? The last of the food is going to run out in a couple of days and we’ll be left eating all the dried fish we’ve been gathering. People will start getting sick. And we’re still marching north. It won’t be long before someone sounds the alarm. We’ll have another fight on our hands, but that doesn’t have to happen if we use the concrete as a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “There will be no bargaining with the lives of these people. If we give the concrete as a gift, it will soften their hearts to us.” 
 
    Aaron barked out a laugh. “Have you seen that mass grave outside of town? They hate us, and a little concrete isn’t going to change that. They’re desperate, though, and they’ll trade for it because they don’t have a choice. Don’t be stupid, David.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid. For the first time in a long time I’m not stupid. Don’t worry, there’s hope for the Righteous Horde. All it has to do is pray to God for forgiveness, repent and commit itself to never repeating the mistakes of the past. When the people here see—” 
 
    “They won’t believe it for a second,” Aaron said, jabbing his finger at him. “And I don’t believe you either. You came here with a silver tongue and the biggest trade in a generation and you want to keep it all for yourself. You know how these rubes act. Sure, you’ll give them the concrete for nothing, but you’ll get plenty in return. They’ll build you a church, give you land, stuff you with good food. You’ll have any woman you want. You’ll set yourself up just fine, and forget your real friends, the ones who went through fire with you.” 
 
    “No, I’m trying to help you,” David replied, pained to the core. “If you just embrace God, he’ll wash away your sins. I’ve never felt at such peace as I do now. You can feel that too. All the Righteous Horde can. And we can live here in the Burbs as brothers with those who were once our enemies.” 
 
    Aaron stared. “You’ve gone insane. You’ve gone completely insane. You really do believe this shit. After all we’ve been through together, you walk out and make a new life for yourself. I saw the way you looked at me the first moment you saw me. You wish I had never shown up. Because I can tell people who you really are. I can smash this bullshit facade with just a few words.” 
 
    It took a moment for David to figure out what he was feeling—confusion. It took some more time to realize that he felt confused because he hadn’t grabbed that Bowie knife next to his bed and plunged it into Aaron’s throat. This man threatened everything he was trying to build, and the old David would have killed him without a second thought. 
 
    The old him. He wasn’t that person anymore. He had been reborn in the blood of Jesus, and that was the last blood he would ever touch. 
 
    “Aaron, please try to understand. If we set ourselves up as another city state, no one will change and I won’t be able to control their bloodlust for long. Pretty soon they’ll get greedy, one of the faction leaders will kill me, and everything will be the same as before. You need to open your hearts to God and—” 
 
    David reached out to him. 
 
    “Shut up, you coward!” Aaron batted David’s hand away. “You’re just taking the easy way out of your responsibilities. You think the Righteous Horde is just going to get on their knees like a bunch of little lambs? They’re killers, every one of them, and if they don’t get their reward for following you all the way back to this place, there’s going to be Hell to pay!” 
 
    A cry from outside told him one of the tweakers was having a fit. It happened sometimes, and only David’s hands could heal them. He unzipped the tent flap and found it had stopped raining.  
 
    “I’m needed. I’ll be back in a moment,” he said, as eager to be gone as he was to help. 
 
    David stepped out into the muddy field, his boots splashing through the puddles and his hand pressing a cloth to his face. This stench was a sign. For all its sin and godlessness, New City and the Burbs could be the New Jerusalem. The speed with which people had flocked to hear God’s word proved that. He needed to give them one final gift—the concrete—both to save this place from material danger and spiritual damnation. Once he did that, God’s plan would be complete. 
 
    But first he had to minister to the humblest of his followers. 
 
    He came upon the tweakers sitting in the mud with the miasma of toxins rising about them. While they had once embraced such things, enjoying the rush to the brain and the obliteration of thought that some of the chemicals offered, now they had put those things aside. 
 
    And here it was coming down from the skies. The tweakers looked miserable. The one who had shouted lay curled up, wailing and banging his head with his grimy fist. 
 
    “Chemkalsbaaaad! Chemkalsbaaaad!” he moaned as David knelt next to him. 
 
    “Yes, they are bad,” he said, and put a hand on his shoulder. The tweaker trembled and hit his head again. Gently he pulled the tweaker’s hand away. “Don’t do that. It’s not your fault. You’ve put all that in the past.” 
 
    “Paaast.” The tweaker rolled his eyes. 
 
    “It’s all right.” David patted his shoulder. The other tweakers gathered around, muttering reassurances. One patted the writhing tweaker on his back. David smiled. Even among these lost people he had found brotherhood. 
 
    After a time, the tweaker calmed down. He gave David a cracked-toothed grin. 
 
    “Everything’s all right, brother,” David said. “I have to go now. There’s someone in my tent who needs my help.” 
 
    David stood and turned, just in time to see Aaron stealing away through the tents and shacks. 
 
    David sighed. He returned to his tent and prayed for his old friend’s soul. 
 
    It wasn’t until the next morning that he noticed his camera was gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    When Roy tried to get out of bed in the morning, he had to grip the edge of the mattress to keep from falling. His head spun and his heart fluttered in his chest. He sat still for a moment, taking regular, deep breaths like Doc had told him. After a minute the fluttering stopped, the edge of his vision cleared, and his head felt normal. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “Happening too often these days.” 
 
    It was all the stress, of course. Doc had warned him more times than he could count not to get stressed out, to take it easy, and drink less, but how the hell was he supposed to do that? He had a bar to run and shit kept happening. 
 
    And now he was coming up for some more stress. 
 
    He ate a quick breakfast, checked on the morning staff, and went to meet Pablo at the gate to New City. 
 
    The kid was waiting for him, a large box wrapped in a sack tucked under his arm. 
 
    “Hey, Pablo. How’s your mom doing?” Roy asked, tousling his hair. 
 
    “Busy,” Pablo said with a shrug. “She’s always busy.” 
 
    “She works hard to give you a nice place to live.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he mumbled, looking down at the ground. 
 
    Roy put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Pablo looked uncertainly at the gate. “Sure.” 
 
    They approached the gate.  
 
    Roy fixed that young guard with a level stare, waiting for the punk to challenge him again. Instead the guy just nodded and gave him an awkward smile. 
 
    Once through, no one stopped them as they passed along one of the tidy lanes of New City, into the warehouse, and up to where The Doctor cloistered himself in his windowless rooms. 
 
    They found him mixing medicines in the lab. Pablo paused at the door. Roy gave him a nudge. They walked in. 
 
    The Doctor kept working on his mixture. This was one of the things he did. If he was in the middle of something, everyone just had to wait their sweet time for him to be done with it. The man thought he was the center of the universe. 
 
    Roy was used to it, and Pablo was too scared to talk, so they waited in silence for another couple of minutes as The Doctor ground up various herbs and roots with a mortar and pestle. He put the resulting powder into a paper envelope, cleaned his work area, and at last leaned back and fixed them with a bloodshot gaze. 
 
    “Pablo’s got something to say,” Roy told him, keeping a reassuring hand on the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    The Doctor forced a smile, looking at the box Pablo held. “What is it, Pablo?” 
 
    “I want to trade for the radio,” Pablo mumbled. 
 
    “Well, that’s good news. I’m glad you came to your senses. What would you like for it?” 
 
    “A couple of things.” 
 
    “No problem! Go on.” 
 
    “First, I want to be Radio Officer. I know how to use the radio and I want to be the one to talk to the ship.” 
 
    “Well, now Pablo I already told you that you could speak any time—” 
 
    “No, I want this to be my job. It won’t be so much anyway. I can still study with Philip.” 
 
    The Doctor thought for a moment. “Well, I already have kids monitoring Radio Hope, so this isn’t such a leap. Philip tells me you’re responsible, so all right.” 
 
    “But only I get to know the frequency.” 
 
    “We’ll need to know that too,” The Doctor said with an edge in his voice. 
 
    Pablo gave him a defiant glance before looking back at the floor. 
 
    “If I give it to you, you’ll have what you want. You’ll just tell me to get lost.” 
 
    The Doctor made that little hissing sound that showed he was running out of patience. Roy had heard that sound an awful lot in the past forty years. 
 
    “I promise not to do that.” 
 
    Roy bent over and talked to the boy. “You can trust him, Pablo. Besides, what if you got hurt or sick? Then nobody could contact the ship. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” 
 
    “No,” Pablo moped. 
 
    The Doctor stood and walked around the table. Roy could feel Pablo’s shoulders tense. The Doctor extended his hand. “So we got a deal?” 
 
    “That’s not all.” Pablo’s voice came out firmer than Roy expected. 
 
    The Doctor rubbed his temples. “Of course it isn’t. What else?” 
 
    Pablo paused. 
 
    “Kid, I’m busy.” 
 
    You have such a way with people, Doc. 
 
    Pablo took a deep breath and forced himself to look at the mayor. 
 
    “I want you to make my mom a citizen. If you tell the Citizens Council, they’ll go along with you.” 
 
    The Doctor went pale. He couldn’t stand Annette, who stood up to him more than anyone, and to have her as a citizen would only make it worse. 
 
    After a moment the mayor controlled himself. With what Roy knew was a supreme effort of will, he made himself look reasonable and accommodating. Or at least tried to. 
 
    “Are you worried about another attack? You can always come behind the walls. We changed that rule, remember?” 
 
    “It’s not that. She wants a nice house with lights and stuff, just like Uncle Marcus and Aunt Rosie. And she wants me to sleep behind the walls where we don’t have to worry about riots or people breaking in or weirdos grabbing me.” 
 
    The Doctor inclined his head. Roy’s hopes rose. Presenting him with a logical argument usually worked eventually, and Roy had primed the kid for this. Roy had gotten good at turning his old friend around to his way of thinking, and if the kid just said what Roy had told him to, it would all work out in the end. 
 
    But then Pablo went off script. 
 
    “And I want something more, something I can only get if I’m a citizen.” 
 
    That earned a raised eyebrow from the most powerful man in New City. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I want to grow up to be mayor.” 
 
    The Doctor snorted. “You don’t want my job, kid. Trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Because I can do it better than you.” 
 
    Roy smacked his forehead. “Aw, jeez!” 
 
    There was a long pause. To Roy’s surprise, neither he nor The Doctor had a heart attack. 
 
    He had another surprise coming. 
 
    The Doctor knelt down so he could look Pablo directly in the eye. The kid took a step back, breaking out of Roy’s grasp. He looked like he would take another, and then stopped. His eyes flocked in every direction except The Doctor’s. 
 
    After a minute, though, they met the mayor’s, and stayed there. 
 
    “And why do you think you can do all this better than me?” The Doctor asked. 
 
    Pablo bit his lip, summoned his courage, and replied. 
 
    “Because people aren’t scared of me. If people are scared they only pretend to agree. And I’m out seeing people all day. You can’t be a good mayor hiding inside all the time.” 
 
    Roy felt his chest clench, convulse, and struggle to take another beat. Lightheaded, he watched for The Doctor’s reaction. Roy had seen him swear, throw tantrums, threaten, and sulk, but he had never seen him hit anyone outside of an actual fight. 
 
    He was pretty sure this moment would be the first. 
 
    And then he’d have to intervene and protect Pablo. 
 
    But this turned out to be one of the rare times Roy was wrong about human nature. The Doctor didn’t scream or rage or sulk. He didn’t say anything at all. Instead he slowly stood and turned away, shoulders hunched. He did not turn back as he cleared his throat and said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Tell your mom you have a deal.” 
 
    Pablo looked about to say something but Roy tugged on his elbow. Pablo set the radio on the worktable and Roy led him out and closed the door behind them. As they got halfway down the hall they heard the bolt snap shut. 
 
    “Did I hurt his feelings? I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s OK, Pablo. You only said what he needed to hear.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Reginald was a mess when Yu-jin saw him the next morning. His eyes were bloodshot and hooded from marijuana, and his breath stank of alcohol. One of his guards had told her he had been shut up all night and hadn’t answered the door. He hadn’t answered to her knock either, and only opened up when she called out and told him who it was. 
 
    She didn’t say anything. Trying to make him see sense when he was in one of these moods was pointless. 
 
    She noticed the marine radio sitting on a table. 
 
    “Pablo finally traded it to you. Well, that’s something!” she said in a chipper voice. 
 
    All she got in response was a grunt. He sat on his sofa, where he had probably been sitting all night. She went over and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “What do we have to do today?” she asked. 
 
    “Same old shit.” 
 
    “Same old important shit,” she corrected. 
 
    Reginald made a helpless gesture with his hand. “Not that anyone appreciates it. I’ve busted my ass for forty years and not a God-damned one of them appreciates it.” 
 
    “That’s not true. People look up to you. And they like you too. Marcus and Rosie are always inviting you over for dinner, and people loved it when you came out to eat in the Burbs. You should do that more often.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, sarcasm lacing his voice. “I should get out and meet the people more.” 
 
    Yu-jin frowned at him. How could he be so high functioning and such a baby at the same time? 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” she said. “What’s the first thing on the agenda?” 
 
    “It’s almost time for trading. But sit down first. I want to talk to you about that new preacher.” 
 
    She sat. “David is amazing. He’s really bringing people together. He’s due to speak at the New World United Church next Sunday.” 
 
    “Really? That might be helpful. I’ll have Clyde send some security.” 
 
    “It won’t be needed.” 
 
    “It’s always needed. There are still plenty of people who hate you, and they’re not done showing it.” 
 
    “I know,” Yu-jin sighed. “Reverend Wallace and David are saying all the right things, but the hardcore of the anti-Chinese camp aren’t convinced. It’s helping, though. The people in the middle, the ones who can be pushed one way or the other, are getting convinced.” 
 
    “Don’t trust them to stay convinced. I’ve seen this before. Way too many times. Do you trust him?” 
 
    “Reverend Wallace? He’s seen how he was wrong. He got shot telling people he was wrong.” 
 
    “I meant David Whatshisname. Still haven’t found out anything about that guy except for his bullshit story.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled and shook her head. “Why do you always have to be so suspicious? I’m sure he’s done some bad stuff in his past. Who hasn’t? What matters is what he is now. He’s just what this settlement needs.” 
 
    “More religion?” he grunted. “That’s what got us into this mess.” 
 
    “Isn’t that Blame?” Yu-jin asked, not trying to hide her irritation. 
 
    “No, because I’m not faulting a certain group of people, I’m faulting a certain way of thinking. That damned magical thinking that people use to justify anything they want to do. You know back before the City State Wars there were religious groups who claimed the environment wasn’t getting destroyed? Said the scientists were conspiring to lie about it.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “The religious nuts didn’t have an explanation for that. Science was scary, something people didn’t understand, and it’s always easy to make people fear what they don’t understand.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t understand faith.” 
 
    “I understand that people with faith have wanted to kill people like me for most of recorded history. Oh, and the example I just gave you? It’s not even the dumbest thing to come out of religion in the Old Times. Some religious groups accepted that the environment was falling apart but didn’t care. Said the world was going to end soon anyway so what did it matter? They were going to have a nice little apocalypse and all those problems were going to be solved.” 
 
    Yu-jin let out a sad chuckle. “They only got a partial apocalypse.” 
 
    “They got several. The World Wars Three and Four, the Biowars, the City State Wars, the Righteous Horde … it’s like these people keep trying to destroy the world but they can’t quite manage it.” 
 
    “Real religion isn’t like that. Religious people help others.” 
 
    “I’m an atheist and I’ve been helping others all my life.” 
 
    Yu-jin put an arm around him. “Can you help us convince the anti-Chinese people not to hate us?” 
 
    “Probably not. I can scare them into submission. That’s about as good as I can do. There’s always going to be racists.” 
 
    “You’re not racist,” Yu-jin said, and actually meant it. She didn’t know many people who truly qualified for that compliment, no matter what their color. 
 
    “Racism’s just another cheap way to feel good about yourself without actually achieving anything. All races are inferior. Mankind is consistently disappointing.” 
 
    I really need to smack you some day, Yu-jin thought. Might do you some good. 
 
    It sure would do me some good. 
 
    Reginald went on. “Let’s go do that trading. We’re short of everything, as usual. Hopefully some scavenger will come in and solve all our problems.” 
 
    Reginald stood, wavered, and fell back hard on the couch. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Just a bit dizzy.” His words came out slurred. 
 
    “Did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Don’t badger me.” 
 
    “Sit here. I’m going to get you something to eat.” 
 
    Yu-jin rummaged around his kitchen, bringing back some nuts, one of the nutrition bars he made, some dried apples, and a large glass of water. She put them down in front of him. 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “I won’t let you work until you eat.” 
 
    “You’re not in charge.” 
 
    “I am until you eat.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ,” he grumbled as he started to eat. 
 
    He stopped several times, saying he was done, and Yu-jin kept having to prod him to finish. 
 
    Is this what having a kid is like? She thought. Maybe I should be careful what I wish for. 
 
    After he was done he struggled out of the sofa. 
 
    “May I run the last outpost of civilization now, mother?” 
 
    “Now that you can stand on your own, yes. But it’s not the last outpost.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ve been saying it so long it’s become a habit.” 
 
    They went downstairs, Yu-jin hovering close beside him in case he had another attack of dizziness, and went outside. It stank from yesterday’s rain. 
 
    “How the hell are we going to fix that derrick?” Reginald muttered. 
 
    He slumped down at the trading table. Clyde was already there, waiting to talk about the situation with Weissberg. Everything had gone well, all the prisoners and loot returned, but of course Clyde was still paranoid about an attack. Reginald fobbed him off with a grunt. 
 
    “Anyone here to trade this morning?” he asked the nearest guard. 
 
    “Just one,” the guard said, looking unsettled. “A scavenger, and the guys at the gate say he’s a suspicious type.” 
 
    “Aren’t they all,” Reginald grumbled. 
 
    Yu-jin wanted to mention that until a few months ago she had been a scavenger, but decided now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Shall I send him away?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Nah, business has to go on. Send him in.” 
 
    When the man first came through the gate, for a moment Yu-jin thought it was David. The man was black, and tough looking, and wore full camo like when Yu-jin had first seen the preacher in that half-sunken fishing boat. 
 
    But then she saw all the differences. 
 
    He had close-cropped hair instead of David’s shaved head, and instead of the preacher’s calm demeanor his face was stamped with anger, worry, and … something else. 
 
    What was it? Anguish? Regret? She wasn’t sure. But it was obvious this man was hurting. 
 
    He walked with a swagger up to the table, an old army duffel bag slung over his shoulder, one of Reginald’s guards trailing behind. He stopped in front of the table, legs wide apart, studying each person in turn before his eyes settled on Reginald. 
 
    “My name’s Aaron Hart. I’m a scavenger.” 
 
    The Doctor’s gaze roved over him, taking in the full camouflage outfit, the healthy body, and the empty holster. “Are you now?” 
 
    He thumped the duffel bag down on the table. “I’ve got a few things to trade.” 
 
    “All right, let’s see what you got.” 
 
    Aaron turned to the guards at the gate behind him. “First off, there’s the stuff I had to leave over there. Hey you! What did I leave with you?” 
 
    One of the guards looked at the table next to the gate. “An AK-47 in decent repair. Four clips plus a box of ammo. I’d guess about 300 rounds of ammo. Then there’s a 9mm automatic pistol with a full eleven-round clip, a spare nine-round clip, both full, and 30 extra rounds.” 
 
    “Actually it’s 400 rounds for the AK, but whatever,” Aaron said. He turned to the duffel bag and started pulling things out. “There’s also this pair of military binoculars, and seven Blue Cans, and this spare poncho, and some bread, and half a kilo of cornmeal. And take a look at this, a functioning digital camera from the Old Times. I’ll show you how to use it in a minute. And, fuck it—” He pulled off his belt and yanked the buckle in two to reveal a short blade. As he dropped in onto the table with a clang, Clyde snatched it away. Then David pulled his boots off and dropped them on the table. “Here, you can have my boots too.” 
 
    The Doctor studied him, his face a mask. “What do you want in trade?” 
 
    Aaron met his eye. “Five minutes of your time, and after the five minutes are done, I get to walk out of here.” 
 
    Yu-jin tensed. She had a feeling this was a bad trade. 
 
    The Doctor paused a moment. 
 
    “I think I know where you’re from,” he said in a soft voice before his features hardened and he flicked the boots off the table. “You have yourself a deal. But don’t be a drama queen, keep the fucking boots.” 
 
    The scavenger bent down and put on his boots. The guards kept their guns trained on him, watching his every move. 
 
    To Yu-jin’s surprise, when he stood up again he was trembling and his eyes welled with tears. He blinked them away. 
 
    “David Nimitz isn’t what he claims to be,” he said, his voice shaking. 
 
    “Well that’s not a big surprise,” The Doctor said. “So what the hell is he?” 
 
    Aaron looked at the guards. “Let me pick up that camera and I’ll show you.” 
 
    The Doctor gestured towards it. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Aaron picked it up and touched a button. A back panel lit up. He turned it to face them. 
 
    Yu-jin’s breath caught. The photo showed David covered in blood with a machete in one hand and the decapitated head of a man held high in the other. 
 
    But that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was David’s face. He had a transcendent look of exaltation, like all his prayers had been answered. Like he had seen the face of God. 
 
    She glanced at Reginald. Clyde had moved in close beside him. Both stared at the picture with the same expression of profound shock. 
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” Reginald asked. His voice came out hushed, unbelieving. 
 
    Aaron nodded. “David killed the Pure One a few weeks ago. He’s the new leader of the Righteous Horde.” 
 
    The guards raised their M-16s. The Doctor’s hand shot up. 
 
    “Easy!” 
 
    “This could be a trick,” Clyde said. 
 
    “Why would I lie about something like this?” Aaron said. He scrolled through the photos, showing images of the decapitated corpse dressed in white robes, and of David on another day, cleaned up, speaking to a throng of emaciated people. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Clyde whispered. 
 
    “So who are you?” The Doctor asked. “And where’s the Horde? My scouts haven’t reported any large groups to the south.” 
 
    “I’m his second-in-command. The Righteous Horde is skirting the coast, heading back here. We’re moving slow because we have to gather food on the way. I sailed on ahead to find David.” 
 
    Yu-jin kept staring at the pictures, trying to reconcile the blood-soaked images with the man who preached in the marketplace, trying to match the man who had cut off someone’s head with the one who laid hands on tweakers and healed them. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem like the same person,” she said. 
 
    Aaron shook his head and wiped his eyes. “He isn’t. He’s gone mad. Thinks God talks to him.” 
 
    “No, I meant he’s a good person now. God saved him,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    Reginald snorted. Yu-jin shot him an angry look. 
 
    Aaron gestured at the camera. “Don’t let him fool you like he’s fooled himself. That’s the real David Nimitz. He’s no holy man. He’s got as much blood on his hands as anybody. He just thinks he’s found a way out of it.” 
 
    Reginald studied the man from the Righteous Horde, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “You didn’t come here just to rat out your friend. What do you want?” 
 
    Aaron looked him in the eye. “We have a deal, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. What’s your angle? You get to be in charge with him dead?” 
 
    Aaron nodded. For a moment no one said anything. Then Yu-jin spoke up. 
 
    “But with him gone you’re already in charge. What else are you after?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Aaron said, and Yu-jin was sure it was a lie. He turned to Reginald. “Can I go now, or is your word not any good?” 
 
    “It’s good. But I don’t think I’ve seen the last of you, have I?” 
 
    Aaron paused for a second. “I don’t know. Not sure I care anymore.” 
 
    He turned and was gone. 
 
    As soon as he was out of the gate, Clyde and Reginald went into a huddle. Yu-jin stood. 
 
    “I need to talk to Randy about something,” she said. 
 
    They didn’t even hear her. She headed for the gate, following the man from the Righteous Horde.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    David felt truly afraid for the first time since he had come to this wonderful place. The Lord had told him what he had to do, and he trembled at the thought of doing it. 
 
    When he told them about the concrete, they would learn who he was. There was no getting away from it. Sailing south in the freighter, they would see the Righteous Horde marching up the coast, and they would send scouts ashore who would see their tracks leading all the way back to the bunker. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out he was from the Righteous Horde, and that Doctor looked like the smartest man David had ever met. 
 
    And when they learned, they would kill him. 
 
    David walked alone out in the farmers’ fields beyond the Burbs. It had taken some time to get the crowds to stop following him. They had gathered as soon as he emerged from his tent. He had told them he wasn’t going to give a sermon at that moment. They had followed anyway. At the edge of the Burbs he had turned, thanked them, and told them he wanted to pray alone. That had gotten rid of some of them, but the more persistent, especially the tweakers, followed. He had stopped after a kilometer and prayed with them. Then he told them to return home. 
 
    Now he was alone. 
 
    And how alone he felt. He walked along the edge of a fallow field, the slate gray sky pressing down on him, and thought about what he would do about the instructions the Lord had given him. 
 
    For a long time, David hadn’t feared death. He had lived with it—the stink of it, the filth of it—for so long that it had become as familiar to him as the sun and wind. But now he shook like a child at the thought of it. It was easy to figure out why. 
 
    Now he had something to lose. 
 
    He had a comfortable tent in a place that was far safer than anything he had ever known, and growing safer by the day. He had people who loved him. He had the smiling, eager faces of the crowd that gathered twice a day to hear him speak. 
 
    And there were all the little things, like the decent food and a bar with electricity and music and beer. He’d gone into $87,953 just the other night. People were amazed to see a “preacher,” as they called him, standing up at the bar and ordering a drink. 
 
    “Why not?” He had answered. “Didn’t Jesus turn water into wine? He wants us to enjoy life!” 
 
    People had cheered. Everyone talked and joked and for a little while he got to be a regular person. 
 
    That fun evening mingling with the good people of this place had probably gotten him more converts than any two sermons. 
 
    David had even begun to look ahead. He could build a house, and a church, and maybe—he sometimes dared to dream—even start a family. He could leave all that old dirt behind. 
 
    None of that would happen if he told them about the concrete. 
 
    Aaron had been right about that. They would never forgive. They’d kill him the minute after they got their hands on the concrete, if they could control themselves that long. 
 
    He knew having killed The Pure One wouldn’t save him. He was part of the throng that had slaughtered so many of their relatives and friends. He had burned the land all around this place. They would never forgive that. 
 
    All his new life would be lost. All his teachings would be lost too. 
 
    He’d come so far in such a short time. The tweakers had been pariahs here just as they were everywhere else, and now people tried to help them. Farmers and market vendors gave them scraps of food, and an old woman from New City had given each of them a blanket. They’d cast aside their filthy rags and now wore whatever they could scrounge or beg. They still looked tattered, the poorest of the poor, but they were clean. Their backs had started to unbend and their minds had started to clear. 
 
    The hatred against the Chinese had begun to heal too, although more slowly. The Reverend Wallace had been responsible for a lot of that, after the Lord had turned his heart. 
 
    What would happen to all that when they learned he had once been their enemy? 
 
    Why was God doing this to him? Why was He building him up only to knock him down yet again? 
 
    “Another test,” David muttered. “It has to be another test.” 
 
    He didn’t understand God’s plan. The manpower needed to cap the well was huge. They’d need hundreds of people to mix and pour the concrete, hundreds of people who would die from the fumes coming out of the ocean floor. 
 
    The Doctor had tried to keep that part secret, not wanting to panic everyone, but too many of his assistants had been involved in trying to solve that problem and word had gotten out. That had a somber effect on the people. Not only did they not have anything to cap the well (or so they thought) but they didn’t have any way to do it even if they had the materials. 
 
    While the people worried, they also got to work. A farmer suggested that they use soil, scraping off the top layer of every fallow field. 
 
    “It’s loose earth and easy to move,” he had said to a crowd at the market. “It’s contaminated anyway so it would be good for us to get rid of it. We’d have a hell of a time breaking the new earth beneath for next year’s planting, but it would be worth it.” 
 
    He had taken the plan to the mayor. The technicians had gotten together with those on the ship and studied the idea. Their answer had come down the next day—the soil would be too permeable and the fumes would work their way out. 
 
    Other people came up with other solutions, such as pouring sea water down the shaft. That, apparently, would just make matters worse. The toxins would bubble up, creating a corrosive mixture of salt and chemicals that would quickly erode the concrete platform and leak out to make the biggest toxic slick they had ever seen. 
 
    Still people tried to come up with ideas. The effort to solve this problem was actually helping to bring the settlement together. It warmed his heart. As divided as these people were, they could come together when faced with a threat. 
 
    Just as they had come together to defeat the Righteous Horde. 
 
    Just as they would unite against him when they saw what he really was. 
 
    David staggered at the thought. Maybe this was God’s plan. Maybe he had to be a sacrifice. 
 
    Yes! God had decreed his punishment. He would be torn apart by people he loved, people he wanted to join, just so he could solve part of a problem. 
 
    Not even the whole problem. His contribution wouldn’t even be remembered. They’d remember the smart man or woman who figured out how to pour the concrete without losing half the population of New City. That person would be the hero. He would be forgotten five minutes after they killed him. 
 
    David groaned with despair. He had left the fields, not paying much attention to where he was headed, and he found himself in a garden. Withered vines clung to trellises, and empty furrows sat out the winter, waiting to be planted with the next harvest, if the next harvest ever came. 
 
    David paused, looking at the ground laced with toxins and the withered vines that may, or may not, bloom again in the spring. He’d never know if they would, because he wouldn’t be around to see it. 
 
    But there was no way out of it. All he had done had led to this point. He had even promised his followers a solution to the leaking well. God had forced the words past his lips, and now he had to fulfill that promise. 
 
    And die. And be hated. And be forgotten. 
 
    David fell to his knees, turned his eyes heavenward, and prayed. 
 
    “Lord, I am your humble servant. I am sorry I ever doubted you. Even when I heard the ship over the radio I still had a trace of doubt. I don’t doubt anymore. You are working through me to help these good people. I’m not expecting anything for myself, I don’t deserve salvation. I just want to know how all this is supposed to work. Why are you doing things this way? The concrete is only half a miracle. What’s the other half? Can’t I know? Is it part of my punishment not to know?” 
 
    The gray sky had no answer. David grew impatient. 
 
    “Why do you never speak to us like you did with the people in the Bible? No words from the sky, no burning bushes, just silence. We have to stumble around trying it figure out if what we’re seeing is a sign or just coincidence.” 
 
    David stood, frowning at the featureless clouds. 
 
    “Don’t I deserve at least that? You’re asking me to die for this half-miracle. Why? What will it solve? If someone else solves the other half of the problem, couldn’t I at least see that before I go? Can’t I at least know why I have to die?” 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing here?” 
 
    David turned. A white farmer stood a few paces behind him, gripping a shotgun. 
 
    “I … I was praying.” 
 
    “More likely looking for something to steal.” 
 
    “I was praying. Didn’t you hear me?” 
 
    “All I heard was you babbling to yourself something about dying. You sound like some drunk scavenger to me. Beat it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I scared you, but—” 
 
    “Get off my land, nigger.” 
 
    David felt the old rage rise up. He tamped it down. 
 
    “I’m going.” 
 
    David turned his back on the shotgun and walked out into the empty fields. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    It was pretty busy for a morning shift. It usually was after a toxic rain. Last evening’s storm had kept a lot of people away, and the lingering stink gave them a good excuse to skip work until the winds blew it away. His place was like a second home to them, a place with electricity and music and friendly faces, far better than the shacks and tents and old shipping containers that really were their homes. 
 
    Most were getting breakfast, preferring to eat inside than at one of the market stalls that served up decent food at cheaper trade. His cook was busy while he and Tammy worked the front end. Clayton was on guard, looking a bit drowsy. His bouncers had been pulling some serious overtime lately. 
 
    Things were beginning to calm down, though. 
 
    Half the conversation on any given night was about David, all of it positive. People had changed from debating whether or not the Chinese were a threat to talking about how much a threat suspicion and prejudice could be. He hadn’t heard conversation like that for years. 
 
    The guy was a miracle. 
 
    They also talked about how God was going to give them enough concrete to cap the well. The brother had overstepped himself there. No point getting people’s hopes up if he couldn’t deliver. 
 
    It all looked pretty calm this morning. No drunks yet, and nobody nursing a bad hangover that put them in a foul mood. It looked like everything would be fine for a while. 
 
    Until the stranger walked in. 
 
    Roy had scoped him the night before—a big burly brother wearing all camo. Roy had never seen him before. The guy looked like a killer, one of the wild ones living out in the wasteland. He was used to them. You had to keep an eye on them, of course, but they didn’t scare him. 
 
    This guy did. 
 
    He hadn’t caused trouble last night, just come in with eyes bugging out and a jaw down to his knees as he gaped at the electric lights and looked all over for the source of the music he was hearing. 
 
    The guy hadn’t given his name, only fumbled through a trade for some beer and a sandwich, and when Roy had told him it was movie night, had asked what a movie was. 
 
    The movie blew him away. He’d stayed for a while longer, nursing a beer and studying the building and everyone and everything in it like he was sizing up a market trade. Then he had left. 
 
    Roy was not happy to see him again. 
 
    The guy walked through the door and barely glanced around. His brow was knitted with worry, and his hung head low. Roy put on his winning smile. 
 
    “Hey, brother, good to see you back!” 
 
    The man came up to the bar and held out a small rectangle of plastic. 
 
    “You know what this is?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure, that’s a memory chip.” 
 
    “It’s from a camera I traded,” the stranger said. “I have some … friends who told me that the images get preserved in the camera as well as this little thing. I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that interesting. You looking to trade it?” 
 
    The man shuddered, stood straight with a visible effort, and shook his head. 
 
    “No, I just want you to play it. Can you put the pictures on that flat thing where the movies went?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Roy paused. Something about this guy’s demeanor struck him wrong. It was too intense. Roy had plenty of people come in with Old Times DVDs and memory cards. They were always eager, even playful. Everyone wanted to see new image of those great days. 
 
    Not this guy. He looked like he was going to murder somebody. 
 
    But Roy couldn’t think of a way to say no. So he took the memory card and went over to his switchboard, a mazework of spliced cables and battered, cobbled together equipment. He flicked a switch to turn on one of the televisions. 
 
    “We getting an extra movie night, Roy?” a farmer named Jack asked. With the toxic rains he was sitting out the workday, hoping the cancer wouldn’t catch him before he saw forty. 
 
    “Not sure. Some pictures at least,” Roy said, his voice coming out quiet. 
 
    He put the memory card into the slot and the computer screen next to it indicated it was readable. Roy turned to the scavenger. 
 
    “We’re all set,” he said. But the stranger was already gone. 
 
    Roy paused, then clicked on the image. 
 
    The screen came to life, illuminating the dim interior of the bar. 
 
    An image appeared of David, the preacher. He was drenched in blood, and still had hair, but it was unmistakably him. In one hand he gripped a machete. In the other, held aloft, was a severed head. 
 
    Several of the patrons gasped. 
 
    “What the fuck is this you’re putting on?” someone cried. 
 
    Roy’s heart clenched hard in his chest when he recognized the victim.   
 
    He had seen the guy from the wall, just a few months before. 
 
    The Pure One. The leader of the Righteous Horde. 
 
    David had killed him. 
 
    He had set it on slideshow mode, and another image came up. 
 
    One of David preaching to the Righteous Horde. 
 
    Roy’s gaze flicked to the keyboard. One click and he could turn off the image. Why had he thought of doing that? Did he want to protect the brother? Why? 
 
    Because David had saved his bar, had saved the whole damn settlement maybe. 
 
    But it was all a lie. This was a mad cultist who had stormed the walls, tried to destroy everything he and Doc and Clyde and Marcus and Rosie and all the others had built over the past four decades. He was the enemy. 
 
    Except he had stopped a riot. He had protected the Chinese. He had turned the Reverend Wallace from a frothing-at-the-mouth racist back into the kind, good man he had always been. 
 
    Who was this guy? 
 
    “Hey!” Jack said. “Ain’t that the preacher in the marketplace?” 
 
    Roy’s legs buckled beneath him as his heart convulsed. He fell hard on the floor. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    Tammy hovered over him, a blurry wavering shadow. 
 
    “Aw, shit, get Doc,” he whispered. 
 
    “It is! It’s the fucking preacher!” someone shouted. “But who’s that he’s killed?” 
 
    Tammy disappeared. 
 
    “Looks kinda familiar. Does he look familiar to you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Where have I seen that face before?” 
 
    “Did he kill someone from the Burbs?” 
 
    Roy clutched his chest, blinking, trying to clear his vision. 
 
    “Not sure. Doesn’t look familiar to me.” 
 
    Two shadows wavered over Roy. 
 
    “What happened, Roy?” 
 
    “Shit, I think he’s having a heart attack.” 
 
    “Pick me up,” Roy gasped. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Pick me up!” 
 
    The shadows grabbed him from either side, shoulders under armpits, and got him to his feet. Roy groaned. The world started to clarify. 
 
    “Get me to the keyboard,” he croaked. 
 
    “We need to get you to The Doctor.” 
 
    “Get me to the keyboard first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    They moved him forward. He blinked, trying to make the black fuzz of the keyboard congeal into letters and numbers, trying to get the diffuse light of the screen to resolve into lines and words. 
 
    After a moment it did, or at least enough. He moved his hand to click on the “off” option. Paused. 
 
    Why? Why was his first instinct to hide this man’s past? 
 
    “It’s that cult leader!” Jack shouted. “I know it! I was on the wall and saw him. Looked like all the Old Times pictures of Jesus himself, the bloodthirsty piece of shit!” 
 
    “Holy crap, you’re right. It is him!” someone else said. 
 
    The scraping of chairs. Everyone started talking at once. Roy’s mind whirled. He couldn’t make sense of what anyone was saying. With a force of will he stood on his own two feet. 
 
    “He’s changed,” he called out. 
 
    “What was that, Roy?” one of the men holding him asked. Had anyone else even heard him? 
 
    “He’s changed. He’s not … that, anymore.” 
 
    No one paid him any attention. There was a scramble at the bar and a babble of many voices. The two people helping him led him around the bar and set him in a chair. 
 
    His vision cleared, and he saw all the patrons standing now. A group of them had formed an angry circle, while others stared at the screen in shock. It still cycled through the damning images. 
 
    “We got to get him!” 
 
    “No, let’s get Clyde first.” 
 
    “Fuck Clyde. I want to hang the piece of shit myself.” 
 
    “Not yet. David is unarmed, he’s easy to catch. We might get a reward for bagging him.” 
 
    “My reward will be seeing that son of a bitch swing.” 
 
    “He’s not in the Righteous Horde!” Roy gasped. He tried to stand. Failed. 
 
    “Of course he is,” Jack snapped. “Can’t you see, Roy? He killed The Pure One and took over. He came here to subvert us. They couldn’t take us by storm, so now they’re trying to weaken us from within.” 
 
    “Say, do you think David is in league with the freighter? He’s been preaching how they’re friends and all.” 
 
    “Hey, I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “No,” Roy moaned. 
 
    Someone ran out of the bar. From outside, Roy could hear him calling, 
 
    “Hey everyone, come look at this!” 
 
    More people came. The angry conversation rose in volume as more and more people crowded in. Roy’s head spun from all the noise. His chest fluttered like a trapped bird. 
 
    And then, like a giant beast, the crowd heaved for the exit with a roar. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Yu-jin trailed behind Aaron like she was stalking a rabbit in the wildlands. By the time she got to the gate, he was already across the dead zone between the walls and the Burbs, striding on long legs as fast as they would carry him. He glanced back. Yu-jin ducked behind the gate just in time not to get noticed. 
 
    Aaron disappeared into the tangle of shacks and tents. Yu-jin jogged across the open space and caught sight of him taking a left down one of the Burbs’ haphazard lanes. They weren’t so much streets like in Old Times ruins as spaces between clusters of dwellings. 
 
    She hurried to the corner and spotted him again. Hanging back, trying to screen herself with the crowd of merchants and shoppers, she followed. 
 
    Once Aaron looked back, and she got behind a tall woman looking at a table of homespun clothing. Yu-jin pretended to do the same. When Aaron faced forward again, she continued to follow. 
 
    He led her right to Roy’s bar. He walked in. 
 
    She paused, unsure of herself. There was no place to hide once she entered, and he was sure to recognize her. 
 
    Was he meeting someone? Getting a drink to cheer himself up? It seemed an odd place to go after the bombshell he’d just dropped. She figured he’d make a run for the wildlands. 
 
    Yu-jin got partway around the corner of a building opposite and watched the door. A moment later she had the odd realization that this was where one of the gunmen who had attacked the bar had positioned himself. It may have even been the very same gunman who shot the Reverend and nearly shot her. 
 
    Aaron reappeared a minute later. Yu-jin ducked back around the corner, then peeked out. He was walking away from her, obviously in a hurry. 
 
    She started to follow. 
 
    After a few steps Aaron staggered, put his face in his hands. Someone moved towards him, saying something, perhaps asking what was the matter. Aaron shoved him away and stumbled forward. 
 
    The passerby gave Aaron the finger and walked off. 
 
    Aaron moved more slowly now, seeming to have lost all his energy. Once he stopped and moaned, striking his forehead with his fist. 
 
    He walked to the edge of the Burbs and onto the beach, heading south. His head hung low and he shuffled along, utterly despondent. 
 
    Yu-jin considered the wisdom of following him. She wanted to find out where he was going. That might be essential. On the beach she wouldn’t be able to hide, but he didn’t look dangerous. He didn’t even look like he was paying attention to the terrain around him, a fatal mistake for any scavenger. 
 
    But then something else got her attention, a noise from back in the Burbs. 
 
    A low, sustained roar in the distance. 
 
    She’d heard that noise before. She’d heard it all too often in the past few weeks. 
 
    It was the inhuman growl of a riot. 
 
    She hesitated, looked one last time at the slumped, receding figure on the beach, and ran back towards the Burbs. 
 
    As she crested the last dune and the edge of the Burbs came into view, she could see this was the worst yet. People ran out of shacks and tents, heading for the center of the settlement. Others secured their shelters as well as they could and hunkered inside. 
 
    She scanned the sky but saw no smoke. No one was burning any Chinese homes, at least not yet. She angled to the left to get to New City as quickly as possible, and avoid as much of the Burbs as she could. 
 
    As she ran, she kept a sharp eye out. To her left and right stood shelters, hidden spots where attackers could lurk. She only had a knife at her hip. Too damn little if more than one came at her. 
 
    How could she have been so stupid to go out practically unarmed? It was that picture, that terrible image of David holding up the severed head. She’d been so stunned that she couldn’t think straight. 
 
    David’s face had been the worst. Exultant, almost transcendent, as if he had just felt the touch of God. 
 
    How could he have been like that and become the person she had met? That’s why she had followed Aaron, the find an answer to that impossible question. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    She forced herself to slow, to look around every corner, to study the few people she came across, looking for any sign of danger. 
 
    The noise of the riot seemed to be receding, as if the crowd was moving to the eastern side of the Burbs. Good, maybe she could skirt the worst of it and get to the gate. 
 
    Then a familiar face made her stop short. 
 
    It was a market trader. A squat, middle-aged woman Yu-jin didn’t really know. She’d only met her at New Year when the woman had asked Xinxin for a recipe for nian gao. Yu-jin had been standing by her friend and the three of them had chatted. 
 
    Yu-jin rushed up to her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “That new preacher is from the Righteous Horde,” the woman said, all wide-eyed. “I heard someone was showing pictures of him at $87,953 cutting off people’s heads and bathing himself in blood.” 
 
    Yu-jin gasped. Someone had shown those pictures at the bar? 
 
    Aaron. 
 
    He had wanted to make sure David would be unmasked. He hadn’t trusted the New City government to do it. 
 
    “What’s going on now?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “I think they’re hunting for him. I’m getting home as fast as I can. Once the crowd gets its blood up, there’s not telling what it will do. You need a place to hide?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’ll go to New City.” 
 
    Yu-jin hurried on her way. 
 
    Just as she did, she heard the watchtower siren wail, signaling that they were closing the gate. 
 
    Yu-jin started to run. She stayed off the main lanes, zigzagging between structures and keeping low to make herself less visible. That market trader hadn’t mentioned the crowd going after Chinese, but she wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    She passed more people, frightened faces peeking out of doors and tent flaps, hurried figures that avoided getting close to her, and one tall man with a dirty face and a black bandanna standing atop a stone, rifle in hand, glaring all around him. 
 
    She came upon that one suddenly, rounding the corner of a shack and seeing him about ten meters away over the tops of a row of low tents. 
 
    He spotted her at the same moment. 
 
    Crazy eyes locked on hers. 
 
    She ducked and ran for the shelter of a shack a few meters ahead, tensing as she expected a bullet. 
 
    None came. She kept going and did not look back.  
 
    The gate came into view, and with a sob of anguish she saw the heavy doors close with a thud. 
 
    “Wait!” she cried, running for it and waving her hands above her head. 
 
    The top of the wall was lined with guards, their helmets and assault rifles dull under the cloudy sky. 
 
    “Gate’s closed!” One shouted, waving his arm at her. “Go find shelter in the Burbs!” 
 
    “I need to speak with The Doctor!” 
 
    Clyde’s head popped into view. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Let me in!” she called up. 
 
    He disappeared. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “Clyde, let me in!” 
 
    Clyde reappeared. “Keep your panties on, I’m coming.” 
 
    He started playing down a rope with a loop on one end. 
 
    “Can you hang onto this long enough for us to pull you up?” 
 
    The rumble of the crowd rose into a victorious, animalistic roar. 
 
    “You’re damn right I can!” 
 
    Yu-jin grabbed the rope, looped it under her shoulders, and they began to haul her up. 
 
    This would be a perfect opportunity for Clyde to get rid of me, she thought. He could get me nearly to the top and then drop me. The guards would probably laugh their asses off. 
 
    She knew that was uncharitable, but the thought kept her tense and anxious until she got to the top and clambered over the parapet. 
 
    Yu-jin turned to look out over the Burbs, and a worse fear overtook her. 
 
    A huge crowd swirled near the eastern end of the settlement. People ran to join it from all sides. She picked out Xinxin’s house, and the houses of other Chinese she knew. No one seemed to be attacking them. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    “Did we all get inside?” Yu-jin asked. 
 
    “You mean the Chinese? Yeah, a bunch of them came in,” Clyde said. “I let them in even though they weren’t citizens.” 
 
    It came out sounding like he wanted some credit for being a decent human being. 
 
    “Did all of them get in?” 
 
    “How should I know? We never took a census. You people have been hiding all this time.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Relax. Your pregnant friend got in, and so did her family.” 
 
    Clyde put a pair of binoculars to his eyes and studied the crowd. 
 
    “They got him,” he said. 
 
    “Sure did,” one of the guards chuckled, looking through a small telescope. “He’s a goner for sure.” 
 
    “Give me that!” Yu-jin said, snatching the telescope away from him. 
 
    She focused on the crowd, ignoring the man’s objections. All she could see was a heaving mass of humanity, screaming, snarling, fists in the air. 
 
    Then she found him. 
 
    He rode on a sea of upraised hands, tossed this way and that. His clothes were torn and his face bloody. Several people directly around him were struggling with the crowd. They seemed to be stopping the worst of the blows. One man, a hatchet raised above his head, pushed through the mob, only to have it snatched from his hands. 
 
    But the people stopping the killers did not seem to be doing much more to protect David. Did they want to torture him first? 
 
    Yu-jin put a hand on Clyde’s arm. “We have to save him.” 
 
    “No way. I’m not going to risk my men for that piece of shit.” 
 
    “They’ll kill him!” 
 
    “Good. Look, I know you’re worried about this getting out of hand. If they make a move on any Chinese houses or businesses, I’ll go out there myself. Otherwise I’m sitting back and letting justice get done.” 
 
    “Where’s Reginald?” 
 
    “Fixing a broken nose. One of the Chinese got slugged while he was coming here. There are a few other injuries. Minor stuff. They’re not after your people. They’re after David.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave him out there, he’s been helping!” 
 
    “He’s a spy,” one of the guards said. 
 
    Yu-jin rounded on him. “A spy preaching tolerance?” 
 
    The guard narrowed his eyes. “A spy trying to get us to trust the enemy.” 
 
    “None of that!” Clyde snapped. He turned back to Yu-jin. “Your people are safe. Let this play out and we can get back to the important stuff, like figuring out how to cap that well. The wind’s turned again and we’ll probably get another toxic rain before the week is out. We can’t take much more of this.” 
 
    “Clyde, they’re coming this way,” one of the guards said. 
 
    The mob marched through the Burbs, carrying David above their heads. He moved a little, a hand passing across his face, perhaps to wipe off some blood. 
 
    “He’s still alive,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    Clyde nodded. “They’re probably going to kill him in the market where he preached.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what I’d do. Kill the lies at the source.” 
 
    “They weren’t lies,” Yu-jin whispered. “They couldn’t be.” 
 
    But her voice came out so small they couldn’t have heard even if they had been listening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    They caught him at the edge of the Burbs just as he was returning to town. As soon as he saw the horde of angry men and women he knew that Aaron had betrayed him. 
 
    David flung out his hands as if to embrace them. 
 
    “I have sinned and I wish to repent!” 
 
    The man in front slammed his fist into David’s face. 
 
    “I found a bunker with—” a fist struck him in the side of his head, “—enough concrete to fill the well!” 
 
    Another blow. He dodged the fourth, screaming out his discovery at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Then they were all over him. His arms were pinioned. Someone stomped on his foot. Fingers tried to gouge out his eyes. Yanking his head to one side, he shouted, “Check the camera! I took photos of an entire bunker full of concrete. I will tell you where it is. You can kill me, but let me tell you first!” 
 
    Someone hit him hard at the base of the skull and the world went black. He awoke to fingers clutching his throat, but they were pulled away. Vaguely he felt himself being lifted up. More blows fell, but not as many as before. Or perhaps there were and he could no longer feel them all. He was a mass of pain. 
 
    David prayed. 
 
    For a time, he knew nothing. He blinked his eyes, opening them and bringing his hand to his face to wipe them clean of blood. 
 
    They were carrying him. Blearily he looked around and saw a mass of people moving along like a tide. Beyond the crowd stood a ragged line of tweakers pounding their heads and wailing. 
 
    “The concrete,” he gasped. “Don’t kill me before I tell you about the concrete.” 
 
    Ahead he could see the New City wall. A line of figures atop it watched them approach. 
 
    “Let’s hear the preacher give a final sermon!” someone said. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, preach to us, holy man.” 
 
    They were passing through the marketplace. The rough hands carrying him along set him atop a table. Somehow he managed to stand. 
 
    “Listen to me.” 
 
    Someone punched him hard in the groin. He doubled over, their laughter ringing in his ears. 
 
    He forced himself to stand. A clod of mud hit him in the face. 
 
    “I found a bunker full of concrete!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “It’s yours. Just let me tell you where it is.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” someone shouted. 
 
    “He’s just trying to save himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, no miracle is going to save you, preacher man!” 
 
    “Wait, it’s true!” 
 
    Everyone turned. That had been Roy’s voice. 
 
    Roy struggled through the market, leaning heavily on two men. 
 
    “It’s true. I looked through the pictures. There’s a bunker somewhere with bags of concrete mix. Thousands of them! And mixing machines and trucks and everything.” 
 
    “Let’s go see!” 
 
    “Someone stay here and guard him.” 
 
    The bulk of the crowd moved off towards the bar, sweeping Roy and his helpers along like twigs on the tide, while a few dozen remained around David. 
 
    One came up close, brandishing an axe. 
 
    “Try to run and I’ll cut off both your feet.” 
 
    David sat down on the table, trying to regain his breath. The gate remained closed, the figures atop the walls distant, uncaring.  
 
    “Letimgooo!” 
 
    The hoarse scream came from beyond the small circle of vigilantes. A tweaker rushed at the crowd, trying to push his way through. David recognized the man he had calmed down after the last toxic rain. 
 
    “Letimgooo!” the tweaker screamed again. One of David’s captors booted him in the rear. The others laughed. Another pushed him so hard he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Leave him be!” David shouted. 
 
    The tweaker sprang up and rushed for David, arms outstretched. 
 
    The man with the axe rammed the end of the handle into the tweaker’s stomach, making him double over. 
 
    He didn’t stay down for long. He struggled to his feet, his face twisted with rage. A low growl rose from his throat. The crowd backed away. 
 
    “Stop!” David shouted. “Not for me! Calm down, brother. Everything’s all right. It’s the Lord’s will.” 
 
    The tweaker stopped, his rage gone as quickly as it had appeared. He stared at David, his toothless mouth spreading in a grin … 
 
    … and gouted blood as the axe cleaved the back of his skull. 
 
    “No!” David shouted. He tried to leap off the table, but got pushed him back. 
 
    The tweaker lay on the ground, staring up at David. 
 
    “Die for you,” he croaked, and his eyes went glassy. 
 
    David sobbed as one of his most faithful followers breathed his last. 
 
    And then he understood what the Lord had planned for him. He knew how to fix the other half of the problem. 
 
    The crowd that had moved to Roy’s bar began to return. David stood, squared his shoulders, and looked down at the people as they looked back at him with hope in their eyes. 
 
    No less hatred than before, but at least there was hope now too. 
 
    “Where is it? Where is it?” they all shouted as they gathered around. 
 
    David held up his hands, and the crowd went as silent as if he was about to give a sermon. For a brief moment, he was once again in control. 
 
    “I will tell you. But first take me to in front of the wall so the people in New City can hear too. Not only will I tell you, but I will tell you how we can lay the concrete without any of you getting hurt.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Roy couldn’t believe his eyes and then he couldn’t believe his ears. The image of the bunker had been like a dream come true. A huge domed interior, crammed with everything they needed. A couple of cement mixing trucks stood to one side near a row of smaller mixers. The bulk of the bunker was taken up with rows and rows of bags of cement mix, some close enough to the camera that he could read their labels. 
 
    Roy didn’t speak to the man upstairs very often, but he couldn’t help but give up a short word of thanks for the only miracle he had seen in ages. 
 
    And then David had told that lynch mob what he wanted to do with it. 
 
    The idea had been so sickening, and yet so logical, that Roy had risked another attack of palpitations to hurry as fast as he could for the gate. The Doctor needed to hear about this. 
 
    The crowd didn’t notice him leave. They were too busy debating David’s offer. 
 
    When he got to the gate, Clyde called down to his guards to open up. The giant metal bar they used to close to two tall doors slid open. Roy glanced over his shoulder, worried the crowd might have heard and be rushing for him, but they were still arguing among themselves. 
 
    “Get your ass in here!” Clyde said. 
 
    He slipped through. The gate slammed shut behind him and three of the guards hauled the beam back into place. 
 
    Wiping his brow, Roy huffed up the steps to the parapet. 
 
    Clyde and Yu-jin were waiting for him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Clyde demanded. “Why haven’t they lynched him?” 
 
    “Don’t get so eager for a lynching,” Roy snapped, losing his usual cool. “There’s more going on than you know.” 
 
    “Damn right there is,” The Doctor said as he climbed the steps. “I looked through the other pictures on that camera Aaron gave us.” 
 
    “And he’s got access to a mother lode of concrete,” Roy said. “Yeah, I saw. Aaron came to my place after he left you and gave me a memory card. Guess he had the same pics on there. Now David’s trying to make a deal.” 
 
    The Doctor frowned. “A deal? That psycho wants a deal? What does he want?” 
 
    Roy gestured towards the Burbs. “Ask the man yourself. You won’t believe your ears.” 
 
    The crowd was approaching. Like so many times before when the residents of the Burbs approached the wall with their demands, they stopped halfway across the killing zone. Roy looked down and picked out David in the crowd. He stood near the front, bloody but unbowed. 
 
    “Where’s Annette and her deputies?” The Doctor called down. 
 
    “We got the jump on them and disarmed them,” someone called back. “They’re safe. We got a little present for you, Doc.” 
 
    A woman came forward. Roy recognized the thin, aged form of Susanna, once a slave of the Righteous Horde and now something of a leader among the many refugees who had fled here after the cult’s defeat. 
 
    A group of men shoved David forward. One held the bloody blade of an axe to his throat. 
 
    Susanna pointed an accusing finger at David. 
 
    “This scum was one of the Elect, a bodyguard for The Pure One. It took me a long time to recognize him. He shaved his head and changed his clothes, and we never looked too closely at the Elect. We didn’t want to attract attention. We all knew what they did, though. They’d shoot anyone who didn’t work hard enough. They’d drag women into their tents. And when they came on a settlement, they’d kill anyone who didn’t convert. They even burned shelter! And he comes here acting like some holier-than-thou preacher?” 
 
    The crowd laughed. The Doctor joined in. Roy felt sick. 
 
    The woman glared up at the parapet. “We demand justice. And this trash is actually offering it to us.” She turned to David. “Tell them.” 
 
    They pushed David forward so that he fell hard on his knees. He knelt there panting for a moment before struggling to his feet. He took three steps forward. 
 
    “I have sinned, and I am willing to atone for those sins,” he told the citizens on the wall. 
 
    “Cut the bullshit and get to the point,” The Doctor called back. 
 
    “Let the man speak, Doc,” Roy said. 
 
    “Quiet, Roy.” 
 
    David went on. “The bunker is a short way down the coast. The freighter can get us to it quickly. It’s close to shore, but hidden so cleverly that you will never find it on your own.” 
 
    The Doctor nodded. “Yeah. They hid them pretty good back then.” 
 
    “The Righteous Horde is between us and the bunker, marching north.” This caused a stir among the people in the crowd and on the wall. “They are marching on the beach collecting fish. They are almost out of food. The Pure One had a radio. When I killed him I heard a transmission between the freighter and New City. I told them God had promised them a ship to take them to the Promised Land, and that I would return with that ship. My second-in-command came to me yesterday. He told me that they spotted the ship from shore. They all believe in the prophecy. More importantly they all believe in me.” 
 
    “We need to kill him,” Clyde said. “Now.” 
 
    The Doctor nodded. 
 
    David continued. “So we will sail past my people again. We will go to the bunker and you will see that there is no trick. Then we will return to them. When they see me standing aboard that great ship they will know that the Lord has sent me on a special mission.” 
 
    “You got no mission except to give us that concrete, bud,” Clyde said. 
 
    David shook his head. “The concrete is useless without men and women to mix it and lay it. Who here would volunteer? Anyone who goes to that well will die in a few days. But the Righteous Horde does not fear death. They only want salvation. I offer them that salvation. I offer them the chance to finally do the will of God.” 
 
    The Doctor went pale. “Wait. You mean—” 
 
    “I will tell my people that God came to me in a vision and told me that I should lead them to the well. We will fill it. We will save civilization.” 
 
    This statement was met with profound silence. 
 
    Clyde broke it. 
 
    “That would never work.” His voice came out quiet, uncertain. 
 
    The Doctor nodded. “Yeah it would. People are just that stupid. This guy knows how to work a crowd, and he’s giving them what looks like a miracle. He’ll could pull it off.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a trick?” Clyde asked. 
 
    “How could it be?” Roy asked. “We sail past the Righteous Horde and see they’re far enough away from the bunker that they’re no threat, then we land with a big shore party, covered by that cannon the Chinese have.” 
 
    “They could storm the ship when we let them on,” Clyde said. 
 
    “We make them to leave their weapons,” Roy replied. “Have them come aboard in small groups we can manage easily. The Chinese only have a couple of launches. We’d have to do that anyway.” 
 
    The Doctor sucked breath between his teeth and screwed up his face. Yu-jin put a concerned hand on his arm. 
 
    “We can’t,” he said. 
 
    “Why not? What’s the trick?” Clyde asked. 
 
    The Doctor shuddered. “There’s no trick. This guy will deliver.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” Clyde asked. 
 
    “Don’t you see? It will make him a martyr. It will make the whole fucking Righteous Horde martyrs!” 
 
    “No it wouldn’t,” Clyde said. “It’s not like everyone is going to forget—” 
 
    “Am I the only person with a brain here?” The Doctor screamed, looking around at everyone. “This nutcase is trying to start a new fucking religion, with him as the messiah!” 
 
    “What difference does it make if it stops the well leaking?” Clyde asked. 
 
    The Doctor struck his forehead. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Is everyone really that stupid? You want some fundamentalist psycho cult becoming the new religion of the Burbs? That’s what landed us in this whole mess in the first place.” 
 
    Roy glared at his old friend. “What, religion caused civilization to fall?” 
 
    The Doctor paused, realizing his mistake. “No, ignorant people caused it to fall. Not just the religious types, but the political radicals who thought their way was the only way. There’s no difference between them.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on up there?” Susanna called from outside the wall. 
 
    The Doctor strode to the parapet. Everyone followed. 
 
    “David, show us where the concrete is. We want to see proof of that before we decide what to do.” 
 
    David shook his head. “You already have proof. You know it’s real. And this deal is all or nothing. The Lord does not work in half measures.” 
 
    “You cut a guy’s head off and you think you’re the next messiah? You’re just a two-bit barbarian with delusions of grandeur. You never built anything in your whole damn life.” 
 
    “Then give me a chance to.” 
 
    The Doctor pointed. “You with the axe. Kill him and I’ll give you citizenship.” 
 
    “Nothing would give me greater pleasure, Doc, but we got to save our land. No point being a citizen if the whole settlement goes bust. Why not do it his way? Send them all off to burn in that toxic hellhole like they deserve.” 
 
    The Doctor raised his voice. “Any one of you who kills David will get citizenship, a house, and twenty acres of my personal farmland.” 
 
    “Send them to the well!” Susanna shouted. 
 
    “Send them to the well!” several more people repeated. 
 
    And then it became a chant. 
 
    “Send them to the well! Send them to the well!” 
 
    “Madness!” the Doctor shouted, turning away. “Madness!” 
 
    He went down the stairs, headed for the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “Go away,” Reginald snapped when he saw Yu-jin following her. 
 
    Yu-jin followed anyway. 
 
    She followed him through New City, into the warehouse, up the stairs, and into his private quarters. She closed the door. 
 
    “You don’t know when to take a hint, do you?” Reginald grumbled. 
 
    “Never have, never will,” she replied, locking the door. 
 
    When she turned around she gasped. 
 
    Reginald sat trembling on the couch. A cold sweat had broken out all over and his face was ashen. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He put his face in his hands and sobbed. “Everything. It’s all falling apart.” 
 
    Yu-jin sat down next to him and put an arm around his shoulders. “No it isn’t. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Everything we built … it was all supposed to start a new rational era. No conquest, only self defense. The rule of law. Fair trading. Free medicine for all. Tolerance for every race and sexual orientation. Back in the city state days you had the luck of the draw when it came to where you lived. Some suppressed Muslims. Others killed gays or blacks. Southaven was pretty good until one of the coups, then they decided to make the gays scapegoats. Then I had to flee to North Cape.” 
 
    Reginald shuddered. Yu-jin squeezed his shoulder. He had lost his lover in Southaven, clubbed to death by people who didn’t even know him but still wanted him dead. Reginald went on. 
 
    “So I made sure New City allowed all races, all orientations, even every religion. Yeah, I had to bite the bullet and accept the last one, against my better judgment. Rosie put her foot down, as did some of the others. Had to let the old superstition in. I fooled myself into thinking that it would wither away as we built a better society, but nothing cures it. Like my disease. You can keep it down but it’s still there, hiding. Waiting to kill you.” 
 
    “Come on. Reverend Wallace had a change of heart.” 
 
    “It’s not just him. If only. There will always be more Reverend Wallaces, and more Pure Ones. We just created another. A guy from the Righteous Horde cuts the head off his leader, proclaims himself a prophet, and then saves us? You know the kind of message that’s going to send?” 
 
    “That people can change for the better?” 
 
    Reginald looked at her like she had said something stupid. 
 
    “No, that anybody who cuts their way to the top can somehow end up righteous. Don’t get all starry-eyed about that piece of wildlands trash. What do you think he would have done to you if he had caught you out there?” 
 
    Yu-jin looked away. 
 
    “He’s … different now.” 
 
    “No he isn’t. Not really. He’s just trying to wriggle out of his guilt. He isn’t man enough to admit he’s a bad person, and he doesn’t have the guts to off himself, so he’s going to go out in a blaze of glory and create a whole fucking mythology. He’s already doing it. People believe he can actually pull it off. Hell, even I believe it.” 
 
    Yu-jin thought about that. On one level Reginald was probably right. David did want to leave a legacy. But what the mayor of New City didn’t understand, could never understand, was the power of faith. 
 
    “What’s so wrong about him leaving a mark on the world?” she challenged. 
 
    “Because it’s a lie, a dangerous lie. Don’t we have enough of those already? These people actually want to die, and when you get to that point you’ll do anything. If you don’t value your own life, why would you value others? Why bother trying to improve anything at all?” 
 
    “But they’re saving us!” 
 
    “No, that’s not why they’re doing it. Not really. They want to cap the well so that they’ll live on in our memories. They’ll be remembered a thousand years from now while I’ll … I’ll …” 
 
    A knock came at the door. 
 
    “Go away!” Reginald barked. 
 
    Clyde’s voice came from the other side of the door. “It’s me and Marcus.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “The natives are getting restless, Doc. You gotta give them an answer.” 
 
    “I already did.” 
 
    “Not the one they’re going to accept.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    “We cap the well and get rid of the Righteous Horde, what’s so bad about that?” Marcus said. 
 
    “The Righteous Horde will be far more powerful than ever, and we’ll never be able to wipe it out.” 
 
    “Doc, can we have this debate on the same side of this door?” Clyde asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Yu-jin got up and opened the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” Clyde said, giving her a nod. Marcus came in right after him, looking as uncomfortable as Yu-jin felt. She closed and locked the door behind them. 
 
    Clyde stood before Reginald, who barely glanced at him. “Now listen here, Doc. We got a rabblerousing preacher who’s already caused a hell of a lot of trouble. If we don’t put a lid on this thing, there’s no telling how big the explosion is going to be. We have to say yes. I don’t see any other solution.” 
 
    Reginald had not risen and did not invite his old comrades to sit down. He stared at his hands as they lay in his lap, pale and shaking. “The solution is to kill him and then prepare for when his cult shows up. They’ll be starving, and way down on numbers. We’ll defeat them easily.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember that Gau-18/E they got?” Clyde asked. “It cut through the wall like a hole punch. Made the wall look like that cheese they had in the Old Times. Sure, we can defeat them again, but how many people will we lose?” 
 
    “We could get the ship to help,” Marcus suggested, “but a show of power would only stoke more fear of the Chinese.” 
 
    Reginald bit his lip, and Yu-jin realized they had scored a point. Despite his arrogance and selfishness and moodiness, there was nothing Reginald cared about more than the people in his settlement. It was what he lived for. That and weed and booze and solitude. 
 
    “We can’t,” he said at last. “It will put our whole future in jeopardy.” 
 
    “We won’t have a future if these rains keep up,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    “If only we could find that bunker ourselves. Then we could figure out the manpower problem somehow,” Marcus said, almost to himself. “No way he’ll tell us, though.” 
 
    Torture him, Yu-jin thought. Torture him until he breaks. 
 
    She did not think of this as a worthy solution and would never suggest it, but it was the obvious course of action. 
 
    And none of the three most powerful men in New City had suggested it. 
 
    They’d kill him, because that was self defense, but they would not sully New City by resorting to torture. Despite their flaws, and there were so many, they were men of principle. 
 
    “Damn it!” Reginald shouted. “I’ll try and talk to this lunatic again.” 
 
    He leaped to his feet, only to pitch forward and crash into the coffee table.  
 
    Yu-jin and Clyde lifted him up. A glass had broken when he fell on it and cut his shoulder. He had also knocked into an ash tray and the remains of his last joint covered his face. 
 
    “Let’s get him to bed,” Yu-jin said. 
 
    They carried him down the hall to his room. Marcus came after. 
 
    “Will he be all right?” the assistant mayor kept asking. 
 
    Reginald mumbled something. 
 
    “What is it, Doc?” Clyde asked as they eased him into bed and took off his shoes. 
 
    “In my lab. The jar with the brown pills. Bring me one,” he got out at last. 
 
    “Your stimulants?” Yu-jin said. “No, that’s the last thing you need. You’ve overextended yourself again. Just rest.” 
 
    Reginald struggled to rise, but only managed to get up on one elbow. “The city needs me! That preacher threatens everything. We’ll slide back into barbarism if he gets his way. All we built …” 
 
    His last few words trailed off to barely a whisper. He fell back on the bed, his breathing ragged. 
 
    “Get Ahmed!” Marcus said. 
 
    Clyde headed for the door, then hesitated. 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” he asked Marcus. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re in charge until he recovers. We need a decision now.” 
 
    Marcus looked like he had just been shot in the gut. 
 
    “I … I …” 
 
    “I’ll go get Ahmed. Decide. We don’t have much time before that mob starts tearing things apart.” 
 
    Clyde rushed out. Marcus stood at the foot of the bed, his mouth working but no words coming out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
    The Lord’s work was done. God had struck down that unbeliever and let the good people of New City and the Burbs choose the right path. 
 
    Marcus Callahan, a Godly man who seemed far more sympathetic to the Lord’s word, had come to the wall and said that he was in charge while The Doctor was laid up with an illness. At that moment David knew a miracle was in the works. 
 
    Of course Marcus had a number of suspicions. That was to be expected in this fallen world. 
 
    So they had sailed out, David marveling at the mass of Old Times machinery that carried him south. In less than a day they had sailed a week’s march, and spotted the Righteous Horde on the shore gathering fish. His people had stopped and marveled at the sight before them. 
 
    The ship’s captain had pulled as close as he could to the shoreline so they could get a good look. Then David, under heavy guard, had taken a launch to just outside gunshot range and used an Old Times device called a megaphone to speak with his people. 
 
    “I have returned just as God predicted, and I have brought the freighter with me. Stay here. Stay here and pray. Do not march north any further.” Marcus had been quite specific on this. “I must go south to the bunker to gather its contents. God has given us the tool for a great work. I will return in a few days to gather you.” 
 
    After that, they had gone to the bunker, gathered the concrete and machinery, and returned to the Righteous Horde. 
 
    When he landed with Yu-jin, Clyde, and a host of New City and Chinese guards, they found Aaron waiting for them on the beach with an armed escort. To get here before them, Aaron must have kidnapped another fisherman and committed another murder. That thought filled him with sadness. His friend was truly lost. 
 
    The Righteous Horde was camped out of sight inland. As David stepped onto the shore, they began to swarm over the dunes. None of them carried weapons. 
 
    Aaron turned and waved his hand. “I told you to stay back!” 
 
    They did not listen to him, and soon the beach was full of people. Most fell to their knees and prayed. Some, including Aaron and his guards, did not. 
 
    David raised his hands. “My people! The Lord has sent us on a great task. That bunker we came to was filled not with the food and medicine I had hoped for, but concrete and the machinery to make it. Concrete was that workable stone with which they built cities and roads in the Old Times. At first I was shocked, confused. We needed food so badly, and the Lord gave us stones. It was only later that I saw His true purpose. The toxic rains we have been suffering come from a broken well far out to sea. These rains have made many of us sick, and are ruining the land, as you all know. The well continues to cough up poison from the bottom of the sea and will do so for many years. If we do not do something, the land will wither and die. It will be the end of humanity. 
 
    “But we have been given the tools to fix the well, and we have been given the great honor to be chosen to do this task.” David’s heart pounded in his chest at what he now had to say. He reminded himself it had all been written, that it would all come to pass. “The toxins from the well will kill anyone who goes near it within a few days. The people of New City and the people of this ship do not have the faith to dare such a thing, but we do. We know we have been chosen by God for this great work. The Pure One did not see clearly. Yes, it is the duty of the Righteous Horde to cleanse the Earth. His error was thinking that to kill was the way forward. He ordered us to sin, and we all willingly committed that sin.” 
 
    The crowd looked solemn. So many murders, so many cruelties, and every one of them etched into the face of every single one of his people. Even Aaron bowed his head. 
 
    “We have killed, looted, raped, and burned our way across this land, and God punished us with defeat and starvation. He now offers us salvation. If we do His work, if we go to this well and fix it, if we save this land like we all swore to do when we joined, we shall see Paradise. No more guilt, no more wandering through barren deserts. We will be taken into the arms of the Lord. Just a few days more of trials and tribulations, and we will be taken home. Finally, all of this will have meaning. All of this will have worth. Come with me. Come with me and do God’s work. Those of you who wish to see Paradise, step forward.” 
 
    There followed the longest moment of David’s life. Everyone stared at him. All remained silent, the only sounds the gentle surf and David’s own pounding heart. 
 
    Then one man got to his feet, a scrawny man, half starved. One of the machete men. 
 
    “I’ve done terrible things,” he said. “I wish to be pure again.” 
 
    He stepped forward. 
 
    Hundreds more followed his lead. 
 
    They gathered around him reaching out to touch him and embrace him. They lifted him onto their shoulders and cheered. 
 
    He looked beyond them and saw Aaron and about a hundred others standing on the dunes. Most of the men with him were from the Elect, the hard core who had followed The Pure One for so long and had committed the worst of the crimes. 
 
    “New City.” Aaron spat. “The last bastion of civilization? You’re all hypocrites, getting these idiots to do your dirty work for you because you lack the courage to do it yourself. You deserve to wither and die. I hope that well never gets fixed. And as for all of you, hasn’t what we’ve been through taught you all of this is bullshit? It’s all to control you! You’re so enslaved in your minds you’re walking to your deaths.” 
 
    “We walk to Paradise!” one of the crowd shouted back. 
 
    This brought a cheer from the Righteous Horde. 
 
    One of the guards standing near Aaron dropped his gun and ran for the beach. The people around David cheered. Another of the Elect raised his rifle, but Aaron batted it away. 
 
    “Let him go. Let him die if he wants to,” Aaron said. He pointed a finger at them. “You people from New City, you haven’t heard the last of me. I won’t rest until every church, synagogue, and mosque is burned to the ground and every holy book is burned with it. David showed me the way, showed me through his suicidal stupidity. You and I are enemies now and forever. Go fix that well. You’re all idiots to think that will save the world, though. I’ll save the world, by getting rid of every superstitious freak who has dragged us down from civilization into the slime and the muck.” 
 
    Aaron turned, and he and his followers crested the dune and descended out of sight. 
 
    Now David sailed far out to sea, further than he had ever been when he had been a fisherman in his youth. The deck was packed with the Righteous Horde. He led them in constant prayer. In the front row knelt the tweakers who had come aboard with him back in New City, the first of his followers. Together they prayed for the strength to carry out God’s work. They prayed for the future of New City and the Burbs and the Chinese. They prayed that the Lord would touch the hearts of Aaron and his followers, and turn them onto the right path. 
 
    At times of weakness he longed to be back to the Burbs, to sit in Jaylen’s chair and talk with the kind brothers of the Sunday morning club. He wanted to laugh and talk with the good people of the marketplace, and see the wonder of the electric lights shining at night. 
 
    He did not have these thoughts for very long, for he knew that the freighter was taking him to a far better place. In a few days all his sufferings would be over, all his doubts gone, and all his sins would be wiped clean. 
 
    The waves crashed against the prow and the freighter steadily rose and fell in the water. The shore had vanished out of sight behind them and in the distance up ahead, the acrid yellow plume of the leaking well billowed up to the sky. 
 
    *** 
 
    Roy had spent the week since the freighter left watching and listening. The Burbs were the calmest he had ever seen them. There had been no more attacks on the Chinese. The haters had lapsed into a stunned silence, and even the usual drunken fights and thefts were at a low ebb. 
 
    Everyone was still trying to process what had happened. Regular radio messages from the freighter, which Pablo proudly wrote down and read while standing in the marketplace surrounded by a silently attentive crowd, had told them about the ship’s journey down the coast, visiting the Righteous Horde on the shore, the discovery of the bunker, and the ship’s return to meet with the cult. One message included a summary of David’s speech and how most of the cult had followed their leader. 
 
    Now the freighter was at the well, disembarking the workers and their concrete and tools. The latest message told how a few Chinese engineers had volunteered to go ashore to oversee the operation. Everyone had been given protective clothing, although the message did not go into detail about what it was. It didn’t matter. Everyone in the Burbs knew it would only delay the inevitable. Those engineers and the members of the Righteous Horde would die. 
 
    And that left everyone humbled. Roy couldn’t quite get his head around what had happened. 
 
    The place was nearly full, rare for a midafternoon. The crowd was subdued. Almost all the conversation he overheard was about the freighter. People were still talking through it all. He heard a lot of admiring comments about those Chinese engineers. 
 
    Good, that would help. 
 
    While Tammy served some lunch to one of the tables, he ducked out to check his backyard, where he had a still cooking up some rice mash to make sake. If it came out all right, he’d have it ready for next week. Should make a good addition to the menu. 
 
    Everything was all right with the still, so he came back inside, stood at the bar, and looked over his customers. 
 
    They looked happy, relaxed. 
 
    Except for one. 
 
    Randy, Yu-jin’s boyfriend, sat slumped at one end of the bar. He’d traded for so many drinks that Roy was surprised the guy was still vertical. Randy wasn’t one of his usual customers, and he never came in alone. He wasn’t the moody drunk sort of guy. 
 
    Roy strolled on over and gave him a winning grin. 
 
    “How’s my favorite artist doing today?” 
 
    He got a grunt for a reply. 
 
    “Missing Yu-jin?” Roy asked. He knew enough about those two to know that was the wrong question. Sometimes the wrong question was the perfect one to get people to open up. 
 
    Randy slammed his fist on the bar. “Left behind again! She’s always running around doing New City’s work for them, and I’m stuck cleaning up the mess.” 
 
    “What do you mean, my man? Here, have one on the house.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Randy mumbled as Roy poured another beer and handed it to him. “My art business is ruined. All I have is the kiln now. The haters don’t want to hire me, and so many other people are afraid of the haters, they won’t buy from me.” 
 
    “You getting harassed?” 
 
    “Not in any direct way. They know I’m under protection. But I sure don’t go out alone at night.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s tough. You think maybe people aren’t buying portraits because times are so bad? It might not be because they’re afraid at all. Sales of beer sure are down.” 
 
    Randy made a face. “That’s what Yu-jin says. She says the haters have lost. Maybe that’s true, but it’s too late. I’m ruined. All my savings are gone. At least I got the kiln. People need plates and bowls. Most of the Old Times stuff you see in the market these days is in terrible condition. Even so, I need to trade wholesale to market traders since customers don’t want to deal directly with me. I’m a marked man, Roy, all because I fell in love with the wrong person.” 
 
    “Oh, now don’t say that. Yu-jin’s a wonderful girl!” 
 
    “A wonderful girl who doesn’t have time for me,” Randy’s bloodshot eyes fixed on Roy’s for a moment, but he couldn’t keep focused. He looked back down at the counter and continued softly. “I’m going to let her go. It’s what she wants anyway. Our relationship was doomed the minute I found out I couldn’t have kids.” 
 
    Roy kept silent. There was nothing he could say to that to cheer him up. It was best to let the guy talk it out. 
 
    “It’s for the best. I’ll let her go. I don’t know what I’ll do with myself, though.” 
 
    Roy cut him off before he started to get weepy. 
 
    “I could use a portrait.” 
 
    Randy looked up. “Didn’t I do one of you? Yeah, a couple of years ago. You showed me a photo of your wife and had me draw the two of you together.” 
 
    Roy felt a flush of sadness. Candace had been a hell of a woman. Gone twenty years now because of the cancer. That portrait Randy had drawn was one of his most prized possessions. 
 
    “No, Randy, I don’t want a portrait of me. You go to any of David’s sermons?” 
 
    Randy brightened. “Yeah. A bunch of them. He was amazing.” 
 
    “You remember how he looked?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I want you to draw a portrait of him preaching in the marketplace.” 
 
    Randy cocked his head. “Really?” 
 
    Roy nodded. “Yep. I’m going to hang it right here behind the bar. And I want you to do another portrait of him sleeping in Jaylen’s barber chair right over there. Can you do that?” 
 
    Randy’s eyes lit up. “Sure. Sure I can do that. I’d be honored.” 
 
    “Good. When you’re done with that drink you get another on the house. Plus I’ll give you your usual fee for both portraits. Now you get him just as he was, you here?” Roy nodded to a customer at the other end of the bar who had raised his hand for attention. “I got to go serve that guy. Take care, my friend. And don’t forget to draw David as he was. Exactly as he looked.” 
 
    As Roy walked away from the artist to help the other customer, he said under his breath, “This time they’re not going to forget what you looked like.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Yu-jin watched the distant shore from the prow of the launch. The freighter had moored some way out to sea and she, Rachel, Clyde, and his two guards were taking the boat back. Clyde sat next to her, scanning the coastline with an expert eye. 
 
    “Hope everything’s all right,” Clyde said. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” Yu-jn asked. 
 
    They had stayed near the well for three days to check on the work. It had been going well. The first step had been to pour a large amount of sand into the well. That had cut off the worst of the fumes so the workers could start building the concrete dome. Rachel estimated the work would be done in a week. The freighter would evacuate any survivors, although none would have much of a life left. A few of the weaker ones had already dropped. 
 
    Clyde shook his head, still studying the coastline. “I don’t know. Just got a feeling.” 
 
    “Relax. Things are getting better.” 
 
    Clyde gave a short laugh. “Nice to hear optimism.” 
 
    “If someone like David can change, anyone can.” 
 
    Clyde’s eyes lit up and he turned to Yu-jin. “He was something, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “A miracle.” 
 
    She wished she could put her whole heart behind her words. Seeing those ragged people board the ship after they had lain down their weapons, Yu-jin had felt pity for them. Perhaps that was because she had been so deep in the mountains when they had attacked New City that she didn’t even hear about it until she came down for the season. Everyone said it had been terrifying, and everyone had lost friends. 
 
    Clyde didn’t seem to have been affected by the sight of those scrawny arms and sunken cheeks, or the looks of gratitude when the Chinese gave them a hot meal. But he hadn’t shown his usual bluster either. 
 
    When they had sailed up next to the derrick and offloaded the workers and machinery, all unessential crew were told to stay below decks. Yu-jin couldn’t. She had gone up on deck, as had Clyde. They had stood together as David, half a dozen Chinese engineers, and several hundred cultists had disembarked to their deaths. 
 
    Yu-jin had felt ill ever since. She had tried to tell herself the fumes had leaked through her gas mask. 
 
    As they headed for home, Yu-jin felt as if she had snuck out of an obligation. 
 
    She glanced at Clyde. He had a somber look on his face. Clyde glanced her direction and she quickly looked away. 
 
    After a moment he spoke. 
 
    “Feel bad?” 
 
    Yu-jin nodded. 
 
    “So do I. What they did was … incredible. They volunteered.” Clyde sounded like he was trying to convince himself. “But, you know, it doesn’t sit right. I mean, I was gunning those guys down by the dozen in battle. If the armory had a big enough bomb I would have blown every one of them to smithereens. This felt different, though. Kinda …” 
 
    “Dirty?” 
 
    Clyde nodded. “Yeah. We were the good guys and they were the bad guys. Somehow David reversed that.” 
 
    “I think he felt guilty for everything he had done.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s how things are in this world. I’ve done some bad shit in my day to keep it all together. You got to learn to live with your mistakes and keep on going, keep trying to build it all up. I think he finally realized that.” Clyde paused for a moment, uncertain, then went on. “Look, if you want to stand for citizen again, I’ll speak for you. You earned it.” 
 
    Yu-jin smiled at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can’t speak for my men, though.” 
 
    “Didn’t expect you to.” 
 
    Clyde grinned and elbowed her. “But you don’t get to be on the Watch. I’ve seen you at the range. Your shooting is lousy.” 
 
    Yu-jin laughed. “That’s OK. Kevlar and guns aren’t really my thing.” 
 
    They were drawing close to the peninsula on which New City stood. Yu-jin gazed happily at the comfortable buildings. Soon that would be her home. 
 
    Then she saw the black cloth draped over the front of the warehouse. 
 
    “What’s that?” she cried, pointing. 
 
    No one had an answer. They docked at the small New City pier. A group of citizens stood waiting to meet them with long faces. Ahmed, Reginald’s best nurse, stood in front. There were tears in his eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” Clyde and Yu-jin said at the same time. 
 
    “The Doctor,” Ahmed said, his voice choked. “His condition had been worsening ever since you left. We didn’t mention anything in the radio communication because we didn’t want to jeopardize the mission.” 
 
    “How is he now?” Clyde demanded. 
 
    Ahmed wiped his eyes. 
 
    “He’s dead. He died this morning.” 
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    Tangier Bank Heist: An Interzone Mystery 
 
    Right after the war, Tangier was the craziest town in North Africa. Everything was for sale and the price was cheap. The perverts came for the flesh. The addicts came for the drugs. A whole army of hustlers and grifters came for the loose laws and free flow of cash and contraband. 
 
    So why was I here? Because it was the only place that would have me. Besides, it was a great place to be a detective. You got cases like in no other place I’d ever been, and I’d been all over. Cases you couldn’t believe ever happened. Like when I had to track down the guy who stole the bank. 
 
    No, he didn’t rob the bank, he stole it. 
 
    Here’s how it happened . . . 
 
    Available in electronic edition! Print edition coming soon! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three Passports to Trouble (Interzone Mystery Book 2) 
 
    Back in the days when Tangier was an International Zone, the city was full of refugees. People fleeing Stalin. People fleeing Franco. People fleeing the Nuremburg Trials. Tangier offered a safe haven from the chaos of Europe. 
 
    The International Council had to keep a delicate balance, tolerating everything from anti-capitalist agitators to Germans with murky pasts. It was the only way to keep the peace, and it worked. 
 
    Until an anarchist was found dead with a fascist dagger in his chest. 
 
    And I got stuck with the case just when I had to smuggle a couple of Party operatives out of town. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! Print edition coming soon! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Case of the Purloined Pyramid (The Masked Man of Cairo Book One) 
 
    An ancient mystery. A modern murder. 
 
    Sir Augustus Wall, a horribly mutilated veteran of the Great War, has left Europe behind to open an antiquities shop in Cairo. But Europe’s troubles follow him as a priceless inscription is stolen and those who know its secrets start turning up dead. Teaming up with Egyptology expert Moustafa Ghani, and Faisal, an irritating street urchin he just can't shake, Sir Wall must unravel an ancient secret and face his own dark past. 
 
    Available in electronic and print editions! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Case of the Shifting Sarcophagus (The Masked Man of Cairo Book Two) 
 
    An Old Kingdom coffin. A body from yesterday. 
 
    Sir Augustus Wall had seen a lot of death. From the fields of Flanders to the alleys of Cairo, he’d solved several murders and sent many men to their grave. But he’s never had a body delivered to his antiquities shop encased in a 5,000 year-old coffin. 
 
    Soon he finds himself fighting a vicious street gang bent on causing national mayhem while his assistant, Moustafa Ghani, faces his own enemies in the form of colonial powers determined to ruin him. Throughout all this runs the street urchin Faisal. Ignored as usual, dismissed as usual, he has the most important fight of all. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! Print edition coming soon! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Radio Hope (Toxic World Book One) 
 
    In a world shattered by war, pollution, and disease… 
 
    A gunslinging mother longs to find a safe refuge for her son. 
 
    A frustrated revolutionary delivers water to villagers living on a toxic waste dump. 
 
    The assistant mayor of humanity's last city hopes he will never have to take command. 
 
    One thing gives them the promise of a better future—Radio Hope, a mysterious station that broadcasts vital information about surviving in a blighted world. But when a mad prophet and his army of fanatics march out of the wildlands on a crusade to purify the land with blood and fire, all three will find their lives intertwining, and changing forever. 
 
    Available in print and electronic editions! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Refugees from the Righteous Horde (Toxic World Book Two) 
 
    When you only have one shot, you better aim true. 
 
    In a ravaged world, civilization’s last outpost is reeling after fighting off the fanatical warriors of the Righteous Horde. Sheriff Annette Cruz becomes New City’s long arm of vengeance as she sets off across the wildlands to take out the cult’s leader. All she has is a sniper’s rifle with one bullet and a former cultist with his own agenda. Meanwhile, one of the cult’s escaped slaves makes a discovery that could tear New City apart… 
 
    Refugees from the Righteous Horde continues the Toxic World series started in Radio Hope, an ongoing narrative of humanity’s struggle to rebuild the world it ruined. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    We Had Flags (Toxic World Book Three) 
 
    A law doesn't work if everyone breaks it. 
 
    For forty years, New City has been a bastion of order in a fallen world. One crucial law has maintained the peace: it is illegal to place responsibility for the collapse of civilization on any one group. Anyone found guilty of Blaming is branded and stripped of citizenship. 
 
    But when some unwelcome visitors arrive from across the sea, old wounds break open, and no one is safe from Blame. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Scavenger (A Toxic World Novelette) 
 
    In a world shattered by war, pollution, and disease, a lone scavenger discovers a priceless relic from the Old Times. 
 
    The problem is, it’s stuck in the middle of the worst wasteland he knows—a contaminated city inhabited by insane chem addicts and vengeful villagers. Only his wits, his gun, and an unlikely ally can get him out alive. 
 
    Set in the Toxic World series introduced in the novel Radio Hope, this 10,000-word story explores more of the dangers and personalities that make up a post-apocalyptic world that's all too possible. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trench Raiders (Trench Raiders Book One) 
 
    September 1914: The British Expeditionary Force has the Germans on the run, or so they think. 
 
    After a month of bitter fighting, the British are battered, exhausted, and down to half their strength, yet they’ve helped save Paris and are pushing towards Berlin. Then the retreating Germans decide to make a stand. Holding a steep slope beside the River Aisne, the entrenched Germans mow down the advancing British with machine gun fire. Soon the British dig in too, and it looks like the war might grind down into deadly stalemate. 
 
    Searching through No-Man’s Land in the darkness, Private Timothy Crawford of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry finds a chink in the German armor. But can this lowly private, who spends as much time in the battalion guardhouse as he does on the parade ground, convince his commanding officer to risk everything for a chance to break through? 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Digging In (Trench Raiders Book Two) 
 
    October 1914: The British line is about to break. 
 
    After two months of hard fighting, the British Expeditionary Force is short of men, ammunition, and ideas. With their line stretched to the breaking point, aerial reconnaissance spots German reinforcements massing for the big push. As their trenches are hammered by a German artillery battery, the men of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry come up with a desperate plan—a daring raid behind enemy lines to destroy the enemy guns and give the British a chance to stop the German army from breaking through. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    No Man’s Land (Trench Raiders Book Three) 
 
    No Man’s Land—a hellscape of shell craters and dead bodies. Soldiers have fought over it, charged across it, and bled on it for a year of grueling war, but neither side has dominated it. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    An elite German raiding party is passing through No Man’s Land every night, attacking the British trenches at will. The Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry need to reassert control over their front lines. 
 
    So the exhausted men of Company E decide to set a trap, a nighttime ambush in the middle of No Man’s Land, where any mistake can be fatal. But the few surviving veterans are leading recruits who have only been in the trenches for two weeks. Mistakes are inevitable. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christmas Truce 
 
    Christmas 1914 
 
    In the cold, muddy trenches of the Western Front, there is a strange silence. As the members of a crack English trench raiding team enjoy their first day of peace in months, they call out holiday greetings to the men on the German line. Soon both sides are fraternizing in No Man’s Land. 
 
    But when the English recognize some enemy raiders who only a few days before launched a deadly attack on their position, can they keep the peace through the Christmas truce? 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warpath into Sonora 
 
    Arizona 1846 
 
    Nantan, a young Apache warrior, is building a name for himself by leading raids against Mexican ranches to impress his war chief, and the chief’s lovely daughter. But there is one thing he and all other Apaches fear—a ruthless band of Mexican scalp hunters who slaughter entire villages. 
 
    Nantan and his friends have sworn to fight back, but they are inexperienced, and led by a war chief driven mad with a thirst for revenge. Can they track their tribe’s worst enemy into unknown territory and defeat them? 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Fine Likeness (House Divided Book One) 
 
    A Confederate guerrilla and a Union captain discover there’s something more dangerous in the woods than each other. 
 
    Jimmy Rawlins is a teenage bushwhacker who leads his friends on ambushes of Union patrols. They join infamous guerrilla leader Bloody Bill Anderson on a raid through Missouri, but Jimmy questions his commitment to the cause when he discovers this madman plans to sacrifice a Union prisoner in a hellish ritual to raise the Confederate dead. 
 
    Richard Addison is an aging captain of a lackluster Union militia. Depressed over his son’s death in battle, a glimpse of Jimmy changes his life. Jimmy and his son look so much alike that Addison becomes obsessed with saving him from Bloody Bill. Captain Addison must wreck his reputation to win this war within a war, while Jimmy must decide whether to betray the Confederacy to stop the evil arising in the woods of Missouri. 
 
    Available in print and electronic editions! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The River of Desperation (House Divided Book Two) 
 
    In the waning days of the Civil War, a secret conflict still rages… 
 
    Lieutenant Allen Addison of the USS Essex is looking forward to the South's defeat so he can build the life he's always wanted. Love and a promising business await him in St. Louis, but he is swept up in a primeval war between the forces of Order and Chaos, a struggle he doesn't understand and can barely believe in. Soon he is fighting to keep a grip on his sanity as he tries to save St. Louis from destruction. 
 
    The long-awaited sequel to A Fine Likeness continues the story of two opposing forces that threaten to tear the world apart. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Last Hotel Room 
 
    He came to Tangier to die, but life isn’t done with him yet. 
 
    Tom Miller has lost his job, his wife, and his dreams. Broke and alone, he ends up in a flophouse in Morocco, ready to end it all. But soon he finds himself tangled in a web of danger and duty as he’s pulled into scamming tourists for a crooked cop while trying to help a Syrian refugee boy survive life on the streets. Can a lifelong loser do something good for a change? 
 
    A portion of my royalties will go to a charity for Syrian refugees. 
 
    Available in electronic and print editions! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Night the Nazis Came to Dinner and Other Dark Tales 
 
    A spectral dinner party goes horribly wrong… 
 
    An immortal warrior hopes a final battle will set him free… 
 
    A big-game hunter preys on endangered species to supply an illicit restaurant… 
 
    A new technology soothes First World guilt… 
 
    Here are four dark tales that straddle the boundary between reality and speculation. You better hope they don’t come true. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Quintessence of Absence 
 
    Can a drug-addicted sorcerer sober up long enough to save a kidnapped girl and his own duchy? 
 
    In an alternate eighteenth-century Germany where magic is real and paganism never died, Lothar is in the bonds of nepenthe, a powerful drug that gives him ecstatic visions. It has also taken his job, his friends, and his self-respect. Now his old employer has rehired Lothar to find the man's daughter, who is in the grip of her own addiction to nepenthe. 
 
    As Lothar digs deeper into the girl's disappearance, he uncovers a plot that threatens the entire Duchy of Anhalt, and finds that the only way to stop it is to face his own weakness. 
 
    Available in electronic edition! 
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    Writing Secrets of the World’s Most Prolific Authors 
 
    What does it take to write 100 books? What about 500? Or 1,000? 
 
    That may sound like an impossibly high number, but it isn’t. Some of the world’s most successful authors wrote hundreds of books over the course of highly lucrative careers. Isaac Asimov wrote more than 300 books. Enid Blyton wrote more than 800. Legendary Western writer Lauren Bosworth Paine wrote close to 1,000. 
 
    Some wrote even more. 
 
    This book examines the techniques and daily habits of more than a dozen of these remarkable writers to show how anyone with the right mindset can massively increase their word count without sacrificing quality. Learn the secrets of working on several projects simultaneously, of reducing the time needed for each book, and how to build the work ethic you need to become more prolific than you ever thought possible.  
 
    Available in electronic and print editions! 
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