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PROLOGUE
Before
The scientist struggled to find his access pass, trying to ignore the impassive attention of the military attendant waiting behind the security glass. He finally found the thing in his left front pants pocket, but also managed to spill some coffee onto his tie in the process. At least it wasn't on his lap this time. He produced the pass and gave it to the guard to authorize, half-wondering why this was still necessary after more than a year of coming through this same checkpoint and this same guard every morning.
If the guard wondered the same thing, he didn't mention it. He scanned the access pass and the gate rose. The scientist pulled his car into the parking lot and made his way to the underground laboratory.
"What is the status of project Mars?" the project head asked, before the scientist had even stepped fully into the lab. It was the same question the scientist heard every morning from the project director, and the scientist had the same answer for him today that he did every day.
"Still not stable, but we're getting closer each day," the scientist said.
"We need results," the project head told him, looking up briefly from the tablet in his hand. "Senator Reynolds is threatening to cut back our funding again.”
"I know, I know," the scientist said, "but this isn't exactly the kind of thing you can rush. We're altering human DNA on the fly here, not painting fences."
"I don't know what that means, and I don't care," the project head said. "Just get me results. Project Mars is our money maker —"
"And Project Zeus is what will change the world. I'm aware, Jed, I've heard you say it enough times. Can't you just give the senator some graphs on Project Pandora? Last I heard, Mary was already on stage 1 testing."
"Focus on your own project, Dr. Solomon," the project head said. "And get me results."




PART ONE
THE WILDS
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His joints still hurt.
He had found, in his nearly two decades living as this new thing, that the joints were always the last to recover. He had some theories as to why this might be, but without access to a real lab, and time for the necessary trials — neither of which he would have anytime soon — they would have to remain just theories.
The important thing was that he had recovered enough to continue the work already begun.
Solomon put two fingers in his mouth and let out a quick, sharp whistle. Slowly — slower than he would either like or hope — Deacon rose from the shallow dirt depression where he had been resting. Considering the thing had been shot in the head, Solomon should be happy he moved at all. Well, his creature didn't have to do much beyond look like the old Deacon anyway. As always, the real work would fall to Solomon himself.
"It's time," Solomon told the thing that had once been the Ravager leader Deacon.
Deacon grunted in assent, the sound coming out like a creaking door.
"Words, dammit," Solomon chastised. "Use your words, Deacon."
"Right, words," the thing said, as if this was the most novel concept it could grasp. "I will use my words." Maybe it was.
"And you remember what you need to do?" Solomon asked, taking the tone one would with a child.
"Challenge. Kill."
"Close enough," Solomon said. "But make sure you follow my lead. I’ll handle the killing today."
An hour's worth of hard travel had brought them to the campsite. Around a fire, burned down to embers in the early dawn light, just over a dozen Ravagers slept. As they reached the edge of the camp, Solomon nodded to Deacon. Deacon raised the sawed-off shotgun he carried straight up in the air and pulled the trigger.
The boom of the weapon brought all the Ravagers to their feet instantly. The largest one (the one whose missing hand had been replaced by a crudely grafted-on machete, and who Solomon had long-established to be the leader of this band), approached them.
"My God and flaming wreckage," the lead Ravager croaked. "It's really you, Deacon. We heard you got shot. And blown up."
"Tales of my demise, friend-o, tales of my demise," the Deacon creature said, mimicking its old greasy charm perfectly.
"Well, I gotta ask," the lead Ravager — his name, predictably unimaginative to Solomon, was Hackblade — said. "What the hell brings you here to us? It doesn't look like you've got any War Band left. Just this tiny man. Who the hell is he, your manservant?"
The Ravagers all laughed at this. Deacon looked on dumbly for a second or two before it remembered its task and affected a wide, easy smile.
"You're right," Deacon said. "I'm plumb out of War Band. Plumb out of good Ravagers entirely." He jammed his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans and rocked back on his hips, his smile taking on a predatory edge. Just like Solomon had drilled him to do, again and again. "That just happens to be why I'm here, ugly. Your War Band looks pretty good, as a starter. I'm here to take it."
Hackblade looked at him with a mix of confusion and contempt. A moment later he burst into laughter. The rest of the band joined in, but Solomon could already see the unease creeping into them. Deacon cast a quick, mindless glance his way, and Solomon gave him a near-imperceptible nod.
"Sorry Deacon, but this is my band. We're not exactly interested in a change in leadership." With that, Hackblade roared and stabbed forward with his machete-hand. The blade cut through the flesh of Deacon's midsection so deeply that the tip poked out from his back.
Deacon didn't react at first. But he also didn't fall; didn't falter in the slightest. Solomon allowed himself a small smile.
It had worked.
Deacon looked down at the blade and then locked eyes with the smaller Ravager. "Your concerns are noted," Deacon said. He brought his hands together on either side of Hackblade's head, where they collided with a meaty thump. Hackblade groaned and collapsed to one knee. Deacon took a step back, freeing himself from the other Ravager’s blade, then smashed a fist into his face. Hackblade collapsed to the ground and Deacon bent over him, raining down blows until the now-former War Band leader's skull was reduced to paste and bone shards. The rest of the band looked on in half-frightened, half-reverential silence.
Solomon had them, he could tell at once. One War Band would become two, and then three and four. Then they would have enough numbers to move on to phase two of his new plan.
After that, it would be time to visit some old friends.
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The gas station, an Old World relic half-collapsed and decayed nearly to the point of non-existence, was only a small part of the ruins that lay just ahead of them. But it was the part they were looking for, the important part.
Of course, what they were really looking for, what had brought them this far west, wasn't a what at all, but a who. A very dangerous who. And she was still outrunning them.
Abigail and Sam stood side by side, looking down at the rubble that belonged to a world neither of them had ever known. It was a while before either of them spoke. They didn't speak much, these days.
Each of them stood next to the small motorcycles they had driven the past two days and pushed much of today. Abigail had advocated abandoning the two bikes, rather than hope to find some hidden gasoline in this blasted-out and picked-over wasteland. It was foolish to waste the effort pushing the bikes, which were no longer anything but burdens. Things slowing them down. Sam, however, was insistent, in his new, quiet way. He continued to push along his now-useless transportation, insisting that they'd find more fuel soon.
That should have made Abigail happy — at least in the frustrating, foolish way that Sam's attitude had made her happy in the short time she had known him. But this new resolve was less Sam's old silly optimism, and more something new. Something she hadn't recognized in him before. A sort of resigned new outlook, like he was now seeing the dark, frustrating world as it was — how she herself had always seen it. But if he concentrated hard enough he could still trick himself into holding onto hope. Each morning he seemed to be trying to concentrate a little harder, and each morning he seemed to succeed in fooling himself just a little less.
"I've got a good feeling about this one," Abigail almost said. She didn't, but it felt like the right thing to say. It felt like what Sam needed to hear.
"We'll check it," Sam said. "We're already falling further behind by the hour. We need to find gas now if we're going to make up the time that we've lost."
Abigail nodded, trying to think of something witty to say, but Sam had already begun to move, pushing his bike down toward the ruins below them. She scowled, watching him advance ahead of her. Part of her wanted to give the poor boy a hug. That was the new, strange, and unfamiliar part of her. It was a small part of her, still, but to her unending consternation it was growing every day. The older, and much larger part of her, of course, wanted to strangle him. "Right behind you, sir," she mumbled as she trudged along behind him.
She hadn't known Sam long, only a couple of weeks. They had, however, been an especially eventful couple of weeks for him. For her too, if she was being honest with herself.
She remembered when she had first seen Sam. She hadn't thought much of him then — to her eyes he was little more than a spoiled Colony pup, out from behind his precious walls and in the real world for the very first time. Never in a million years would she have imagined him capable of the things he would do between then and now, nor how she would come to think of him as a friend, or — god help her, she wanted to hit herself for even thinking like this — something more. She was rarely wrong in her first impressions, and never when it came to a Colony dweller. She had always seen people for exactly what they were. Until she met Sam. She nearly laugh aloud when she thought about how foolish he had seemed then.
As they came closer to the remnants of the structure more details became clear, and Abigail's earlier estimations were confirmed. The gas station itself had been built over, not once, but many times, since the Horsemen outbreak and the collapse of the old order. Whether because the location held some sort of strategic advantage or by the simple inertia of habit, this place had been the site of at least three distinct strongholds in the twenty years since the Old World fell away. It took a discerning eye, and a lot of experience, to see the story written in what most people would call a glorified pile of garbage. Although she didn't have much, these days, experience and strong eyes were both things Abigail still had in spades.
She had lived her whole life in the Wilds, after all. And her teacher, while in no uncertain terms a very bad man, could not be accused of skimping on her curriculum. Abigail would venture she knew The Wilds and all their contents as well as any person breathing.
Yep, three clear lines of fortification, three separate forts, divided only by time. She wondered if Sam could see it, and she got as far as opening her mouth before the question died on her lips. She still needed to figure out how to talk to him. She didn't seem to be getting any closer to solving that problem, however, so she focused on what she could do. She analyzed the rubble in front of her. She knew how to do that, still. There was probably some sort of lesson in that fact.
The evidence was all right there, of course, staring you in the face. You just had to know where to look. The oldest and the newest walls, even in their present condition, were clearly the work of the Uninfected. The oldest, at this point little more than a rough outline in the dirt, were likely from something thrown together just after the fall. The newest set of walls — sad, mismatched rubbish, half-broken down, was probably less than a year old. The middle layer of remains was quite different from the other two, but no less familiar to Abigail. This place had been the home of Ravagers.
For an instant, her mind flashed back to Deacon's base, tucked into that High Plains basin. It was little more than a smoldering crater now, no thanks to her, but when she saw the remnants of the Ravager fort, she remembered how it was before, on the two occasions she’d visited the place. Those two visits could not have been more different.
Abigail had met Deacon, the psychotic — even for a Ravager — war leader, when her mentor, Solomon, had left her with him. She had met Sam after she escaped, after Deacon vowed to track her down, bring her back. Whatever deal Deacon and Solomon had struck remained mysterious to her. Deacon hadn't taken her for the crude reasons a man might purchase a young woman out in the Wilds, but for some reason far more important, known only to him. He had taken his reason with him to the grave the second time Abigail had come into his camp: in-between those two visits, Sam had lost so much. Abigail realized that in a way, every bad thing that had befallen Sam could be traced back to her. She scowled and shook her head. No one gets what they deserve out here: there's no point in taking on blame. And besides, she’d come back, hadn’t she? Even after Sam rejected her for what she was? And she had come with him this far, following after that damned spiky-headed Ravager and Sam's precious data drive.
Still, the mere fact that she almost felt guilty bothered her, and as she stood her bike next to Sam's and stepped over the first of the ruin's former walls, she noted for the thousandth time just how much she had changed. How much softer she had become. It would likely be the death of her. Sam would be the death of her. And she still couldn't manage to remember how to talk to the damned fool.
It wasn't going to help either of their moods when they found that there was no gasoline left in these ancient tanks, a possibility Abigail knew hovered around one hundred percent. Still, they had come this far; there was as little point in turning back now as there was in pointing out facts to Sam.
"You want me to —" she began.
"I'll check," Sam said, cutting her off. "You check the perimeter, make sure there aren't any Plague-Heads stumbling around."
She opened her mouth, about to tell him there weren't any Plague-Heads around, or they would have heard them by now. And furthermore, if he was so concerned about those mindless, puking zombies, he could check the damned perimeter his own damned self. She wanted to say all that, and a week ago she wouldn't have hesitated. And he probably would have shot back with some half-clever, half-ridiculous comeback that would have provoked an outward scowl and an inward smile from her. But instead of any of that happening, she just sighed and kept walking, going through the motions of checking the perimeter. What was happening to her? For the first time in her life, she really didn't know what she was doing.
She heard them moving a few moments before she heard the first one speak. There were at least two ahead of her, and two more to the right. Not Plague-Heads, so at least there was that. The petty part of her didn't want Sam to have been right about that. They were sneaking, whomever they were, and trying — poorly — to remain silent. Abigail pretended she was oblivious to the approaching men, but let her hand fall to her belt, fingers gripping the long, leather-sheathed knife that hung there. Despite herself, she smiled.
This, I know how to do.
"If you're going to try and ambush us," Sam called out behind her, "you boys may as well get on with it. The suspense is killing me."
Damn, Abigail thought. He was getting better at this. So much for my chance at the witty one-liner.
There were six of them, in total. Four ahead of Sam, just beyond what was left of the high roof of concrete that once covered the station's pumps, and two more that had rose up a few yards away from Abigail. These two looked especially self-satisfied, obviously thinking they had been the ones stalking her. If only they knew.
"Now, now, son," the oldest and largest of the six — and the obvious leader — said, "just you calm down. There's no reason this has to go any worse for you than necessary.” All six of them were armed — five with rifles and one with a shotgun — and each looked like they had spent a good deal of time out here in the Wilds. Weathered and expressionless, all of them, just dirty enough to show they belonged out here, but not so much as to seem desperate or pathetic. They looked like hard men, used to descending on and preying upon unsuspecting travelers. Bandits, highwaymen, raiders; whatever you wanted to call them. Abigail was half-surprised it had taken this long for her and Sam to cross paths with one of these bands of locusts. Further east, these small bands of Uninfected predators were squeezed out by the much stronger Ravager War Bands, but here, they were the chief threat to anyone who dared to venture out into the spaces between established settlements.
Well, not the chief threat. The chief threat was the same everywhere, and it wasn't spoken of outside of hushed whispers.
"We'll make this as simple as possible," the lead bandit said. "First thing that's going to happen is you are going to take that rifle you got slung over your shoulder there and set it down on the ground, nice and slow." None of the bandits were pointing their weapons at either Abigail or Sam, not exactly, but the ends of their barrels were held in their general direction, and the men holding them gripped them in a casual, almost relaxed fashion that had the effect of somehow being more threatening than if they had been raised. Every bit of their body language, their grizzled facial expressions, said 'I can kill you at a moment's notice, and it wouldn't be any trouble at all.'
Sam shrugged and did just as the bandit asked. He lowered his rifle slowly to the ground, holding it by the center of its black barrel, his eyes fixed on those of the bandit leader. "You boys seem to know your business," Sam said. "Maybe we can come to some understanding. None of us needs to die."
A few of the bandits chuckled. "You just do everything I say, boy, and that just might happen," the leader said. He paused, obviously pleased with himself. "If you're lucky."
Sam raised his hands slowly as he straightened back up, his rifle flat on the ground. He stood facing the leader, his open hands on either side of his head, his thumbs just below his ears. He stared at the bandit leader, expressionless.
"Now," the leader continued, "the next thing that is going to happen is you two are going to take every last thing you're carrying, and you're going to pile it up right here at my feet. Then you're both going to take off those boots, and strip down to your skivvies, and put all that right on top of the pile. If you're offering is...substantial enough, we'll let you live. We might even decide not to take your little woman with us."
Just the hint of a smirk formed on the edge of Sam's lips. "I think we've got a little misunderstanding here," he said, his hands still raised. "I was offering to let you guys leave here alive. Unfortunately, it seems unlikely you’ll accept my offer."
The bandits laughed. Abigail knew what they were thinking. What possible threat could two small teenagers be to men like them? Men that had probably killed scores in their day — grown men and Infected, Ravagers even. But their laughter betrayed just how unprepared they were, and how poor this day was about to turn out for them. When they looked at Sam, they didn't see someone who had killed two Ravager snipers from a thousand yards out: someone who had marched unarmed into the heart of old Wyoming's toughest war leader's camp and survived, someone who had triumphed multiple times against odds far longer than these. And when they saw Abigail, they saw even less. They saw a small girl, a victim, a prize. A non-threat. They didn't see what she was, even if they might feel something off about her, in the deepest, most primal part of their lizard brains. They didn't see that she was the worst danger they could possibly face, in this world or any other. They didn't see what was right in front of their faces.
A Reaper.
"Last chance, guys, before things go bad. All I want from today is some damned gas," Sam said. He lowered his hands, very slowly, to the tops of his shoulders. And to the twin pistols strapped to his upper back.
One of the bandits in front of Abigail, to his small credit, recognized the threat and raised his rifle toward Sam. Abigail moved in an instant, and before the man could take aim she had her knife free from its sheath. With a flick of her wrist she sent the weapon flying, faster than the strongest Uninfected could manage with even a full windup, and the blade buried itself just behind the man's ear. He died instantly, but some final autonomous nerve twitch fired off his weapon, just two shots, sailing up harmlessly into the sky. But that was all it took to shatter the calm, to turn standoff to full firefight.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sam pull both of his pistols and begin to fire, throwing himself to the side as he did so. She heard the rolling firecracker burst of gunfire as the four bandits ahead of him opened up with their weapons. She smelled the sour odor of the bandit just in front of her as she dashed forward, felt the crack of his breaking ribs as she buried a fist into his side. She tasted the sharp tang of gunpowder as he fired his own weapon harmlessly above her head: she had already ducked and jumped to one side, far quicker than he could adjust for.
A quick downward chop, aimed just below the base of his skull as she passed around him, finished him off. She contemplated, just for an instant, taking the opportunity to crack open his neck and sate herself on the spinal fluid that she unfortunately needed to survive. She stopped herself from indulging this instinct just as quickly. She was having a hard-enough time bridging the gap between Sam and herself as it was — blatantly and gorily reminding him of her true nature wouldn't exactly help her efforts.
Instead, she turned her attention to the remaining bandits. One of them was down, lying on his back in a slowly expanding pool of blood. The other three had ducked down behind cover, as had Sam, maybe a half-dozen yards ahead of them.
"Whoa!" the lead bandit screamed. "Whoa, whoa, whoa." The gunfire had stopped just as fast as it had begun. No more than fifteen seconds had passed. "Everyone just calm down. Calm. Down."
There was the briefest moment of silence before she heard the sound.
Click.
Click-Click-Click.
The low moans came a few heartbeats later, from the edge of the woods just south of the ruined gas station.
"Son of a..." Abigail muttered, pulling her knife free from the bandit she had killed.
Sam had been right, despite himself.
Plague-Heads.
Three of them stumbled out of the woods, followed shortly by about fifteen more. Attracted by gunfire, they lurched drunkenly from side to side as they moved forward, their progress deceptively fast. Shots erupted again as the bandits saw the new threat, bullet holes riddling the Plague-Heads’ mottled green flesh.
They kept coming, undeterred by the gunfire, seemingly unaffected by their new wounds. Still more were emerging from the forest, and for the first time Abigail felt the tiniest pangs of worry.
Plague-Heads were the simplest of the four strains of Infected, and unarguably the least human. They still looked more or less human, with the exception of their green-tinged skin and their overly large mouths; you would never mistake them for an Uninfected, of course, but compared to the oversized and misshapen forms of Ravagers and Howlers, they were positively nondescript. Their behavior, however, was on the far side of the spectrum. Anything that once made them human had been stripped away, replaced by a single desire: the spreading of the Horsemen Virus, which grew and survived in their stomachs, waiting to be projectile vomited onto new, Uninfected hosts. Her mentor — her father, in many ways — had told her all about the Old World’s many zombie stories. In truth, little beyond a taste for flesh separated the very real Plague-Heads from the fictional monsters of yesteryear. The tendency to feed on flesh, to her endless horror, was the exclusive domain of Reapers.
The horde, now numbering at least two dozen, was nearly on them. A handful had gone down, having caught enough bullets to terminate essential motor functions, but the rest trudged on. As a Reaper already, Abigail had nothing to fear from their infectious vomit, and for reasons she still didn't fully understand, Sam was also immune. That didn't mean the Plague-Heads weren't dangerous, however. They might not infect either of them, but with their mindless, unrelenting strength, they could tear even Abigail apart if enough converged on her.
She flipped her knife in the air and caught it; took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. Twenty-some Plague-Heads was a quite a number, but then again, she had always been something of an overachiever. She gripped the knife tight and ran into the middle of the horde.
Everyone knew that Plague-Heads were constitutionally incapable of feeling fear, but if they had even the slightest ghost of the ability left within them, this horde should have been terrified. Abigail moved within their midst like a tempest; like a hurricane of blades. She cut one Plague-Head's neck to the bone, another two she decapitated, all in an instant, all without stopping. She smashed one with a fist, another with an elbow, and a third with her forehead. Cold, slimy hands grabbed at her from all angles, but she was too fast for most to grab, too strong for the rest to hold. She was grim, unrelenting death, a reaper of the horde as apt as the name her kind had been given.
Bullets flew all around her. Most she simply heard: the far away ones snapped past, the nearer buzzed and roared. She caught a snippet of their origins: two of the remaining bandits seemed to be aiming at her, Sam at the few Plague-Heads still behind her. While most of her focus was concentrated on killing and staying alive, she couldn't help but scowl. Thanks for the help, Sam, but maybe your attention would be better concentrated on the assholes shooting at me.
She heard a tight, cut-off cry of pain just behind her. As she turned toward the source of the shout — confusing, as Plague-Heads neither felt pain nor expressed alarm — she saw that Sam indeed had turned on the bandits. She saw one go down as she killed yet another Plague-Head, and then she saw the bandit leader follow a moment later. 
She lifted her arm to slay the final standing ghoul and noticed something odd. For some reason, her arm didn't follow her command; instead, it remained limp at her side. Also strange was just how dizzy she had become, all of a sudden, and how tired. She shouldn't have even begun to tire at this point, and her damn arm certainly shouldn't feel as numb as it now did.
The final Plague-Head lurched toward her, and it was all she could do to stab it with her working arm before she collapsed to her knees. The Plague-Head, undeterred, grabbed her by the shoulders and began to twist her apart, one shoulder forward, and the other back. She didn't have the strength to resist it, and she didn't seem to care as much as she probably should have. Really, she just wanted to sleep.
The ghoul's grip relaxed as its head came apart. She heard the gunshot that saved her a millisecond later. She lay down on the ground, and as her head lolled to the side, she saw her numb arm and everything made sense. She had apparently caught a bullet, square in the bone just above the elbow, and it had nearly taken the lower half of her arm clean off. There was blood, a lot of it. That can't be good, she thought idly. She mostly just wanted to shut her eyes, but she knew she shouldn't, even if she wasn't sure why not.
Just before she finally lost consciousness, she saw Sam leaning over her.
"You're going to be just fine, Abby," he said. "You're going to be fine, dammit. You have to be."
The last thought she had was the regret that their quarry had probably heard the gunshots, and now it was going to be that much harder to find her. And they still didn't have any gas for the bikes.
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Thunder, rolling in the distance. No, wait, she thought, as the last happy traces of unconsciousness faded away and the pain of the real world returned, that wasn't thunder at all.
That was gunfire.
Roach sat up, grinding her teeth together as fresh spasms of pain coursed through her muscles, through her bones. After a moment or two the waves of agony calmed, and the electric whiteness that always accompanied the pain receded from her vision. In its place was the world around her.
The same world, for all she could tell; and yet, every last thing about it felt different. But she knew, in now familiar patterns of thought, that a week ago all of this would have been as alien to her as the taste of the moon. Only one thing had changed, though, and that was her.
Without thinking, she raised a hand to scratch at the tiny lump on the side of her neck. The spot where Deacon had stuck her with whatever it had been in that vial. The serum that came from one of those sheep-men who had come down from the Colony to the north. The serum Deacon kept calling ‘phase two,’ or simply ‘the future.’
She remembered every detail of it. How could she forget, when the nightmare that had come of it greeted her every time she had managed to sleep since?
But that was enough time wallowing in the past. She had plenty to worry about still in front of her, starting with just what those gunshots meant. It meant they were getting close.
Or not. Roach shrugged and reached for her pack, which she had been using as a pillow. Those gunshots could have been anything or anyone. It wasn't like her pursuers had any kind of monopoly on firearm-based violence out here in the Wilds. Feral sheep-men, some of the smarter Howlers, a War Band of Ravagers — it could be anyone. She hesitated for a moment, her pack half-open, her hand frozen around the tiny drawstring, stopped short at the thought of Ravagers — and at the very fact she thought of them as 'Ravagers' at all. Before that damned needle — before Deacon had turned on her — they had always just been people. Her people. And somehow now she knew that was no longer true. They were no longer her people. She wasn't what she once was; she knew she was no longer a Ravager.
Whatever else I am, she thought, I'm someone that still has time. Those shots couldn't have been closer than a mile; they were probably further than that. She would have to keep moving, she knew that, but she still needed time to eat some breakfast. To regain some strength.
Her campsite, in the hollowed-out center of a thick briar patch a few feet away from a slowly moving creek, was well hidden, and even if the blood eater and her trigger-happy friend had caught her trail, they were still a good bit behind her. She could take a moment yet to marshal her strength, to brace against the pain of whatever changes were violently rearranging her body, and then she'd be able to walk.
Maybe, if I'm really feeling lucky, I could take a tiny bit of time and figure out where the hell I'm going.
She stood up, gritting her teeth as the expected wave of pain rushed down from head to toe. With a sigh she walked over to the creek, her pack in tow. Her mouth sticky and her throat parched, she fished a half-numb hand through her pack until her fingers touched on her dented metal canteen. She ripped it free and, distracted by thirst and pain and a thousand half-formed worries, managed to accidentally dump out half the pack's contents — half of her remaining possessions — all along the dark mud of the creek bank. 
Ignoring the mess, she collapsed to her knees at the water’s edge and filled her canteen. She brought it up to her lips, sighing in some small bit of satisfaction as she drank down the icy cool liquid. Her relief was short-lived, however, as the familiar pulses of nausea came a second later, and it took all her effort not to puke the creek water right back up. She hadn't been able to eat or drink even the smallest amount without feeling like she was going to die.
Not since that syringe, she thought. Not since Deacon's
mysterious formula.
At least I kept the water down this time. For a few days, after she had been unwillingly changed
by the mysterious 'phase two', she had felt like a damned Plague-Head, spraying puke all around her every time she ate or drank.
The nausea calmed down, and she worked to steady her breath. While she was doing that she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the slowly moving water. The face staring back at her was a stranger's: the bright red hair that covered the left side of her head lay lank, the braids on the side broken and mostly undone, the stubble on the right side barely covering the angry patches of rash and scabs. Her face-paint was long gone — blotchy pale skin surrounded her ice-blue eyes. Every morning, the first thing she would do upon waking would be to run two fingers of black grease-paint over each eye; now, her naked face looked more like a frightened, sickly ghost than a badass Ravager skull-cracker, and for the ten-thousandth time she remembered that her old life was over. For the ten-thousandth time, she felt like breaking down and crying.
This time, at least, she resisted that shameful, weak urge. For the first few days she had been unable to, and nothing made her feel less like the person she was than the fits of curled-up, shaking, uncontrollable weeping. She had never cried a day in her life, before the needle. Not when she was a toddler
learning to fight, not when they fished two rifle rounds out of her belly, and not when the rocket launched from the Colony wall had hit the truck carrying her mother and turned the whole thing into a fiery ball of metal and meat. Ravagers didn't cry. Crying was weakness, and Ravagers were not weak.
But she was now, and she cried.
She sat back, looking away from the face of the weakling in the water, and began to re-gather her things. It was an odd collection, what she had taken with her. What she considered important. Some of the things made sense — a box of bullets, always useful, and her favorite knife, with its curved, talon-like blade. Other things were more...sentimental, that’s the word Deacon would use. A word she would have never used herself, before, but one that now seemed right. The things she had always kept hidden, things just for her. Things she had always liked, without really knowing why. There was the magazine, that half-torn, moldy thing with the pictures of pretty dresses and the ladies wearing pretty face paint.
Then there was the doll. The one her mother had made her. She pulled the thing out of the black muck and rubbed it clean with her thumb and forefinger. It was a simple stick figure, six smooth white segments — two arms and legs, a torso, and a head — attached to one another with string. She had never really considered that it was a bit creepy that each segment was a human finger bone until just then. She had merely liked it. She still did, because it reminded her of her mother. That was kind of odd because she didn't really remember what her mother looked like, even if she did remember watching her die. She hadn't even really thought of her as family, any more so than the rest of the War Band: she just remembered that her mother was tough. A true Ravager. What would her mother think of her now? Roach didn't care to linger on that thought.
Her old friends would have never let her hear the end of it if they’d found out she had the thing. A sheep-men set of pretty pictures from the Old World. Girly things. Maybe she had never been as much of a true Ravager as they had been — Torq and Raliegh and DeeJ and the rest — and maybe that was why she had always worked hard to be the craziest, the most violent, the most hard. But she knew just as quickly that wasn't true. She really had been like that; she had loved being like that. And now, she was different, and it scared her.
At least she didn't have to worry about what her father thought, because she had never known him. Or, she probably had known him, but neither knew what they were to one another. It was like that with all Ravagers. There were a half-dozen older Ravagers that could have been her father. Hell, Deacon could have been her father, for all she knew.
Deacon. Thinking of him made her want to cry all over again, in a way thinking of her mother did not. What he had meant to her, and what he had eventually done to her.... This. All this pain and confusion and change and uncertainty and awfulness — that was all him, and she no more understood why he did it to her than she understood what he had done to her. All she knew was she was changing, becoming less, and it was because Deacon had turned on her.
Looking back on it now — sick, sore, and alone — maybe she should have seen the whole thing coming. After all, Deacon had been acting differently for a good year before everything finally fell apart. At least as far back as when he had met with that Reaper. The one who talked quiet; the one with the dead eyes. Solomon.
Before that, Deacon had been the best Chieftain she had ever heard of, and he had been hers. He had been the reason they had gone from picking off small sheep-men trading caravans to rolling over full Colonies. He had made their band important, had made them stand out from the tribes to the south. Had gotten them the attention of the damned Ravager King himself. Roach had been his favorite enforcer, even if she wasn't as experienced as some of the graybeards, or as big as some of the bully boys. She had been convinced that one day Deacon would be the new Ravager King, and he would put Roach at the head of one of his top War Bands.
Now all those dreams seemed so stupid, so far away. Like they came from the life of someone else, which now that she thought about it wasn't that far off from the truth.
After he had started listening to that snake Solomon, things had changed. They had stopped moving, started building a base. Deacon began to collect his 'samples,' as he liked to call them. Howlers and Plague-ys and sickly little Uninfected. He went from raiding Colonies to trading with them. Even taking on jobs from those shady Old World sheep-men. Eventually, the Colony 'Elders' (as they liked to call themselves) got their own corner of Deacon's base. Of her home.
That was around the time she started hearing talk about 'phase two.' She knew that talk had something to do with Deacon's samples, with those Colonist labs in the back of their base. With what had been in that needle.
With what was now running through her veins.
And she knew it had to do with that...she paused as she saw it sticking up from the mud, the bone white data drive that stood out so starkly against the creek's black muck. The thing that started this whole damned mess. What they had dug out of the dead underground Colony lab, what that shooter Sam had insisted on chasing after them for, what had consumed every last bit of Deacon's attention there at the end. It had destroyed Deacon and it had destroyed their War Band, and now it was all that she had left. Still half-delirious from the syringe, she had grabbed the thing and ran, as her home and everything else burned down around her. She didn't know what was on it, and she didn't know why she kept it, other than she knew it was important. She knew, somehow, that a lot of very dangerous people would kill for what was on that data drive, but instead of doing the smart thing — which was getting as far away from it as she possibly could — she kept it close. Maybe it was because she knew it had something to do with what was in that needle that Deacon had stuck her with. Maybe it was because a part of her knew that what was now flowing through her veins was
something that those same people would kill her for too.
Whatever it was, it was important. And because of that, she was important. And that wasn't much, but it was all she had. She stuffed the drive back in her pack and cinched it shut, and with one final check to make sure she hadn't missed anything else, she stood up and turned toward the west. Her path was uphill from here, through woody and uneven ground. It led up and out of the valley, up along the creek. It would be tough going, that direction, but it was away from those ominous gunshots, away from the pair that was following her. She headed out, up the creek.
Roach smiled at that. Up the creek, she thought. Yep, that sounds about right.
She took deep breaths as she walked. She still didn't have the slightest idea where she was heading; she only knew she couldn't ever turn back. There was no longer anything for her to go back to.
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Sam moved over the thick, green ground of the forest, following the thin game trail ahead. He ducked under a low-hanging tree branch, stepped around a tree root, carefully avoiding patches of dead twigs and dried leaves. He was on the hunt, and as such, he was being as quiet as he was able. Vincente, leaning casually against a tree to Sam's left, was quieter still. Of course, Vincente had one distinct advantage over Sam.
Vincente was dead.
I should probably be more concerned about that, Sam thought as he paused to crouch down and inspect a disturbed piece of brush.
He knew that Vincente wasn't really there. Still, the mere fact that he was seeing his dead friend anytime he happened to be alone — that he was having conversations with the phantom — well, it was worrying, but somehow not genuinely alarming.
At least I know he's not real. Sam consoled himself with that meager fact. He hadn't completely lost his mind.
Satisfied he still had his quarry's trail, Sam stood and continued the hunt. Worrying about his grasp on reality would be easier once he had some meat in his belly.
Abigail's going to be fine. You know that, right? Vincente said.
"I know," Sam said. "Who said I was worried about that?"
Who said? Imaginary Vincente took a bite of an imaginary apple, shaking his imaginary head. Who do you think you're talking to, Sam?
"Question of the day," Sam muttered.
What I mean is that I know you, Sammy. You don't have to lie. You don't have to be scared. You aren't alone.
"Of course not," Sam said. "I've got a hallucination of my dead friend following me around, and a half-dead monster back at my campsite. I'm positively full to the brim with boon-frickin-companions."
Sam heard the snap of breaking deadfall somewhere ahead of him, and he paused to listen. Only silence followed, and he kept moving.
Why do you think it is, Sam, Vincente asked, now sitting on a log ahead and off to Sam's right, that you only use the ‘M’ word with me? If that's what you think of her, why don't you just say it to her face? Get everything right out in the open.
"The ‘M’ word?" Sam said. "What, madness? Or do you mean manipulation? Oh, no, I know what the M word is: mistaken mental manifestation. Because that's what I seem to be arguing with right now."
Vincente was silent for a minute after that. Long enough that Sam, despite knowing he would only be staring at an empty branch, turned toward him.
The ghost just shrugged. I'm not responding to any of that, he said. Nevertheless, I think you know what I mean.
Of course he did. Monster. Reaper. "Maybe I just don't want to lose an arm," Sam said. "Do you know how strong she is? Of course you do, you're me."
Don't want to lose an arm, Vincente repeated to himself, nodding along with each word. Of course. I'm sure that's it.
Sam sighed in frustration. He checked the load in his rifle for what must have been the fifth time since he set out on the hunt. Just as there had been the previous four times, he had a full clip, and one in the chamber. "What do you want me to say? Of course she's not a monster. She's Abigail. But she is a Reaper. There's no dancing around that fact."
You don't have to convince me, Vincente said. I'm not even real.
Sam shifted the rifle in his grip, checked the fit of the silencer on the end of the barrel. Snug as ever. "You know," he said, "you're almost as frustrating to argue with as the real Vincente."
He could still hear the sounds of the explosions. First a single one, loud enough to set his ears ringing: the pressure wave rattling his sinuses, even from the other side of the ridge. Then the smaller, secondary explosions, one after the other, like God himself was doing a roll on a colossal bass drum. He’d heard that the first stage of grief in anyone was denial, but in those moments, just after it happened, Sam hadn't even gotten that. He knew, before he saw the bullets hit him, before he watched Deacon’s base explode, that Vincente was gone.
Go, Sam. Find it. Finish the job.
Those words, Vincente's last, had greeted him every morning since. The first things he heard, taunting him even before he opened his eyes. Those words echoed endlessly inside his head as the ache of Vincente's loss tore at his heart.
He had been Sam's closest friend; the closest thing he’d had to family for most of his life. His parents, after all, where nothing more than half-remembered fragments of memories, he had been so young when they died. The Colony had shuffled him from one guardian to the next, but they each had their own concerns, and none of them amounted to more than glorified babysitters. But Vincente, not quite old enough to be a father to him, not quite young enough to be a brother...Vincente had been there for him.
And now he was dead.
You ever think that might be a part of why you've been so cold to Abby since? Vincente asked.
"Don't let her hear you call her that name," Sam said back reflexively. She hated being called Abby, for reasons he still didn't understand. "You'll be the one losing the arm."
Somehow, I doubt she'll be able to get a hold of me, Vincente said. She did come back, though, he added. You still haven't thanked her for that.
As usual, the ghost-Vincente was right. Though it had been weeks since the two of them destroyed Deacon's fortress, and weeks since they had begun their journey west, tracking down the data drive and the Ravager that ran off with it, they hadn't spoken about what had happened before she had left him. Since he had run her off.
They barely spoke at all these days. Not since Sam had watched her...harvest from the dead man, back at Mae's. Drinking the blood and spinal fluid or whatever it was that allowed her to heal. He shuddered at the memory of it.
That place had been burning down, too. Sam and Abigail seemed to have a knack for that sort of thing. Sam laughed to himself, even as he winced at how he had reacted to the sight.
To be fair, she had lied to him. She hadn't told him what she really was, despite all the time that they traveled together.
But can you really blame her, looking back on everything? Vincente said. The apparition was now walking at Sam's left, poking at various piles of leaves with a crooked stick he was carrying.
The answer was obviously no, but Sam didn't want to give the smug hallucination the satisfaction of saying it out loud. Sam had reacted...poorly to what he had witnessed, though he had known, even at the time, that she was only doing what she needed to survive. She had been shot, and the wound had been bad. Bad enough to kill a person. No, he corrected himself, enough to kill an Uninfected. Abigail wasn't an Uninfected, but she was just as much a person as him.
Still, it didn't take much to remind him how different they were. All he had to do was think of what he had done for her less than a day ago.
Back at the gas station, Abigail had been shot in the arm, just above the elbow. She had lost a lot of blood, and if she had been anyone else, she would have been dead before Sam had reached her. As it was, she wasn't far off. But she was a Reaper, and as such, had nearly miraculous healing capabilities. Her body could replace the blood it lost, somehow, as well as re-stitch the torn muscles and re-knit the broken bone. To do that, however, it needed the right fuel, the correct raw materials. The dead bandits had that fuel, within their bones and within their veins. Once she got that, she began to heal.
It wasn't hard to understand how, in the tales whispered around the campfires, Reapers were described as little different from the vampires in Old World entertainments.
I'd hold off on the ‘V’ word as well, while you're at it, Vincente said.
It was probably good advice. Sam had tried to hide the squeamishness he’d felt looking at the blood caked around Abigail's lips after her second feeding. The red of it faded nearly to brown, dried and cracking on the whites of her cheeks. He’d tried to focus on the very real elation and relief he felt in the fact that she was still alive, the wonder in seeing the coin-sized wound on her arm close itself and the bone snap back to straight before his eyes. But he hadn't done a good enough job at hiding, and he had seen the hurt and the rejection on her face when his eyes met hers.
He needed to figure out a way to make it up to her; a way to let her know that no matter what he had said before, he didn't care about their differences. He was just glad she was still here with him.
Why don't you just say that? Vincente asked.
"You know, it's creepy enough when you respond to my words, being dead and all," Sam said. "It's worse when you read my thoughts."
Vincente scoffed. Where do you think my words are coming from? Besides, maybe focus a little bit less on me, and a little more on who you're chasing after. This is starting to get embarrassing.
"Yeah, that's what I've been trying to do," Sam muttered. "I'm not the one who keeps wanting to talk about Abigail."
Sure you're not.
Sam ran a hand through his hair, trying to batten down his frustration. Ghost-Vincente tended to be quite a bit snarkier than the real Vincente had been. He did need to focus, and not only on this hunt. The Ravager, Roach, was still safely ahead of them, even if he and Abigail had been slowly closing the distance. Despite Roach's injuries, she had proven to be a surprisingly quick and resourceful quarry.
Abigail and Sam had both agreed the Ravager seemed to heading west, though as to why she was heading west they had no idea. For all they knew, Roach was leading them straight into a fresh nest of Ravagers, or into the teeth of some other terrible trap.
Abigail said they had left the most active of the Ravager territories days ago, yet Roach hadn't slowed down or changed direction. Sam thought back to those mysterious Colony soldiers housed at Deacon's base. What had they been doing there? What Colony were they from, even? Was that Colony Roach's destination? He had no idea, knowing only that he needed to catch her, needed to get back that data drive. Sam knew that whatever was on it was important, and that a lot of dangerous people wanted it. More than that, Vincente had told him to find it, had told him that finding it mattered. And so Sam would find it. He would complete the mission.
Ahead, Sam saw movement in one of the trees. It wasn't the deer he had been following, but it was better than nothing, and anyway he had already been gone from camp for too long. Abigail was injured, after all, and he didn't like the idea of her being by herself, no matter how capable she might normally be. He swung the rifle up and located the squirrel in his scope. He sighted it at about 300 yards.
It's not a pig this time, Vincente said, his imaginary voice a hush. That's going to be a much tougher shot than before.
And back then, Sam had still been a part of a Colony. He had had a home, and a mission, and someone to look out for him. But now Sam had let that person die, and he had failed his mission, and he had no way of getting in contact with his Colony. Not that they would be in any rush to welcome him back, considering the extent of Sam's failure. He sighed and tried to focus on the task at hand.
Pretty hard,
I imagine, Vincente said. Keeping that aim steady. While you're carrying all that weight.
I'm the only one left to carry it, Sam thought. And I will, till I find that drive, and can finally go home again.
You know what they say about going home, Sam, Vincente said with a phantom smirk.
The squirrel darted one way a couple of steps, then turned, dashing back the length of the branch to the trunk of the tree. Sam took a long, shallow breath and held it. The squirrel scampered back the other way and leaped off the branch, aiming for another nearby.
"Well, then," Sam whispered, "it's a good thing that I'm a much better hunter now than I was then."
Sam squeezed the trigger and listened to the low thump of the silenced shot. Through the scope he watched as the round caught the squirrel in mid-jump and spun it sideways. He lowered the rifle as the squirrel fell to the ground.
Not a bad shot, Sam thought. He wasn't the naïve, sheltered kid he had been when he’d first left the walls of the Colony. He was smarter, tougher, more experienced. Better.
Maybe you are better than you were, Sammy, the voice said. I hope you are. I have a feeling you're going to need to be in the days ahead.
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She spent a good while pretending to still be asleep, listening to Sam mill about and monkey with whatever he had brought back from his hunt, relishing the feel of the warm, reassuring heat of the fire on her back. Finally, Abigail marshaled up the courage to open her eyes. To turn back to the fire and Sam, and to let him know that she was awake. To let him know that the Reaper was still breathing. Sam spoke before she was able. "I know you're awake," he said. "It's your breathing. The rhythm is different when you're asleep."
Great, she thought, there goes the initiative. It struck her as a bit discouraging that she had backslid toward considering every conversation with Sam as a form of verbal combat. Two steps forward, three steps back. That ought to be my motto. At least she hadn't shot back with how easy it was to tell when he was asleep. Sam certainly didn't need to be reminded of the nightmares that had been plaguing him since the death of his friend.
She sat up and looked over the campsite. Sam had rigged up a trio of skinned squirrels on a stick over the fire. They had just begun to crackle in the heat. It was greasy, stringy meat, but it set her mouth to watering. "The bounty of the great hunter," she said, managing a weak smile.
Sam didn't seem to take her joke the way she intended. "I'm sorry if you were expecting bear. Or maybe a lion. Only one of us is an invincible killing machine, after all, and it sure isn't me."
"I'm not invincible," she muttered, too low for Sam's weak, Uninfected ears to hear. Louder, she added, "That's not what I meant." Strong, forceful reply, she thought, mentally rolling her eyes at her continued awkwardness and ineptitude. "I mean, it smells good. Thank you."
"Well...sure. It's food, after all. Hopefully, we'll catch up to that Ravager soon, and we can get something a little more civilized to eat." Sam looked suddenly uncomfortable, like he had misspoken. "Or at least something more substantial, in any case."
"It's okay, Sam, I know what you mean. I may not have grown up in a Colony, but wild game isn't exactly my normal fare, either. You don't need to worry about offending me."
At least he had stopped saving the blood. As awkward as things were now, they had been so, so much worse in the first few days after they had blown up Deacon's base. The queasy mix of contempt, uncertainty, and fear that had been a constant presence on Sam's face had caused her no end of sadness. So many emotions with which she was totally unfamiliar. Abigail had never felt particularly great about herself and her place in the world, but she had never felt worse than when she saw herself through Sam's eyes in the days since he had learned she was a Reaper. And she had never felt better than when she saw herself through his eyes in the days just before. She hated that he had that power over her. She had the sudden urge to punch him square in the nose. It was an urge she was rapidly becoming used to, and despite herself, it brought a small smile to her lips.
"What is it?" Sam asked. The edge had left his voice, which was a nice change of pace from the past few days.
Probably best not to tell the truth now, she thought. "I was just imagining what your meals back at your Colony must have been like." Excellent save. "It all must be vacuum sealed, triple-disinfected, de-moisturized, re-moisturized, un-vacuum-sealed, disinfected again, then inspected by five different guys in glasses and lab coats. I'm surprised your delicate Colony stomach can handle any food from the real world, much less wild squirrel cooked over a campfire."
Sam stared at her across the fire in silence, his expression unreadable. Too far? She wondered. Screw it, he can either take it or he can't. Dancing around the Colony boy's precious feelings was getting very, very old, and she was done with it. If he wanted to be mad, he could be mad. I'm not going to be anyone other than me. Not anymore.
Sam burst out laughing.
"Please tell me that's what you really think meals in the Colony are like," he said. "It's not like we're from another planet." He affected a strange, high-pitched and nasally voice, "'Your unfamiliar earthling organic matter is strange and novel, but we hope to someday be able to consume it unaided as we adjust to your planet.'" He began to laugh again. In his normal voice, he added, "We eat the same food as everyone else, Abigail." He stopped laughing, but his smile remained, and he met her eyes. "We eat the same food as you do. Normal food, just like you. We're all just people."
Abigail smiled, and for the first time in what had come to feel like forever, she relaxed.
Sam took down the now-cooked squirrel and divided the meat between them. As they ate, they talked, and laughed, and Abigail felt the pangs of what she now understood to be happiness, along with the excitement and anxiety she had come to associate with her interactions with Sam. They talked about their tactics: they needed to quicken their pace. The sooner they caught the Ravager and recovered the data drive, the less likely something unforeseen and bad would befall them. They talked about the ground they had covered: Sam had never seen real mountains before, and he was still astonished by the snow-capped peaks that hung like frozen clouds along the western horizon. Abigail had seen the Rockies before, but she had never set foot on them. In fact, even here was further west than she had traveled before. The relatively unsettled lands of the central plains were safer and more lucrative for people like her than were the larger settlements to the west or the irradiated land to the east.
They even talked about the battle at Deacon's camp. Now that the recently formed ice that formed between them was broken, Sam went on and on about how astonishing her idea to drop the herd of cattle on the Ravagers had been, and how she had fallen out of the sky like some sort of comic book hero. Abigail felt the warm rush of blood to her cheeks, and she was glad that the red-orange glow of the fire masked her blush. For her part, she was just relieved they had both survived.
"So we catch the Ravager, put it down, and we have the drive. What do we do then?" The words had left her lips before she thought them through. She didn't want to know the answer, because she knew in her heart what it would be. Sam would take the drive and return to his home. To his Colony, the one place that she couldn't, under any circumstance, follow.
Even a relatively unskilled Reaper could pass among the Uninfected in the Wilds with little effort. Reapers weren't like the over-muscled and slavering Ravagers, nor were they fur-covered and bestial like the Howlers. They certainly weren't mindless vomiting zombies like the hordes of Plague-Heads. They looked, for lack of a better word, human. Furthermore, they were so rare that most of the Uninfected thought of them as a myth. A story to scare their children with. As long as she didn't go around advertising the fact — or receive an injury severe enough to warrant consuming bone marrow — she could live her whole life among the Uninfected without a single one of them so much as raising an eyebrow.
Of course, that was only true outside of the Old World Survivor's Colonies. Each and every Colony's front gates contained the best biometric sensors that Old World wealth could buy, and those sensors could clock her as a Reaper as easily as if she was carrying a neon sign identifying herself as such. Even if Sam could argue her case with the Colony leaders — which he certainly could not — he couldn't argue with their automated machine cannons. No, once they recovered the drive, her time with Sam would rapidly come to an end.
Sam poked at the fire with a stripped tree branch, seemingly considering her question without a good answer. It didn't surprise her; she always knew their time was limited. No matter how well he pretended to ignore it, the fact remained that she was a Reaper, and he was not.
"I've never been much for plans," Sam began. Here it comes, she thought. Some weak excuse to take the place of the truth we both know. "But I think that —"
The sound of the shots pulled her head to the right before her mind consciously registered them.
Two quick cracks, followed by the sustained rolls of multiple automatic weapons in the distance to the west. Sam doused the fire, and they were plunged into darkness. It took only a single heartbeat for her eyes to adjust, and then she could see the near-imperceptible blooms of light. Muzzle flashes, to the west, up among the hills not more than a few hundred yards distant. She was certain Sam still saw nothing but black.
Sam set down the remains of his meal. "Well, sounds like it's time to move," he said.
It was. She had only one path to follow, and that was forward. Wherever it might lead.
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As evening became night in the forest, Roach began to fall into a rhythm. She would make her way forward ten steps, then find the nearest bit of cover, crouch down, and listen for threats. The sounds of the forest at night — insects buzzing, frogs croaking, wind rustling leaves and the occasional hoot of at least two distinct owls in the area — filled her ears, but she was growing increasingly certain there was something larger out there. She considered stopping, digging out a makeshift bit of shelter and waiting till dawn to continue west. It was an appealing thought, but just as she had the last few times the idea popped into her head, she dismissed it.
She had to think about things rationally. If — and it was still very much an if, she reminded herself — if there was something out there that meant her harm, stopping would do little to help her. If it was Uninfected — hunters or bandits or the like — daylight would only help them catch her that much faster. If it were something else, they would smell her far easier than they would see her, and if she stopped to hide it would only bring them down on her that much quicker. And, there was still that fire she had spotted up on the ridge behind her. Whoever had been up there had battened it down nice and tight, no smoke and barely a sliver of light, but Roach had seen it nonetheless. She couldn't be certain it was Sam and the Reaper, but she could certainly assume, and that limited her options.
No, she thought, the rational thing to do is to keep moving, keep going until I'm through this damned forest and out the other side. She shook her head in disgust. The rational thing? When did I start choosing the rational course of action? Deacon, her mother, all the rest: they definitely wouldn't recognize her anymore.
So, then, ten quick steps forward. She dashed from one tree to the next, picking out and avoiding debris and uneven ground as she counted her steps, picking out her next stopping point at the same time. Eight, nine, ten, and she was at the next tree. She crouched back down, leaning a shoulder against its thick, craggy trunk. She held her breath and listened. Nothing larger than a field mouse in the immediate area; she could hear its tiny feet scurrying over a bed of crinkly leaves ahead and two the right. She turned her head toward the noise and spotted the little thing, its body a black silhouette against the gray background of the leaves.
Could I always see this well? she wondered. Could she always hear this well? The fire, maybe anyone could have picked that out, despite its distance and the precautions its maker had taken to hide it. The ridge had been fairly high up, and it had still been early twilight at the time. But right now, it was a cloudy, moonless night, and for all that she could tell there were exactly zero sources of light anywhere near her. And yet, she could make out the woods well enough to easily make her way forward, even discern details like the field mouse and the deadfall on the ground around her. Had the injection done that to her as well? She looked down at her hands in confused wonder.
Has that serum made me into a Reaper?
She immediately dismissed the thought as ridiculous. She remembered all too clearly the last Reaper she had seen. The girl, dropping out of the sky amidst the rain of cattle, falling a hundred feet like it was nothing. She remembered the Reaper jumping off the stack of cars, sailing over Roach's head like she could fly, and landing blade-first on Deacon, taking him down like he was made of wet paper. Deacon, who Roach had watched lift the side of a school bus off the ground with one hand. Did she somehow think she could now do things like that?
She put a hand flat on the tree next to her, trying to believe. She pushed, as hard as she could. The tree remained standing, unmoved and unimpressed.
Roach knew what the other possibility was, and it was nowhere near as fun as the prospect of Reaper-hood. Deacon had told her, before her first raid, that one of the few advantages that the sheep-men — the Uninfected — had over them was that their senses were better. Ravagers might be stronger, tougher, and wilder, but the sheep-men could see better than she could hope to, as well as hear better and all the rest. Deacon had said the sheep-men needed those sharp senses, as they were natural prey. It had made perfect sense at the time, but she couldn't have said she thought much of that detail between then and now. Now, of course, she had trouble thinking of anything else. It was her worst fear, after all.
She was becoming a sheep-man.
Roach was rousted from her dark thoughts by the crack of wood breaking. Certainly larger than a field mouse, she thought. Her head snapped around, toward the direction of the sound, but she saw only darkness among the trees. She heard nothing, other than the pounding of her heartbeat between her ears.
Then, another crack.
It may as well have been a gunshot, her nerves were wound so tightly. This one was definitely closer.
Roach ran.
There were no thoughts of ten-step dashes this time. All of her instincts screamed that she was being hunted, and that her only hope was to move. Trees whooshed by as she sprinted forward. Branches cut at her shoulders and arms, slapped her in the face. She didn't care. She hopped over a fallen log, threw herself sideways to avoid a leaning oak, and ducked under a tree limb too large to push aside. All the while, she could hear them following, one on either side, shrouded by darkness, unrelenting in their pursuit.
She slipped on a patch of slick leaves, and one leg shot out to the side, twisting her knee and setting off a fresh wave of nausea. She spun around, recovered her footing and kept moving forward until the ground dropped out from underneath her.
In her distraction, she'd missed the hill in front of her. As she hit the slope, she pitched forward and over, landing hard on her back and sliding down among loose, dirty fallen leaves. She tried to use her momentum to launch herself back to her feet, but she over-adjusted and rolled forward again. Each impact set off fresh explosions of stars in her vision. Her elbow jammed against a squat, jagged tree trunk a moment later, setting her whole arm numb. Finally, she came to a stop at the hill's bottom, flat on her back, with her head still spinning and her entire body awash in pain.
She heard twin snaps and sizzles ahead of her, and a half-heartbeat later the whole forest lit up with blinding white light. Roach sat up and reached for the pistol on her hip, which of course was not there. It must have come loose somewhere during the fall, she realized. Just my luck.
Not that it would have mattered. Sitting up, Roach saw that she was face-to-face with four heavily armed, heavily armored men. Their identical outfits were black, head to toe, and they each wore a billed cap with matching white logos on their fronts. Each stared at her expressionlessly, and each carried a shiny black assault rifle. If she had pulled her weapon, she would likely already be dead.
Though that looks to be coming soon enough now.
"Put your hands behind your head and interlace your fingers," one of them barked, unmoving. It felt to Roach like being ordered about by a particularly gruff and humorless statue.
"Get slowly to your feet, turn around, and walk backward toward us," another one said. "Consider yourself now under the custody of Lawbringer Roosevelt."
There was no point in telling them she had no idea who they were talking about. They had the guns, and she did not. But they are ahead of me, she thought.
If they are ahead of me, then who was behind me? These Uninfected might be pros, but they were still Uninfected. They’d been here, ahead of her, the whole time. But something had been following her through the woods, something fast, and something that could obviously see well enough to move through the pitch black of the forest night at a full sprint. Only one thing on two feet could manage that, and they were still out there. Still close, no doubt.
But where?
That was when she saw the eyes. A single set of yellow, almost-glowing irises, just beyond the edge of the clearing behind the gunmen. Then two more eyes appeared, further over. And then two more...
Roach didn't know whether to laugh or to cry. Both she and the gunmen were surrounded.
Surrounded by Howlers.
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Roach looked from one soldier to the next. There were five in total, all men, ranging from a pup with a wispy blond beard to an old graybeard who would have already been put down if he had been a Ravager. All five were certainly outfitted as soldiers, but as she took in one face after another, she became increasingly certain that they were little more than a collection of thugs with some fancy equipment and some rich chief's mark adorning their heads. Not that there was anything wrong with that — up until about a week ago she had been among the top thugs within a thousand miles. It was how she could make them so quickly: when you live your whole life among those whose greatest pleasures are robbery, destruction, and general mayhem, you get real familiar with the look. It was a mix of contempt and excitement, around the corners of the eyes and the edges of the mouth. A twinkle and sneer, if you will. These men had it; the question was how she could use it to her advantage.
"Put your hands behind your head and interlace your fingers," the middle thug repeated. "This is your last warning."
He must be the leader. That's the first one to kill, Roach thought. Though the how part of that plan was still a little fuzzy. The five soldier-thugs were arranged in a line about ten yards in front of her. Even if she were her old self, and not the sore, sick mess she had become, she wouldn't be able to cross that distance before all five of them blasted her to hell. And those damned Howlers were just standing there, behind the soldiers, no more than a few inches past the clearing's edge, watching silently with those creepy yellow eyes. Roach briefly considered trying to warn the soldiers — it might give her some sort of opening — but she couldn't bring herself to say or do anything that might help this scum. I guess I haven't lost all of my spite just yet, she thought.
She slowly raised her open hands and moved them behind her head. Every fiber of her being begged to grab the blade from her belt and hurl it at the leader's head, and just damn the consequences. A week ago, she would have done just that. Now she decided she would bide her time and wait for her opportunity. She scoffed silently at the sheer passivity of it. What is happening to me?
The youngest one, Whispy, was standing on the far left. Roach had noticed, even in the low light, that he had slowly been losing color in his face the longer he stared at her. As she lowered herself to her knees, she watched his eyes finally go wide, and his mouth drop open. She was quite familiar with that look. She groaned. Things were about to get much worse for her.
"Captain!" Whispy shouted, drawing four sets of eyes to him. "That's not a smuggler, that's a goddamn Ravager."
"What are you..." the leader began, all but ready to dismiss his young subordinate before he narrowed his eyes and inspected Roach a bit more closely. He swore under his breath and his whole body tensed. He cocked his rifle, and the rest of the soldiers followed a heartbeat later. All five of those rifles had been pointed at her from the start of this little confrontation, but now the soldiers holding them seemed to really mean it. At least I still look the part, Roach thought with a sigh.
"We need to kill it, Captain," the soldier on the far right said, his voice uneven. "Now."
"The Commander will want to see it himself," the old soldier answered. "We need to bring it in alive, or Roosevelt will have all our hides."
"Quiet, all of you," the captain said. To Roach, he added: "Down on your stomach, now. You move, Ravager, you die."
It seemed useless to point out to him that she wasn't really a Ravager any longer. Not technically, at least. I don't think he's in the right frame of mind to debate fine details.
Behind the soldiers, the yellow eyes began to move, inching slowly forward. Apparently, whatever sort of beastly signal they were waiting for had finally been given. Roach grimaced. About time, furballs.
"Captain, this is bullshit," said the one who had first advocated killing her. She'd call him Eager. "Ravagers don't travel alone," Eager continued, "if we waste time here arresting this damned thing, her friends will show up and slaughter us all."
I'm definitely killing Eager first, Roach thought.
"Stand down, soldier," the captain said, a slight irritation coloring his voice.
"Sorry, Captain, but I can't do that," Eager said, steadying his aim on Roach. "I'll answer to the boss, but I'm not dying out —"
A flash of dark fur and the start of a roar like a revving chainsaw was the only indication that the Howler had moved to strike. It barreled into the over-anxious soldier like a clawed, fanged truck, lifting him off his feet and then driving him into the dirt. The soldier's rifle went off as the Howler hit, sending a wild burst of gunfire zipping just past Roach's cheek.
The clearing erupted into chaos.
Roach dropped to her belly as the remaining soldiers began to fire wildly around the clearing. The one who had been holding the bright fluorescent lamp dropped it to the ground, where it shattered and plunged the forest into inky darkness. The only things she could see were flashing images, momentary frozen images lit by muzzle flashes. In the uneven light, she watched an especially tall Howler rake a soldier across the face before having its chest filled with a half-clip’s worth of point-blank rifle fire. To her left, a soldier mowed down three Howlers that had just crossed the tree line, and a moment later claws from yet another Howler burst through his back and out his stomach, just below the rib cage.
Similar encounters were playing out all around her. Roach had to admit, these soldiers were more competent than she would have guessed. She wasn't sure of the Howler-pack's numbers, but the soldiers were both clearly outnumbered and giving better than they were getting, even with two of their group already dead.
She didn't particularly care who won because either side would all but certainly kill her as soon as their opposition was finished off. She needed to escape. But is that a real solution? she wondered. There were all but certain to be more Howlers out in those trees, and in her current condition, she didn't like her odds against them, blade or no. Besides, as soon as I get to my feet, she thought, it will only take one shot for those soldiers to punch my ticket. I doubt arresting me is still on the table.
That was when she saw the rifle. The first soldier had dropped it about the same time his throat was being ripped out, and the Howler had unsurprisingly ignored the weapon as it moved on to its next target. If she could get her hands on that gun, she’d have a real chance of living through this. Assuming she could actually make it to the damned thing.
She took in a quick breath and scrambled to her feet, dashing forward crouched as low as she was able. She heard another bullet pass her head, close enough that it buzzed like an angry hornet. She dove forward, rolling as she hit the ground and coming up just a couple feet from the weapon. She crawled forward and wrapped her fingers around the grip.
A black-booted foot stomped down on the rifle's barrel before she could lift it. She looked up just in time to see the lead soldier standing over her, raising the butt of his weapon to smash it down into her face.
Something flared in Roach's chest, but it wasn't fear. I have had just about enough of this, she thought.
In a moment that was as much instinct as any planned maneuver, she brought her near arm up in a looping backhand motion. It caught the side of the rifle as it descended, and in a flash of her old strength, Roach disdainfully knocked the blow to the side, where it glanced off of her shoulder. In the same motion, she was on her feet, her other hand on the captain's throat. Laughing to herself, exulting in her strength, she straightened her legs and lifted the soldier off his feet. He dropped the rifle and clawed uselessly at the hand wrapped around his neck, a gurgling noise coming from his mouth.
"You probably should have killed me when you had the chance," Roach said, smiling and squeezing her fingers tighter.
The captain dropped a hand to his side. I know that move, Roach thought. Still holding him up with a single arm, she caught the captain's knife hand by the wrist before he could jab her in the gut. "Too slow, cap'n," she said, before thrusting her head forward and smashing her forehead into his nose.
A bestial roar to her left caught her attention before she could finish off the soldier. Another large Howler was coming at her at a full loping sprint. Roach turned and did the only thing that came to mind: She threw the captain's unconscious body as hard as she could, aiming for the beast's face.
The toss seemed to use up the last of her glorious burst of strength, but it succeeded in knocking the Howler down onto his back. Roach collapsed to one knee as the nausea and dizziness that had been her recent and constant companions came thundering back, along with blinding pain that shot through the muscles of her arms and legs. She clenched her jaws hard enough that she thought her teeth might crack, all thoughts of survival temporarily chased out of her mind by the bone-rattling agony.
She forced herself back into the present and raised her eyes to take in the evolving battle. She could wallow in the pain later. For now, she had to survive.
Unfortunately, what she saw was an especially large Howler — probably the pack's leader, staring at her with furious yellow eyes, standing no more than a handful of yards away. She looked around for the rifles and located one a few feet to her left. There is no way I'll get to that before that hairy bastard reaches me and starts biting, Roach thought. She stood and clenched her fists, staring down the beast. Well, I'm sure as hell not going down quietly.
The Howler charged. It didn't get more than a few steps before a fresh burst of gunfire chewed into its side, spinning the monster sideways as bullets continued punching into it.
One soldier seemed to have survived. Lucky for me, Roach thought. She bent down and snatched up the rifle at her feet. As the Alpha Howler went down, she swung her sights around to the source of the gunfire and squeezed the trigger. The weapon barked and the final soldier went down. Roach was suddenly surrounded by quiet.
And I thought that was going to be hard. Roach grinned, then grimaced as a fresh wave of nausea hit her. She bent over and threw up.
She heard footsteps. A slow crunching of dead leaves, each step sounding all-the-louder in the new silence. She looked up and saw it: one final Howler.
Well, you asked for it, my furry friend. She raised the rifle, sighted it on the Howler’s crest and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened. The clip was empty.
Crap.
Roach did the only thing that seemed sensible in that moment. She dropped the useless weapon, turned, and ran.
Branches whipped against her face and body in the dark. Roach had no idea where she was heading, knowing only that if the Howler caught up to her the odds of seeing dawn were extremely poor. Her eyes were slow to re-adjust to the darkness after the lights and flashes of the firefight, and she bounced off more than one tree as she moved, jarring one shoulder and then another. Still, she kept moving forward, not daring to risk a glance back.
Fear was an unfamiliar feeling to Roach, and one which she disliked with a particular intensity. She was used to being the hunter, the destroyer, the enemy at the gates: the idea of being prey was equal parts terrifying and infuriating. Again, the desire to turn and stand her ground flashed into her mind, but her heavy, weakened, numb limbs advised her she'd fare poorly in hand-to-hand combat with a Howler. No, flight was her only chance, no matter how distasteful the idea was to her.
She crested a ridge and began to descend its far side when her foot caught on an exposed tree root, and she fell. Head over tail she rolled down the hill, catching fresh injuries all along the way. Finally, at the bottom of a small hollow, she came to a stop, laid out on her back breathing heavily, looking up through the leaves and branches above to the black, starry sky.
Silence surrounded her. Howlers were excellent hunters, but they weren't Reapers. They could move quietly, but not silently, and especially not at speed over ground covered with layers of dried and crackly leaves. Maybe the beast had decided to stay among the dead, to scavenge or even to feed on the bodies, as they were rumored to do.
Maybe my luck is finally changing, Roach thought. She sat up slowly, groaning at her numerous fresh bruises, and held her breath, continuing to listen. Nothing. Complete silence, save for an occasional rustling of the leaves of tree limbs high above. She got slowly to her feet, continuing to listen for danger, and that was when she saw it.
Ahead of her, the forest ended. Beyond that, the sky glowed with a white light reflected down from the clouds above the horizon. Something was out there, over the final low, sloping ridge, and it was something big. Her heart pounded with a mix of excitement and fear. It could be an army, or the base of some western Ravager band, or a city bigger than any she had ever laid eyes on. I need to find out for sure, she thought. I need to —
A great weight crashed into her from behind, throwing her forward and off her feet. Roach smashed headfirst into a tree, and for a moment everything went dark.
She came to an instant later, flat on her back, her ears ringing and her vision blurry. What the hell? Her thoughts felt slow and liquid, and it was suddenly very difficult to concentrate on any one thing for more than a few seconds.
A growling, drooling weight came down on top of her, an oversized clawed hand on each of her shoulders, and the obvious conclusion immediately followed. Of course, that final Howler. It all seemed to make sense then, and her fear returned.
She threw her hands up in front of her face just as the Howler's jaws snapped down toward her neck. Its fangs cut deeply into the fleshy part of her left forearm.
Roach screamed in pain, and in a surge of fear, reflex, adrenaline, and rage, punched the Howler in the eye with her other fist. It likely surprised the monster more than harmed it, but the blow did allow Roach to pull her arm free of its jaws. The Howler bit down a second time, again going for Roach's throat, but this time she caught its jaws with her hands, one over the thing’s stubby upper muzzle, the other over its lower jaw.
If she could get to her blade, maybe she could actually win this fight. Unfortunately, the knife was pinned underneath one of the Howler’s legs. Roach strained against the Howler's jaws as it pushed downward with its immense weight, and she could feel her meager strength beginning to fade. Bright spots started to appear in front of her vision, while at the same time it became dark around the edges. She began, despite her surging fear and fury, to become very tired. Going to sleep sounded like an excellent idea, even if her present circumstance seemed to argue against it.
Suddenly, the weight vanished as the Howler reared back and moved to rake her across the face with a set of its claws.
Roach, desperate, reached out to her sides for anything that might help her. In a tremendous bit of luck, one hand found the cool, sharp edges of an apple-sized rock. As the Howler's arm descended with a killing blow, Roach, using the last of her strength, grabbed the rock and wrenched her body to the opposite side. She caught the Howler's arm at the elbow with her injured forearm and, ignoring the flash of burning pain, drove the uneven stone into the side of the beast's head as hard as she could.
Immediately the Howler went limp. Without a sound, it collapsed bonelessly to the forest floor, a cloud of leaves rising with its impact. Roach, free from the weight of the monster, caught her breath and rose to her knees. She gripped the stone and moved to finish off the now-unconscious Howler. She raised the rock over her head, now feeling even more tired, and mustering what strength she still had tensed to bring it down.
Roach collapsed before she could deliver the fatal blow. The last thing she remembered before the darkness took her was her head hitting the ground, her face no more than a few inches from the unconscious Howler’s drooling jaws.
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The headache came first.
Roach swam slowly back to consciousness. Before she could remember what had happened, where she was, or even who she was, the first thing that she experienced was intense, pulsing waves of nauseating pain between her ears. A few heartbeats later memory began to return, and it occurred to her that she might wake up feeling like this for the rest of her life. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant revelation. As she worked up the strength to open her eyes, and to greet the fresh wave of pain that the light of day would bring, she cursed Deacon for the thousandth time.
She gritted her teeth and got on with it. As she expected, the light stung her eyes and sent the waves of pain up a few notches in intensity. Slowly, her vision focused, and with that, she began to take in her surroundings. She was sitting at the base of a thick, sticky tree, her body half bent-over to the side, which had caused her back to become painfully stiff. Her left wrist burned, and she looked down to find that a ragged chunk had been taken out of it, the wound about half-way between the wrist and the elbow.
That damned Howler, she thought, remembering the attack, the snapping jaws, and the wet-dog stink of it. At least I gave the beast what it had coming, she thought with a weary chuckle, remembering the feel of the rock in her hand, and the heavy thud as she smashed the thing across the ear.
The sound of something violently puking shocked her to attention and sent her scrambling for the blade at her belt, which was nowhere to be found.
The thick, growly retching stopped, and they were followed by an exhausted-sounding series of grunts, all of which was taking place somewhere behind her. She scrambled around the tree trying to get a look at the source of the noise. A few yards away, standing bent over with one hand pressed against a tree was a shaggy-haired man wearing a layered set of furs.
In a panic, she patted her various pockets, desperately searching first for her treasures, then for the data drive that was, for some reason, so important to her. She let out a relived sigh when she found everything still in its right place. Her next thought was that she was more vulnerable now than she had been since leaving Deacon’s, and her meager possession were all she had left. She couldn’t stand to lose them; not after she had lost everything else. She located a wide, gnarled knothole on the tree beside her and quickly stuffed everything inside, then covered them with a handful of leaves and dirt. She made a mental note of her surroundings—atop the highest of three small hills, a stone outcropping to the west, a dry creek bed to the southwest, and a distinct, half-fallen gigantic elm to the north. She closed her eyes tight and committed these details to memory. She made a mark just below the knothole, something that she would immediately recognize but would be unlikely to be noticed by anyone else, then prayed to all the gods of plunder and destruction that she wouldn’t forget this location. She’d always thought she had a good sense of direction; though since that serum, I don’t know what I have anymore.
Hearing her movements, the fur-cloaked man turned and looked toward her. Roach tensed, but he didn’t make any further moves. Roach relaxed a bit, but was she was sure to keep ready in case she had to run or fight. Neither of which sounded particularly great right at the moment.
“It’s about time,” he said, his voice a rumbling, raspy bass. “I was worried you weren’t going to wake up.”
Roach looked at him, confused, and didn’t speak.
He turned, and his back now to his tree, slid down to a seated position facing Roach. “Not that I would have been too upset, considering you about bashed my head in with that rock. But if you were dead, I wouldn’t be able to ask you the question that has been running through my mind all morning: What in all the caged hells did you do to me?”
Roach narrowed her eyes and looked at him a bit more closely. It couldn’t be, could it? His jaw was less pronounced, and despite the long, vaguely-greasy hair and woolly beard he had less hair, and there were no visible claws… But she had gotten an all-too-close look at him last night, and his face looked far too familiar to dismiss the possibility out of hand. She thought about what had happened to her after she’d been given Deacon’s mystery serum. She couldn’t deny that she was far more human than Ravager today. She thought about the itchy, irritated wound on her arm, and she noticed the red stain around the man’s mouth. It would be a bizarre lie to tell, she thought. But wait a minute—
“You can speak?” Roach said. For some reason, the possibility of this young man—and despite the beard, he was young, he couldn’t have been more than 20 winters— speaking actual words seemed far stranger than the possibility that her blood had made a Howler into a human.
He laughed. “Why would you assume we can’t, Ravager? We may be the Wild, but we’re far more civilized than you.”
Roach grabbed a small stone from beside her and hurled it at him, as hard as she could. He turned his head away, and the rock bounced harmlessly off the tree behind him.
“Case in point,” He said, smiling a slightly-queasy smile.
Asshole. “Well, I’ve got news for you, Mr. Wild,” Roach said. “You’re not looking terribly Howler-y this morning. In case you haven’t noticed. And if what I think happened really did happen to you, I would start getting used to the whole puking thing.”
“So you do know what is going on,” the not-Howler said. “Well? Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“Let’s just say you might need to start thinking about investing in some more clothes if you don’t like getting cold at night.”
He rubbed his arm, which now looked like it belonged to a quite-hairy man rather than a bear or a wolf. “I do feel kind of naked right now. It’s…disconcerting. I assume you’re telling me that whatever it is you did to me, it’s permanent.”
Roach scoffed. “Hey, I didn’t do anything to you. I didn’t chase you down, and I didn’t bite a mouthful of meat off of you.”
He seemed to consider this. “But you did knock me unconscious, and when I awoke…I assumed you did something to me while I was out.”
“Don’t flatter yourself. I assumed I had killed you. That was the plan, after all. And you weren’t the only one that took a blow to the head. You knocked me face first into this tree.” She shook her head, frustrated. “Look, either fight me or get out of here. I’m not interested in this conversation, and I assume you have some rabbits to chase or something. So let’s just get on with it.”
He stared at her, slightly-smiling, looking more amused than anything. Roach wanted to whip another stone at him, but she seemed to be fresh out.
“I’ve got nowhere else to be, and you’re the only one that has answers for me. And I don’t particularly feel like standing at the moment. Everything is still a bit. . .  spinny, and I’m pretty sure standing will just lead to a lot more puking.”
“You don’t have some sort of pack or herd or something to get back to?” Roach asked. “I’ve never seen one of you things by yourself before.”
The Howler’s—former Howler now, she supposed—expression darkened. “I do not. I fought last night alongside the last of my people. As I was the only survivor, I now no longer have any clan to return to.”
“Maybe next time you ought to think twice about attacking a bunch of guys with automatic weapons,” Roach said, and then immediately regretted it. She thought of her own fresh isolation, and how bad—how lonely it felt. There was no reason to twist the knife in this poor bastard, even if he had tried to kill her only a few hours earlier. I really am kind of a jerk, aren’t I? Roach thought. Guilt felt no better than fear, she decided, among the many new emotions she had begun to experience.
The man shook his head and let out a weary laugh. “Perhaps you’re on to something there, baldy,” he said. Roach frowned and felt her head, worrying that somehow her hair had begun to fall out. It wasn’t till she felt that it was, in fact, still there, greasy and mangled, that she realized he was referring to her body, which unlike a Howler’s, was not covered in fur. “Still,” he continued, “your options become more and more limited, the longer you have been hunted and the more of you that are killed. My clan numbered nearly fifty, before those Free City hunters began to arrive in our woods with their rifles and their bloodthirst. Our other option was to try and talk with them, plead for our lives. How do you think that would have turned out?”
Poorly, no doubt. As Ravagers, Deacon’s band—her former band, now — had considered the Howlers no more than a particularly dangerous variety of animal. No doubt the Uninfected, with their airs of sophistication and smarts, thought even less of the Howlers. Ravagers killed for a purpose, after all— spoils and fun— but the sheep-men killed because they were afraid. Anything they didn’t understand, their solution was to shoot at it. She never before faulted their actions; only their motivations. Now that she was apparently one of them, Roach didn’t know what to think. She didn’t answer his question, and instead just looked down at the ground.
Finally, she spoke. “Sorry. I’d think about finding myself a gun if you plan on taking them on again. You’re looking a bit lacking in the whole claws and teeth thing at the moment.”
He laughed. “Maybe, maybe. You know, you never answered my question before. What exactly happened—is happening to me? I’m not blind, and unless you’re wearing some sort of elaborate costume, you have the look of a Ravager about you, but despite the lack of manners, you’re clearly no Ravager. The same thing that happened to me happened to you, didn’t it?”
There was no reason to lie to him. Roach no longer thought the guy was planning on killing her, and even if he were, she couldn’t see any way that letting him in on her theory could hurt. 
“I think it was my blood,” she said, gesturing around her mouth and then pointing at his, still stained as it was with that same blood. “I got stuck with some kind of poison, or serum or whatever, a little over a week ago. As you said, it turned me from…what I was into this. Whatever sort of stuff was in that syringe, it seems to still be in my veins. So, when you tore into my arm—and thanks for that, by the way, it feels great—whatever is in me got into you. So now, no more of those precious claws, not-at-all razor-sharp teeth, and wonderful-smelling fur.”
She noticed for the first time that even his eyes had changed, from the bright, angry yellow that all Howler’s shared
to
a pale yellowish-green. Odd looking on an Uninfected, but nothing so unusual that it would mark him as the beast he had been. “So now, my newly hairless friend, welcome to the wonderful world of being human. Spoiler alert: it sucks. So, as one fairly new sheep-man to another, maybe you could tell me your name. I can’t even think of you as ‘The Howler’ anymore, looking like you do, so maybe give me something to work with.”
He smiled, and not for the first time Roach was amazed at just how well he was taking his present circumstances. He had lost seemingly everyone he had known, had his very body changed, and—if his experience was anything like hers—was presently feeling like he had been chewed up and spit out by a grizzly bear with an especially terrible hangover.
“My name is Rend,” he said. “Rend of the Silent Claw, though I suppose as there is no more Silent Claw. So just Rend. And how about you? The more we talk, the harder it is to think of you as ‘Girl With Bad Manners Who Clubbed Me With A Rock.”
“I almost prefer that name,” she said. “But you can call me Roach.”
“Roach,” he repeated. “It’s good to meet you, despite the circumstances.”
“So, I take it that means you’re not going to try and claw me to death again? Because believe it or not, I’m a little sore, and I really don’t feel like having to kill you this morning.”
He laughed, his deep voice booming off of the trees around them. “No, I think you’re safe. I don’t think my claws are up for it. As long as you don’t have any more rocks.” He groaned and put a hand on his stomach. “Besides, if I move even more than a few feet I will probably just start throwing up again.”
“I know the feeling, unfortunately. I have to admit that you’re taking all this rather well. Better than I did. Of course, I had a Reaper chasing me at the time?”
“That sounds like a story,” Rend replied. “But to your first point, if you were a Howler, my reaction wouldn’t seem strange at all. Despite what you probably think of us—”
The sound of a twig snapping caused Rend to go silent. He looked at Roach wide-eyed and she held her breath, listening. Rend sighed and relaxed, looking dejected. That confused Roach until she felt the muzzle of a rifle press into the back of her head. A moment later, two more soldiers appeared on either side of Roach, dressed the same as the ones from the previous night.
“Finally found you,” one of them said. “Bad news, Ravager. The boss wants to see you.”
“Sorry, boys,” Roach said. “I’m a little busy right now. Maybe come back in a few hours.”
“They already took out Echo Squad, Captain,” one of the other soldiers said. “We need to be extra careful bringing them in.”
“Good point, Sergeant,” the first one said. “Safety first.” He raised his rifle up and brought the butt of it down on Rend’s head. The former Howler collapsed to the ground, unconscious.
Dammit, Roach thought, my head already hurts. Then she felt an impact on the back of her skull, and she felt nothing.
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The trail of blood led away from the dead men.
"You think this was her?" Sam asked, kneeling over one of the lifeless soldiers. He rifled through the dead man's pack, finding several full clips of ammunition.
"She was here," Abigail answered. "But this wasn't her. Or at least not just her. Ravager or not, she's not capable of all this."
Sam certainly hoped not. The forest clearing was scattered with bodies, at least a dozen by Sam's count. Around half were Howlers, their elongated jaws and thick, bristly body hair distinctive even from a distance. The other half were Uninfected soldiers of some variety, each wearing identical body armor and black metal face masks. Some sort of battle had obviously taken place here, and equally obvious was that this was the source of the gunfire they had heard the previous evening.
But how did Roach work into all of this? Sam couldn't make the pieces fit together. The Ravager had been traveling this direction, her pace keeping her just out of the pair's reach. Had she meant for this fight to happen? Had she planned all of this?
"Maybe the fight was unrelated," Sam said. "Just one big coincidence. Just a group of...let's call them mystery soldiers running into a pack of Howlers. Roach could have snuck around them in the chaos."
From the corner of his eye, Sam could see Abigail standing with her hands on her hips, staring at him. He didn't have to look over to know she was rolling her eyes.
"A coincidence? Do you really believe that?"
Sam stood and slung one of the dead men's rifles over his shoulder. He walked over to Abigail. "Probably not, but you never know."
"That's about as likely as you telling me who you talk to when you think I can't hear," Abigail said, not unkindly. Sam was about to protest when she continued, "Not that you have to. I know what it’s like to...lose someone, and I know what it’s like to feel alone."
Sam opened his mouth to respond, but before any words came out he spotted a unique set of footprints in the mud below. All the soldiers’ boots seemed to have left identical prints, and the Howlers — well, there was no mistaking their footprints. But this set was different. And familiar.
"There you are," he said, smiling.
Sam followed the footprints as they headed up the hill. The wooded incline extended into the distance at least a couple of hundred yards, over rocky, uneven ground. It would be a difficult climb, even without having gone through that shootout.
Along the footpath, a tiny dot of red, standing stark against the green of a sapling's leaf, caught Sam's eye. He walked over to investigate.
"Look at this," he said, taking the leaf gingerly between two fingers. "Blood."
Abigail followed him over and leaned in closer to investigate. She wiped the blood off the leaf with the tip of her finger, and then raised it to her nose. She breathed in deeply and considered the scent.
"Ugh," Sam said, recoiling slightly. "Really?"
Abigail shrugged. "What? I thought we were past this, Sam."
"Well, yeah, but still. That's just random blood. It's a little gross. I mean, objectively."
She shrugged again. "Says you." She smiled. "Besides, this isn't just random blood. It's Ravager blood. This was definitely her. We are close."
"Well then, miss blood-sniffer," Sam said. "I guess we'd better follow."
With the same bloody finger, she poked him lightly between the eyes. It left a faint smear at the top of his nose. "Yes, Mr. way-too-squeamish," she said. "I guess we'd better."
"Do you smell that?" Sam asked.
“Is that another blood joke?”
“No, I mean it, I smell smoke.”
Abigail nodded, pointing a single finger toward the sky above. Sam looked up, past the tops of the pines and the firs, and saw the hazy tufts of black smoke in the sky.
"And do you think we should be concerned about that?" Sam asked. He tried to keep his voice even. After hiking uphill for much of the past hour, he was exhausted. He didn't want to let Abigail know just how out of breath he was. She, of course, was moving like a machine. Sam envied her Reaper endurance.
"Not in the way you think," Abigail said, continuing to scan the terrain ahead of them.
At the moment, Sam had any number of concerns. He was far past the western edge of even Vincente's furthest scouting trips, in the middle of undiscovered, wild country. He still didn't know what army or settlement those dead soldiers belonged to, and how many more of them might still be in the area. And then there were the Howlers: there had been at least five dead ones back at the battleground. Even with Abigail, he didn't like their odds if they ran into a pack that size.
On top of that, now he had to concern himself with a possible forest fire. Which direction do those things move in again? He remembered reading somewhere that forest fires moved uphill. That makes sense, he thought. Fire rises, after all.
The source of the smoke was somewhere ahead of them, past the crest of the ridge.
Abigail had reached the top of the ridge and came to a stop, staring out ahead of herself, seemingly stunned. When Sam caught up, he saw what had captured her attention.
"Whoa," he said. It wasn't his most eloquent moment.
The ridge looked out over a wide stretch of empty valley, and beyond that was the largest settlement Sam had ever seen.
It looked like an entire Old World city had been restored. To the east there were old towers many stories high, their sheets of glass gleaming in the sun. To the west, former apartment buildings were connected to each other with makeshift bridges and studded with ad hoc outcroppings, laundry lines and power cables draped over everything like black lace. In its open center, mazes of razor-wired fencing partitioned the square in two; on either side, Sam could see the streets were crowded with foot and livestock traffic. At the far end of the enormous settlement he could see the source of the smoke in the sky: twin smokestacks, rising from a single factory many times larger than anything back at his Colony. In fact, everything was bigger, down to the colossal walls encircling the entire town, spaced at regular intervals with guard towers that wouldn't have looked out of place on a medieval castle.
"I think we know where Roach has gone," Abigail said. "Welcome, Sam, to the Free Cities."




PART TWO
THE CITY




10
Before
"Dammit Jed, you need to slow down," Doctor Solomon said, grabbing for Dr. Jed Walker's lab coat as he hurried by.
"These are desperate times, Dr. Solomon, and they require desperate measures."
Dr. Solomon had no choice but to fall into step beside the project director as he stormed around the lab, typing in access codes and pulling classified files. "We can go back to Congress, or to the General. We have concrete results to show them; results they can't ignore. We just have to try again, make them see reason."
"It's too late for that, I'm afraid," Dr. Walker said. "The General was the one that gave me the official order. All our projects are terminated, effective immediately. Those damned treaties, and whomever it was that leaked that report: they screwed us. No, the official channels are dead, Doctor, so I'm afraid I'm going to have to appeal to a higher authority."
"If we take the data, it's not just theft, Jed," Dr. Solomon said. "It's treason. Wait, what higher authority?"
Director Walker had stopped at the terminal controlling the main samples. Solomon looked at the screen and gasped at what he saw.
"Much like Prometheus risked the god's fury to bring fire to man, I will do whatever it takes to redeem humanity and this world. What higher authority, you ask, Dr. Solomon?" Walker asked rhetorically. "Why, my own, of course."
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They approached the caravan just before noon, finding it resting at what looked to be the last fortified redoubt before the final stretch of trail leading to the front gates of the great walled city. When they had viewed it from a distance, it had looked like an almost medieval stone circle of wall, with a couple of squat towers overlooking its two gated openings and a healthy-sized crowd of travelers within. Now, experiencing it up close, Sam noted that the only thing healthy about this group was its size. The redoubt was almost completely full of people and animals, all of them caked in grime from the road, and all of them smelling slightly worse than god-awful. A great many of them sported the downcast, disconnected look of those that had seen recent violence, and most of these had the barely tended wounds to match. Who, or what, would dare attack a group of this size? Sam wondered. Compared to the small trading parties Sam was used to encountering further east, this caravan seemed more like a mobile village than a band of travelers.
If it had been up to Sam, he and Abigail would have made straight for the front gates of the city as soon as they had seen it.
And isn't it a good thing that it's not up to you, Vincente's voice said in his ear.
It was. When Sam proposed his plan to Abigail, she had explained to him exactly why it was a truly terrible idea. The Free Cities took the whole idea of 'free and independent' quite seriously. Newcomers, whether they were looking to visit or make a new home, were turned away promptly and forcefully unless they had the proper credentials and/or references.
If we’re lucky. If not, the watch was liable to utilize those very large and imposing cannons mounted on their walls to make their point.
The quickest and easiest way to get through the gates was to be part of a traveling caravan, owned and operated by one of the city’s semi-legitimate human traffickers, who Abigail made sure he knew to refer to only by their preferred name, Shepherds.
And that was what took them a few miles away from the city, across the mostly open plains, to this shabby-looking fort. At least we still have a bit of our gold left, Sam thought. That should help our bargaining position.
A small herd of oxen, cattle, and mules that served as pack animals milled about the heavily trampled grass and dirt, each pulling free and swallowing any tuft of wild grass or weeds that had managed to survive the previous herd. The dusty, dirt-caked animals looked up from their forage occasionally, chewing and peering at nothing in particular. In this way, they weren't all that different from many of the human travelers. For every hardened long-haul supplier and scavenger, there were ten skinny, miserable-looking souls covered in filthy rags and reduced to sunken-eyed weariness.
Refugees and pilgrims, Abigail had explained to him, from smaller settlements that had either been sacked by Ravagers, extorted into nothing by bandits, or simply failed. Maintaining an independent settlement in the Wilds was difficult work, and the vast majority of them didn't last.
Despite their pathetic appearance, the people here were the lucky ones. Families and lone migrants of all ages congregated or milled about silently in small clumps, nibbling at the basic, meager rations that their Shepherds included as part of the services provided.  Safety, and passage to the security of one of the Free Cities. The price of this service was everything the pilgrims owned. Even that, for many of the desperate, slowly dying Uninfected in the larger Wilds, wasn't enough. Those unlucky masses were left behind, often at rifle point, to face bandits, the Infected, and likely a quick death.
These grim Shepherds were the key to getting safely past the front gates of the city – Cheyenne, it was called. And it was the Shepherd leaders they needed to talk to. Sam followed Abigail toward through the foul-smelling crowd.
At the sparsely occupied northern side of the fort, a tall, duster-clad woman and two even taller duster-clad men stood regarding the mass of refugees, each of the three sporting an array of expensive-looking equipment and powerful-looking weapons.
More than their equipment, it was their expressions that set these three apart. It was the looks on their faces — not weary and tense like the traders, and not hopeless and frightened like the refugees — that marked them as this crowd's leaders. Their eyes were alert, but also utterly without fear. Businesslike.  As if they were harvesting the season's crop, or taking out the garbage, or some other dull task that might be repetitive, but certainly not dangerous. They reminded Sam of some of the older Scouts back at the Colony; the ones that had seen it all, and had lived through it more-or-less whole. If he had to guess, these three were veterans of at least a few dozen firefights, and the fact that they were still breathing meant they knew what they were doing.
"It's probably best if I do the talking," Abigail said. "Remember, we want to keep our profile as low as possible. We're shooting for forgettable. Nondescript."
"I can be nondescript," Sam said. "I'll blend in like you won't believe."
"Not with that Colony accent, you won't. Just try not to speak unless it's absolutely necessary. Like, gun in your face necessary."
"Right. Mum's the word," Sam said, nodding and trying not to gawk at the odd, mismatched patchwork of humanity around him. He narrowly avoided stepping in what he hoped were animal droppings and nearly lost his balance. "Wait, I have an accent?" he said.
Abigail ignored him, and as they reached the trio of Shepherds he decide to try something new. He'd do exactly as Abigail asked, without pushing the limits of her directive or finding some technicality that would allow him to do what he thought best. He would stay quiet, and let Abby do the talking. She might not be much for social niceties, but she did know the Wilds.
"Hey. You. Armed traffickers," she barked. "We wish to speak with you."
Sam tried not to wince as the three Shepherds turned as one to regard them with hard, pitiless eyes. This might go slightly worse than I hoped, he thought.
The two men moved slightly into positions where they could more easily swing their rifles to bear on the two interlopers. In the center, the woman crossed her arms over her chest and regarded Abigail and Sam with a smirk. Her only response to Abigail's rather gruff hail was a slightly raised eyebrow.
"We have a proposal for you," Abigail continued, apparently feeling none of the apprehension and awkwardness that Sam was drowning in. "It is one which will interest you."
The woman looked to one of her companions and then the other, the same bemused smirk on her face. She turned back to Abigail and Sam, and after what seemed like an eternity of silence, finally spoke.
"Go on," she said. Her two companions remained silent, impassive, and enormous.
"You caught this train at a particularly opportune time," the lead Shepherd — Elena was her name — told them. "If you had joined one stop ago you would have been with us when we ran into a wandering swarm of Plague-Heads. We had a few more Shepherds and a few dozen more passengers before that."
After Abigail had produced their last two bars of gold, the Shepherd leader and her two towering henchmen had become far more friendly.
Funny how that always seems to work, Sam heard Vincente's voice say. For about the hundredth time, Sam looked forward to the day when that nagging voice in his head returned to being his own, rather than that of his dead friend and mentor.
He and Abigail traveled at the head of a trail of weary souls that stretched back toward the eastern horizon. Abigail walked next to Elena, Sam trailing slightly behind, and the two other Shepherds — delightfully named Highmane and Hydra — rode on horseback to either side of them.
"It could have been worse," Elena continued, "but of course we only have so many guns, and the Plague-ys are too stupid to know when they should run. That's why we take payment up front. You're always going to have some amount of shrinkage on long hauls like this."
Abigail said little, which Sam supposed wasn't entirely out of character for her, but Elena seemed to take this as a cue to fill the conversational void with chatter. Sam was just glad it was Abigail, and not him, that she was directing her talk at. The idea of referring to people as merchandise – to move and to sometimes sacrifice – turned his stomach sour.
Elena stood nearly six feet tall, and beneath her black-brown duster she had the sturdy frame of a gymnast or a brawler. Her midnight-black hair was shaved to stubble on the sides of her head and held tightly in a long, thin ponytail at the back. Her eyes were two strikingly different colors — one a dark brown, the other ice-blue. It took Sam awhile before he realized that this was because the blue eye was a fake. She wore leather gloves and steel-toed work boots, and despite her friendly tone, she seemed to Sam like the kind of person that would be happy to maim and kill with very little provocation. It was the eyes. The real one looked him over with an equally emotionless expression as did the fake.
Highmane and Hydra had yet to speak, responding to Elena's commands with small, nearly imperceptible nods. Each was maybe a foot taller than Elena, and Sam guessed that together they probably weighed near 700 pounds. He felt bad for the horses, though the two black-haired beasts were as impassive and expressionless as their riders. Highmane had long, shiny hair held up in a tight bun, and Hydra was bald, but otherwise they looked identical. Or maybe Hydra was the one with the hair? Sam wasn't sure.
"You must have had quite the trip, traveling by yourselves," Elena said, looking straight ahead but speaking to Abigail. "Dangerous country around here. Dangerous country all over, now that I think about it. Where did you say you two were from again?"
"I didn't," Abigail replied.
"No, I guess you didn't. How about this: where are you two coming from?"
Abigail shook her head, and though he was behind her and couldn't see her face, Sam was certain she was rolling her eyes.
"I believe those gold bars answered all the personal questions you are thinking of asking," Abigail said. "We are coming from elsewhere."
Elena scoffed. "Have it your way. I was just trying to make conversation. It's a long road out here. My enormous friends aren't exactly the loquacious types. But I suppose you can keep your precious mysteries to yourself if that's what you want."
Ahead of them, the walls of Cheyenne continued to grow. It won't be long now, Sam thought. He was beginning to feel a degree of excitement. He had no idea what to expect inside those high walls, and he was becoming increasingly curious.
And then what? Vincente's voice asked him. You're running out of time. You still need to come up with some sort of a plan.
I'm working on that, Sam told himself. He almost half-believed it.
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The walls of Mae's forest settlement, before they had been burned to the ground by Deacon's bounty hunter, had been tall and sturdy: sharpened wooden poles, reinforced corrugated metal panels, and heavy mortar. The walls of the Black Hills Survivor's Colony, where Sam had grown up, had been thick and imposing, made from the best composite materials the Old World could manufacture. Neither of them compared to the walls surrounding the Free City of Cheyenne.
Sam had known they were large. Even from up at the edge of the forest ridge, he had been able to see that the walls were tall. Abigail informed him on their way down to the caravan way station that these walls had been under construction more or less since the initial Horsemen Virus outbreak twenty years ago. Still, with all this in mind, it was all Sam could do to keep his jaw from hanging open in shock now that he was at the base of the Free City's fortifications.
He stood at the foot of the wall, a few yards away from the enormous front gates: Elena half-bartered and half-argued with a team of heavily armored guards stationed there. Sam stared up at the loops of razor wire at least fifty feet above him, not caring if he looked like some awestruck yokel just arrived in the big city. He put a hand on the wall and felt the rough, pockmarked texture of the brick with his palm and fingertips. He felt like he had been transported back in time to the Middle Ages, standing just outside some French king's castle, waiting for the catapults and the siege ladders to arrive. He understood at once what drew people to the Free Cities, assuming that they were all like this. Even the largest army of Ravagers or the most colossal horde of Plague-Heads could do little in the face of these walls but mill about, frustrated and harmless.
He heard a high-pitched whistle and turned in time to see Elena with two fingers between her lips, the other hand making a circular 'let's-get-moving' gesture above her head.
Abigail tapped him on the shoulder. "Time to move," she said. Sam had all but forgotten that she was standing beside him, so mesmerized was he by the sheer scope of the construction. He reluctantly pulled his eyes away and reminded himself that he needed to look, if not exactly intimidating, at least competent.
Sam felt the eyes of the guards on him as he passed through the heavily fortified front gates. There were six of them on ground level, and at least as many looking down from the towers at the top of the wall. Sam imagined all of them staring with suspicion from behind their identical mirrored sunglasses and their matching black masks, waiting for him to give them a reason to shoot. He tried to walk as casually as possible, which of course only made every step he took that much more awkward. He noted that these guards were dressed identically to the dead soldiers he and Abigail had come across in the woods. He wasn't sure exactly what that meant for them, but he doubted it was good.
He tried to take his mind off the guards — and the assault rifles, grenade launchers, and machine guns in their various hands — by further investigating the wall. Now that he was passing through its entrance, he could see that the walls were a good ten feet thick. He tried to imagine the sort of cannon or battering ram that could penetrate them, and he couldn't. Anything short of an Old World tank would be useless against these battlements.
Despite these considerable defenses, he and Abigail, along with the rest of the caravan, passed into the city without so much as a pat-down from the masked guards. Sam supposed it went to show how much trust — or power — a Shepherd like Elena could amass here. The system didn't entirely make sense to him, but he supposed it didn't need to. The important thing was that he was within the walls. He was inside the Free City.
Past a brief zigzagging path of chain link fencing was an open-air market.
Around harvest time, back in his Colony, farmers would set up a small fair where they would show off some of their smaller, boutique crops and trade them among themselves and the rest of the Colonists. The larger, staple crops belonged to the Colony as a whole, but things like sunflowers, zucchini, pumpkins and the like belonged to the farmers themselves, and Sam had always looked forward to the fun and busy day when they threw their annual fair. As the majority of the Colonists were farmers, the fair took up much of the open space in the Colony's central square. Everyone came out for it, of course, and to Sam it had always seemed a nearly overwhelming bustle of buzzing crowds and activity.
He now saw just how small and quaint those fairs had truly been.
The central market of Cheyenne was easily larger than the entirety of the Black Hills Survivors Colony, and the sheer mass of humanity in front of him dwarfed its population many times over. Framed on each side by squat, leaning wooden tenements and at its rear by a collapsed Old World tower that had been re-purposed as a horizontal line of storefronts, the marketplace was a chaotic mass of stalls, stands and kiosks swarmed by a horde of people shouting, laughing, and shopping. In its own way, it was as stunning as the enormous walls that ringed it and the rest of this amazing Wilds metropolis.
A hand appeared in front of his face and snapped its fingers, breaking his apparent trance. "You'll have plenty of time to gawk after we've finished processing you." The voice was Elena, and it somehow managed to sound amused and annoyed at the same time. It almost reminded him of Abigail, which was another sign that this Elena was someone dangerous. "You two are with Highmane and me."
"Just us?" Abigail asked.
Elena nodded. "Don't fret, love. It's nothing nefarious. We simply have to test your gold. Make sure it's what you say it is."
"Of course," Abigail said, her voice clipped and formal. She was obviously suspicious of Elena's motives, and if Sam hadn't already been suspicious of the young Shepherd, Abigail's apprehension had pushed him firmly into that territory. She might not be much for manners, or for people skills in general, but Abigail knew survival. Far better than him, which wasn't saying much, but she had survived her entire life with some of the most dangerous and evil people as companions. On the other hand, what Elena said made a certain sort of sense. Plenty of worthless metals looked an awful lot like gold, and these Shepherds probably had little reason to trust the word of strangers out there beyond the city walls.
In any case, they were past the point where they could argue. They had collected a fresh handful of gun-carrying toughs since they passed through the front gates, and they sure looked like they all took their cues from Elena. Sam exchanged a wary glance with Abigail, but with seemingly little choice in the matter, he followed Elena without complaint.
Elena led them through the market's outskirts for a bit before turning their little group to the right and down one of the larger side streets. Sam looked back over his shoulder and saw that the rest of the caravan had been herded into a blob-like mass at the opposite end of the open square, where Hydra — apparently not a mute — was engaged in a heated conversation with a man dressed in the same black garb as the guards at the gate and the dead soldiers in the wood. Sam wasn't sure those poor souls weren't in just as bad a spot as he feared himself to be in. Just relax, he told himself. You don't know that Elena is lying to you. Maybe she said exactly what she meant, and she's not going to try to squeeze you for even more gold — gold you of course don’t have. She might mean exactly what she told you.
And when has that ever happened? Vincente's voice asked him.
"If you're curious, we're heading into Ki's district," Elena said, not bothering to look back at them. "You just saw the grand bazaar, which is in what is called the Commons district. The rest of the cargo will be heading the opposite direction, into the Lawbringer's district. Be glad I'm taking you to Ki's neighborhood. All the security of the Lawbringer's domain, with twice the fun."
The path she led them down had once been a three-lane Old World road, lined on either side by two-to-four floor structures, likely office buildings. Now, the road was considerably narrower, hemmed in by newer constructions. The old, dilapidated buildings had been encrusted with equally dilapidated newer constructions built out of soggy-looking wood, rusted corrugated metal sheets, and scavenged road signs. These ramshackle dwellings leaned against each other and out over the road's center like lines of drunks making their way home after a long night at the tavern. Sam had brief, terrifying visions of the moldy old towers collapsing down on his head every few minutes. The locals milling about in the doorways and balconies all around him seemed unconcerned with the neighborhood's structural integrity, so he told himself he would be fine. Probably.
As they continued down the road, the patches of decades-old asphalt began to give way more and more to packed-down dirt and splotchy clusters of dull green weeds. The road became increasingly packed with passing pedestrians, bicyclists towing trailers laden with trade goods, and the occasional two-wheeled passenger carts pulled by skinny, robe-clad men. Sam noted that each and every local moved aside to let their group pass. Furthermore, every one of them stared intently at their feet until Elena was safely beyond them. They then resumed their respective travels and errands, without a look back.
"Madame Ki," Elena said, finally deigning to look back at them as she continued leading them forward, "takes something of a...hands-off approach to governing. One of the many reasons this is Cheyenne's better half. Free bit of advice, however: don't cause trouble. It's been said that it's better to ask forgiveness than permission, but trust me when I tell you that you don't want to be asking Ki for forgiveness. Of course, you don't want to be asking me for forgiveness either, and if this gold turns out to be fake, well..." She gestured to the half-dozen grim gunmen that had formed a loose circle around the three of them.
This, oddly enough, made Sam feel a bit better about their situation. After all, if Elena was planning on robbing and killing them, then wasting breath warning them about this Madame Ki didn't make a whole lot of sense. He knew that the gold, Abigail's old stash, had been good enough for someone as hard and cunning as the dearly departed Mae, so he knew it would pass whatever test Elena had in mind. He started to contemplate their next move, was even beginning to consider asking Elena herself for advice.
They came to an open intersection and Elena brought them to a stop. Straight ahead of them was an Old World storefront, the plate glass window long since replaced with thick cement on its lower half and meshed chicken wire on its upper half. A hand-painted sign above its doors identified it as 'Burt's Exchange and Dry Goods.'
"This is the place that can prove our gold is real?" Sam asked. He figured they were past the point where he needed to be seen and not heard. And he was anxious to get this over with. He wanted to determine exactly how he was going to locate the red-haired Ravager and the data drive. Less urgently, he really wanted to investigate the city further. It was the most fascinating, alive place he had ever seen. "Burt obviously takes the safety of his goods pretty seriously."
Elena scrunched up her face and sort of winced her head to the side, shrugging her shoulders slightly as she did so. Behind her, within Burt's, a masked man stood up and braced an extremely large, belt-driven machine gun on the cement wall. The cavernous black barrel pointed right at Sam.
"Now that we're safely beyond earshot of Roosevelt's soldiers," Elena said, "it's time for a bit of bad news. I'm afraid I haven't been entirely honest with you."
Beside him, Abigail looked up and to the side. A moment later, Sam registered movement in the corner of his eye and saw that more gunmen had taken up positions on the balconies all around them. If he and Abigail had felt surrounded on the way here, well, now they could upgrade that to feeling completely surrounded. Ahead of them, Elena smiled, pulling a pistol free from a belt holster. "Of course, honesty is a two-way street. And the two of you have been less than truthful with me. Isn't that right, Beverly? Or am I wrong, Herbert?"
She smiled and pulled a folded piece of paper from one of her jacket pockets. She gripped it by the corner and flicked her wrist, and the paper unfolded. She held it up for them, and Sam's heart dropped.
On the paper was a large photo of a face. His face.
"Maybe you prefer to go by Sam," Elena said. Abigail's hand moved toward her belt: all around them came the sound of cartridges being chambered. Elena shook her head, clucking her tongue at them reproachfully. "I wouldn't do that. Madame Ki was quite insistent on the extra guns, though after seeing you this whole thing seems more than a bit over-cautious. Madame Ki isn't some backwater despot, ruling over a stack of dirt. She deals in information, and her sight extends far beyond the city walls. Some very powerful, very rich people are looking for you, Sam. You and your little girlfriend." She carefully refolded the paper and returned it to her pocket. "Now, as you may have guessed, we didn't come here to check out your gold. I knew it was real as soon as you put it in my hands."
"Then why are we here?" Abigail said, her voice flat. Dangerous. Sam glanced around at the many, many guns that surrounded them. He really hoped Abby wasn't planning on something stupid. He couldn't, unlike her, heal from the wounds that would result from that course of action.
"Now, that part I didn't lie about. I told you I was taking you to Madame Ki, and that is exactly what I am going to do." Elena smiled again, and this smile was far crueler than the one she had worn earlier. "She very much wants to meet the two of you."
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For the first time in what seemed like forever, Roach awoke without nausea. Without the debilitating bone-deep muscle aches that had been her constant companion as of late. She felt, she realized with some amusement, almost human.
That didn't mean she was entirely comfortable. For one thing, her head felt like it had spent the last few hours rolling around in a cement mixer. But once she remembered that her headache came from taking a rifle butt to the temple, and wasn't yet another effect of Deacon's damned serum, she reassured herself that she would indeed recover.
Her thoughts turned to her surroundings. Wherever it was her captors had stashed her, it was apparently lit by the brightest, whitest lights in existence. Now that she was awake, even squeezing her eyes shut did her no good, as the glaring bone-white of the cell's ceiling was merely replaced by the bright pink-red of the back of her eyelids trying pitifully to stop the unrelenting assault of light.
The sound of dry retching finally motivated her to sit up and investigate her surroundings. Her back spasmed and protested as she straightened, apparently unhappy to have spent the past few hours on the cold metallic hardness of a pallet. She was unsurprised to see that the apparent ex-Howler Rend was sharing her bright, shiny cell. And despite her best intentions, she wasn't entirely unsympathetic to his current condition. She was all too familiar with the overwhelming awfulness he was going through. 
At least he's only dry-heaving, she thought, sighing with relief. This is a bad enough situation without having to smell his puke. She could only imagine how bad Howler puke must smell, considering what she assumed was a mostly raw-meat-based diet.
Roach could smell something, though. A gross rotten scent. Turning, she looked into the cell opposite theirs. She blanched as she saw a dozen or so Howlers: dead ones.
Their chests were held open by pieces of medical-looking metal, tubes and other things still hooked into them, white sheets draped over their faces and lower bodies. Still, by the look of the clawed hands and feet, as well as the size, there was no mistaking what they were. She wondered if Rend had known them. She tried not to wonder if she was going to eventually share their fate.
She opened her mouth to say something encouraging to him, but the words died on her tongue. What would she say? She realized she had never actually said a comforting word in her entire life. Not long ago that realization would have given her a swell of pride. But now? She felt a cold, sad feeling that she could only assume would be described as regret. She shook her head, disgusted at her new softness. The movement of her skull brought a fresh wave of pain just behind the spot where that dick of a soldier had struck her. Man, I really, really, really hope I see him again, she thought. 
So, instead of trying to offer Rend some sort of empty words that he probably didn't want to hear, Roach instead surveyed their cell. Say one thing for whoever was holding them: they weren't messy. The floor of their cell was a sort of smooth steel buffed to an almost mirror-like shine, and the outer walls were an unblemished white. The ceiling was equally white and equally clean, studded with those damned white lights, each shining like an electric noonday sun, spaced out every few feet. The front wall of the cell was transparent, undoubtedly some kind of unbreakable Old World plastic rather than very breakable glass. Across the room, separated by a narrow aisle, was a third identical cell which was currently empty. It looked like she and Rend were today's guests of honor.
She stood, grimacing at her pulsing headache, and walked over to the cell's outer wall. She reached back and threw an overhand right, striking the barrier at eye level. Her fist hit with a dull thump and a bloom of pain, followed immediately after by a quick shock of numbness that rushed up to her shoulder. The wall, of course, was undamaged. It was worth a shot, Roach thought, returning to her pallet with little more than a sore fist to show for her effort.
Bits and pieces of the previous night — or was it the previous morning? — returned to her. She had floated back and forth from the blackness of unconsciousness as the soldiers had brought her down from the forest's edge and into the city. She remembered being dumped, roughly and unceremoniously, into some sort of cart that was pulled by a foul-smelling pair of horses. She remembered high walls and razor wire fences. She remembered wide roads and columns of identical gray concrete buildings, each as uniform and square and boring as the last, each with identically dressed soldiers ranged in front of them. And she remembered bright, white lights high overhead — lights as painfully, infernally bright as the ones currently doing hard work making her headache all-the-more horrific.
She was in one of the Free Cities, that much she could gather. Deacon had spoken in hushed, almost reverent, tones about the cities to the west, packed with riches to plunder and wealthy sheep-men to kill. Now, Roach had found herself in the bowels of one of these decadent metropolises — more of Deacon’s words — seemingly in the clutches of someone powerful, someone who commanded an army.
Now, what that actually means, Roach though, I have no idea. Seeing as her brilliant plan of smashing through the cell wall had somehow failed, it appeared she had little choice but to sit here and wait, trying her best to ignore the sounds of Rend's sickness.
She didn't have to wait long.
Maybe a minute after she sat down the jail's outer door opened and two black-masked soldiers, each carrying identical Old World sub-machine guns, entered and took up positions on either side of the cell's clear-plastic door. A pressed button turned the cell wall on the opposite side of the room dark, blessedly hiding the dead Howlers. Rend scooted over to the back wall and tried not to look sick, though Roach thought he was going to have an awfully hard time covering up the sea-green tinge his face had taken. For her part, Roach just stared contemptuously into the nearer guard's reflective eyeglasses. After a few moments of this silent exchange, she loudly cleared her throat and spat a wad of phlegm in his direction. The faceless guard stood as impassively as ever, and Roach imagined how satisfying it would be to beat a reaction out of him.
The outer door opened again, and two more figures entered the room. Unlike the soldiers, these two had exposed faces, and though they were both carrying equipment, neither of them seemed to be armed. One of them was a tall, aging, and sickly-pale man wearing a white coat. He was carrying some sort of pistol-gripped tool — clearly Old World tech — in his latex-gloved hands. The other one was a surprisingly young man — barely more than a child — carrying what looked like a handheld computer screen, along with a small, cylindrical black object. He wore a similar white lab coat, which contrasted sharply with his dark skin, and wore wire-rimmed glasses that kept sliding down his nose. I don't know if I've ever seen someone wear actual glasses, Roach thought. At least, not ones with actual working lenses. Occasionally members of her War Band would find welding goggles and the like and take to wearing them, always realizing too late that while they might look cool, they did nothing but obscure their vision. That life is over now, she realized once again, and it's never coming back. She found that she seemed to miss it less every day. I wonder if some morning in the future I'll wake up and my life — my old life — will seem like little more than a dream?
Of course, that assumed she actually had a future, a possibility that was very much in doubt at the moment. The inner cell door opened and the two white-coated men entered, slowly and hesitantly. Behind them came the two guards, and each of these moved to take defensive positions, training their weapons at their two prisoners.
"Sit on your bunk," the older one commanded Rend. He turned to Roach. "You, sit up straight and put your hands in your lap. Do not think to act aggressively, or we will be forced to use severe force."
He seemed to be trying quite hard to convey a sense of authority, of command, with his words and his tone. He was failing miserably. What he probably thought was a stern and intimidating voice was, in fact, stilted and uneven. It was like listening to a small child doing an impersonation of his daddy. She chuckled and shook her head, which only made the pale man more flustered and angry. His face turned a bright beet-red, and he began to sputter out more ridiculous pseudo-threats.
Roach spoke before he could get the words out. "I certainly wouldn't want to seem aggressive, sir. Would you consider pulling your left arm from its bony, muscle-less socket aggressive? Or would removing the right be more aggressive?" She spat again, this time aiming for the older man's shoes.
This set off a fresh round of flustered stuttering, and the nearer of the guards took a step toward her. The other lab coat, the kid, raised an arm, and the guard halted.
"I'm sorry for any miscommunication," he said. His voice sounded no less nervous than the first man's, but it lacked the other's anger and contempt. "We just need to do a couple of quick tests. They won't hurt, and they won't take long. Then you can rest."
"And if I say no?" Roach said.
"Roach..." Rend said.
The young man shrugged, which sent his glasses sliding down his nose. "There's not really much choice, sorry to say." He pushed the glasses back to their original position with an upturned thumb, a gesture that made him look even younger than he likely was. "I guess you have a choice of if you want to be shocked by the guards before we do the tests, but I wouldn't recommend that option. I've been told it’s quite painful."
If the older one had said anything, Roach was certain she would continue to argue. Maybe even try her luck with the whole arm-ripping plan. But he stayed silent. And she was tired, and just wanted to be left alone so that maybe she could try and get some sleep that wasn't the result of a blow to the head. She shrugged and sat, putting her hands in her lap.
"Alright. Do your little tests," she said. She glanced over at Rend, who nodded to her before seeming to choke back another dry-heave.
The older one started with her, while the younger one moved over to Rend. The tool that the older one carried was apparently some sort of fancy syringe, which he pressed to her exposed shoulder, pulling its trigger. She felt a quick pinch and saw a finger-sized clear tube at the center of the device fill with red. Well, maybe these fancy-dressed idiots can tell me what the hell Deacon stuck me with, right before he caught a bullet in the skull and got himself blown up, Roach thought. It’s either that or they clock me as a Ravager. And then I'm the one getting the bullet.
She couldn't resist giving the older lab coat a quick growl, snapping her teeth at him. She timed it so that his body obscured the guards' view, and then smiled when he gave a yip and a small jump. I could have killed you just now, silly man, she thought with some satisfaction. And don't you forget it.
He straightened, apparently done with his test. Trying to look as casual and unafraid as possible, he smoothed his coat and switched positions with the kid.
This one didn't have to bend over nearly as far to come to eye level with her. He offered a weak smile and raised his small, black, cylinder-shaped tool to the side of her head. "Don't worry," he said, his voice somehow reminding her of a mouse. "You won't feel a thing."
That might have been true if he hadn't put the thing to the exact spot where she had been rifle-slapped. She pulled her head away and swore, attracting the attention of the guards. "Sorry," she said, raising her hands in a gesture of apology. "Just a little tender. Courtesy of your friends."
"Its fine," the kid said. "I'm sure this is all quite frightening."
She laughed. "Kid, I don't get scared. I might be pissed, and more than a little confused, but I'm not scared."
"Of course. Sorry."
The device, whatever it was, was starting to feel warm against her temple. Hopefully, this polite young lab worker wasn't cooking her brain. "Look, how about you just tell me what this is all about. What are you doing to us, and why? And where the hell are we? I slept through most of the trip here."
He seemed to consider her questions as he watched data scroll across his handheld computer screen. He opened and closed his mouth twice, like he was about to say something and reconsidered. He's trying to decide what he's allowed to tell me, she realized. The bald one's older, maybe he's the boss. She was about to repeat her question, much louder and angrier, when the kid spoke.
"You're in Cheyenne," he said. Like that's supposed to mean something to me. "You're in the Lawbringer's Headquarters. Or below it, really. That's why...there's no windows, see? And the test? Orders of the Lawbringer. He's the only one who can tell you why. Really, I shouldn't even be talking to you. In fact —"
"In fact," a new voice boomed from outside the cell, "I'm the one you'll want to talk with."
Distracted as she was by the kid and his tests, Roach hadn't heard the others enter. Outside her cell, flanked by two additional guards, stood a broad-shouldered, heavy-bellied man in a clean pressed Old World military dress uniform. The two lab coats and the two original guards turned to face him and bowed their heads.
The big man flashed her a wide smile, his teeth a blinding white beneath an exceptionally thick mustache. "Greetings, my new guests. I am the Lawbringer, and I would very much like to speak with both of you."
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Elena led their group east, deeper into the domain of the mysterious Madame Ki. The goons that surrounded Abigail and Sam continued to hold their weapons casually, but unmistakably inward, in case either of them somehow forgot they were now prisoners rather than guests. The streets continued to grow more and more narrow, and the husks of the Old World structures all around them became increasingly barnacled with slap-dash new constructions. Additionally — and this surprised Abigail — the streets also became increasingly festooned with electric lights. She noted strings of bobbing yellow bulbs stretching across the roads, buzzing white sodium panels set inside dirty door wells, blue and red and green neon lettering over shops and taverns and other, less reputable establishments. More electric light than she had ever seen in one place. Far more. There was no way it was all being run off of individual generators; the amount of gasoline that would take would be astronomical. No, this much power could only mean one thing: Cheyenne had a working power plant.
That was one explanation for the plumes of black smoke they had observed hanging over the city. When she had first glimpsed them, Abigail had assumed they were little more than the results of burning trash and maybe an occasional house fire. Perhaps she had judged the city too harshly. Perhaps, rather than simply an overgrown pile of refugees cowering behind their high walls, this place was something approaching real civilization. Abigail began to almost look forward to meeting Madame Ki: if she was able to provide this level of infrastructure, perhaps she was something more than the half-domesticated Wilds warlord Abigail had assumed.
Movement to her left caught her attention. A pack of soot-faced children chased what was either a very small cat or a very large rat into an alley. Beyond the pursuit, a gap-toothed old man was selling dried dung from a cart that looked to be missing a wheel. A line of customers stood waiting their turn, many of them dressed far nicer than she’d expect for prospective buyers of animal feces.
This whole place was different than she’d been expecting. She heard laughter and young voices and other sounds of life coming from the modest apartments that they passed. Sounds of cooking and cleaning and arguments ranging from friendly to furious. These were sounds of people living out real lives, rather than the hard and slightly frightened sounds she was used to hearing from the dwellings of the Wilds. Whatever else this place might be, it was unfamiliar, and it intrigued her. More familiar were the dozen surreptitious watchers she had clocked in the windows and alcoves they had passed. She was used to being watched, used to these half-hidden, furtive types. She knew informants and spies when she saw them, and these blocks were lousy with them.
She wondered if Sam had noticed them; she wondered what Sam made of the city in general. While Abigail had years of practice in keeping her focus hidden while constantly taking in and evaluating her surroundings, Sam had experienced exactly one Uninfected settlement outside of his Colony before now. It certainly showed. His head swung from one side to the other, constantly tilted back, and his mouth never quite shut. He was certainly taking an interest in their surroundings, that much was clear, but his was more toward the gawking tourist end of the spectrum. She didn't know whether she should smack him or just laugh. In the end, it didn't matter much, seeing as the more immediate threat was the loose circle of gunmen that surrounded them.
Hopefully, this Madame Ki really did just want to talk. Otherwise things were going to get very, very messy, very quickly.
Elena brought their group to a halt at the wide circle of an intersection, cleared out enough that it almost formed a half-paved, half-cobblestoned courtyard. It was surrounded on all sides with tall buildings, each of them cleaner, sturdier and far better maintained than the drooping, overhanging wooden things of the previous blocks. At the center of this unexpected circle of open space was an odd, dome-roofed building that appeared to be of a far newer make than the others. It had the vague air of an ancient temple, albeit one with bright neon cursive lettering above its entrance. Its gaudy lights spelled out a single word: Damnation. Abigail was fairly certain this was their destination.
"Welcome to journey’s end," Elena declared, her face displaying a perfectly friendly smile whose effect was slightly lessened by the hand resting on her firearm. "We have arrived at Hell. Now, shall we?"
"I remember the last guy who told me we were in hell," Sam grunted. "I'll have to tell you sometime about what happened to him."
Their party entered Damnation. Abigail wondered if she and Sam would still be breathing when they left.
What looked like little more than a single-story building from the outside was more like an inverted tower inside. Damnation, as it was so evocatively named, proved to consist of a series of large, circular rooms, each stacked one atop the other, with wide, circular staircases along the outer walls. Each room seemed to have a different theme — if you could call it that — or maybe they were simply different establishments entirely. Sam had never seen places like this before, not in person anyway, but he recognized them from the Old World entertainments he'd watched growing up. Mostly the crime and the gangster entertainments.
As they descended, Sam picked out by floor the various dens of vice Damnation had stacked atop one another. There was what seemed to be a simple tavern on the ground floor, nicer than most he had seen in the real world, but not quite as clean as the early 20th century speakeasies it seemed to be trying to emulate. The next floor down was a dance club of some sort, with swirling multicolored lights and thumping bass beats going strong despite the early hour. Below this was a real, live casino, filled with clinks, clangs, bells, buzzers, and whistles all competing with one another as rows of hollow-eyed gamblers mechanically pulled the shiny metal arms of slot machines and the levers of pachinko machines. One wall of the casino was manned by well-dressed card dealers, though their tables seemed less popular this early in the day.
Sam wasn't sure exactly what the next floor's business was at first; his immediate guess was that it was some sort of lounge or even hotel. It was dimly lit and filled with soft, soothing music and populated by young women lazing about on various couches in their nightclothes. He felt his cheeks abruptly warm when Abigail told him they were passing a brothel.
Finally, they seemed to reach the bottom of Damnation. Below the brothel was a simple bar, cleaner but no better outfitted than those he had seen out in the Wilds. However, down here it seemed that everyone save the bartender was conspicuously armed, and none of them seemed to be customers. To one side lay a heavy-looking double door, flanked by the very largest of the dimly lit bar's not-customers.
Sam knew that it was dangerous to assume things out here in the Wilds, but he was pretty sure he knew who was waiting for them on the other side of those doors.
After the exotic excesses she had just witnessed on their way down through Damnation, and after seeing firsthand the strength of her forces in the city above, Abigail found Madame Ki somewhat underwhelming in person. Disappointing even.
Abigail wasn't sure what she expected to find, here in this heavily fortified underground headquarters, but it wasn't a somewhat small, middle-aged Asian woman sitting behind a simple wooden desk. She'd assumed that the person in charge of all of this would look more like the guard on Ki's right, whose thick, round face was covered with the crude black scribbles of poorly done tattoos. Or even the guard on the left, sporting a red, puckered scar from forehead to chin.
Ki herself looked entirely unremarkable, and perhaps that was the point. She appeared somewhere between forty and sixty years old, and she couldn't have stood much more than five feet in height. Her simple gray business dress was unadorned, as nondescript as the neutral expression on her smooth, heart-shaped face. She looked more like a bookkeeper than a crime boss.
Ki looked over Sam and Abigail for a long while in silence, appearing completely relaxed and entirely in control. Abigail couldn't identify exactly what it was about Ki's expression and body language that conveyed this air of command — the woman really wasn't doing anything but sitting there with her fingers steepled together on the desktop in front of her — but the effect was unmistakable. Someone like old Mae might have some degree of power because of her resourcefulness and grit, or someone like Elena because they were personally dangerous, but the power that Abigail sensed in this Ki was something different, yet somehow familiar.
Abigail realized with a start of whom that effortless aura of command reminded.
Solomon. Madame Ki was no Reaper, of that Abigail was sure, but she carried herself like one. As if anything she wanted to make happen, she could make happen. And there wasn't anything that anyone could do to stand in her way.
She made sure that the woman didn't see the shudder than ran through her at this realization. I proved Solomon wrong in the end, she reminded herself. If this woman thinks she can beat me, I can prove her wrong just the same.
"Well?" Abigail said, casting her hardest stare across the desk. "We're here. As you so kindly requested. Let's get on with it."
Ki looked at the gunmen that had escorted Sam and Abigail here, and who were presently crowded in behind them. She gave them the slightest of nods and they wordlessly exited the room, leaving only Madame Ki, her two original guards, and Elena in the office with Sam and Abigail.
"Please, sit," Ki said, perfectly polite. She gestured with an empty hand toward the two chairs in front of them and Sam and Abigail sat down. Elena stepped to the side, where she crossed her arms and leaned against the wall.
"I would like to begin by apologizing for my abominable rudeness," Ki began. She offered them a thin smile that failed to reach her eyes. "I would have greatly preferred to offer you a genuine invitation of hospitality, but I'm afraid that, given the present circumstances, that would have been quite impossible."
"What present circumstances?" Sam asked.
"We will get to that, young man, never fear," Ki said. "But suffice to say, the two of you have become a great deal more famous as of late than I believe you realize. I do not relish being the one to tell you this, but based on the communiques Elena has sent me, you seem entirely incapable of properly concealing your identities. Fortunately for me — and the pair of you, I don't mind saying — you dropped right into my lap, so to speak."
"We've been doing just fine so far," Sam said.
Ki flashed a weak smile and gave Sam a slight nod. She was clearly too refined to say what she was no doubt thinking, which was something along the lines of, Sure you were, you fool.
"Of course," Ki instead said. "However, no one's luck lasts forever, and I couldn't risk you turning down my invitation and falling into the hands of my counterpart."
Solomon had taught her that when you find yourself in the presence of a threat who liked to talk, you sat there and absorbed any and all the information they might offer. Often, by the time they grew either too tired or too smart to keep giving away intelligence, you'd have everything you needed to destroy them.
Sam obviously hadn't learned this lesson. "I'm willing to bet you think you're a whole lot smarter than you actually are, lady. I think you don't have a clue who we are, and you're just trying to scare us into giving you something you can use."
"Do you honestly think I have the time or patience to personally interrogate every backwoods fool from outside the walls of this city?" Ki asked him. Despite her cutting words, she didn't sound angry in the slightest. If anything, she sounded amused. Abigail imagined her as a cat pawing at a cornered mouse. "Sam Brennan, late of the Black Hills Survivor's Colony of old South Dakota. Now considered absconded from the same, with a bounty for apprehension or incapacitation."
Abigail glanced over at Sam, who had fallen silent. His earlier defiance drained out of him, along with the color from his face. She didn't know what had unnerved him more, that Ki knew exactly who he was, or that his people had issued a bounty on him.
"The same Sam Brennan who is traveling with a young, unknown female companion. Of course, the official wires don't include the small detail that this unknown female companion is, in fact, an Infected. A Reaper, specifically."
Now it was Abigail who felt exposed. If she hadn't thought Ki capable before, the fact that she knew Abigail's true nature sealed the case. More than a renewed respect for this person's capability, Abigail felt once again the familiar fear. People — Uninfected people — didn't often react well to finding out a Reaper was in their midst. The first reaction was to put down the threat by any means necessary. Abigail found that without realizing it, she had balled her hands into tight fists.
"You have nothing to worry about here, my little destroyer," Ki said, sensing Abigail was getting ready to move. "On the contrary, I believe the pair of you will quite like what I have to say. I want to make you an offer."
"Since the earliest days of the post-Horsemen world, this city has been ruled by a series of those with the will necessary to take power and maintain order," Madame Ki said. "None of them were ever strong enough to rule the city outright, and none of them lasted more than a handful of years. In the early days, there were as many as a dozen leaders ruling a dozen tiny fiefdoms. Over the years, these each fell one by one. New ones arose to replace them and then, in time, fell themselves. Eventually, territories consolidated, areas of strength were identified, and twelve became six became three, and then finally two.
"Today, control of this city rests with two individuals. Myself, of course, and a man who calls himself Roosevelt the Lawbringer. The city's eastern districts fall under the umbrella of my protection, while the Lawbringer rules the west."
"Fascinating," Abigail said. "How does this concern us?"
"So impatient, little destroyer —"
"I'm getting more than a little tired of being called that," Abigail spat.
Ki ignored her. "A little over a week ago, a particularly violent and powerful Ravager lord was destroyed, along with a sizable contingent of Colony freelancers and a great deal of infrastructure. There was a single Ravager survivor, who headed west, followed by a particularly determined duo of pursuers. Does any of this sound like it concerns you?"
Abigail sighed. There was apparently little that Ki didn't know.
But does she really have to be so smug about it? Does she really think her pair of freak show guards and that gawky bitch Elena can protect her if she exhausts my patience?
She took a deep breath and forced herself to calmness. Remember, let the old woman talk herself out. She obviously has plenty of knowledge to share.
"You don't...happen to have this Ravager?" Sam asked. "Because, if you did —"
"Unfortunately I do not," Ki said, cutting him off. "As I was able to collect you, so too was Roosevelt able to capture this rather unusual Ravager. According to my sources, he is holding both her and some other individual she was found with inside his headquarters. I can assure you he would be less than amenable to releasing her to you, were you foolish enough to ask."
"I wouldn't say foolish..." Sam said, frowning.
"Here is what I propose," Ki said. "I believe I have a way to get you into the heart of Roosevelt's center of operations. I can provide you with blueprints to lead you to your wayward Ravager once you are inside, the means to retrieve her, and a distraction of sufficient size to allow you to escape with a minimum of difficulty." She pressed her palms together and leaned forward slightly. "In short, what I am offering you is everything that brought you to our fair city."
"That sounds like an awfully generous offer," Abigail said. "I still haven't heard the catch."
"And you are right to wonder," Ki answered. "Nothing is free; it wasn't in the Old World, and it damn sure isn't in the new one we are building. Roosevelt has something I want. Something that doesn't belong to him, the key to finally being rid of him once and for all. You will bring it to me. Your reward is your Ravager, plus whatever else of his you want to take."
Abigail considered this strange offer. Beside her, Sam seemed to be doing the same. After a few moments, he gave voice to the obvious question.
"Why us?" Sam asked. "That's what I don't get. I mean, even if Abigail is what you think she is, what good am I? And you don't exactly seem to be lacking for firepower. Why not just use her," — he thumbed over at Elena — "or one of your other goons? Hell, why not use a few dozen of them?"
Ki nodded. "A fair question. There are a great deal of political reasons why I can't simply take what I seek, but the simple answer is that for every gun I have, Roosevelt has two. I may be winning our little quiet war in every other way, but, like it was among our most distant ancestors, having the most fighters still counts for quite a lot. As for why I want to use you two specifically, the short answer is because you are outsiders. Unknowns; wild cards that I can use to my advantage. Like you say, our little destroyer has a particular skill set, but you Sam — don't sell yourself short. With a little bit of finesse, your background can be shaped into something that Roosevelt won't be able to resist."
"I don't know if I like the sound of that..." Sam said.
Ki smiled. "We're going to walk you right through Roosevelt's door, Sam. You and Elena. And Roosevelt is going to welcome you straight into his office as honored guests."
"You're going to have me babysitting these kids?" Elena protested. "They're just teenagers. The boy is right: he'll be useless —"
"I seem to remember you were younger than them when I began giving you assignments like this, Elena," Ki said, narrowing her eyes slightly. Elena fell silent, but she continued to fume as she leaned back against the wall. "And you are barely removed from being a teenager even now. Certainly, your behavior is no better."
"Just how are you going to get your mortal rival to let us in his front door, alongside your attack dog here, no less?" Abigail asked.
"Not you, dear," Ki said. "You'll be entering via a different path. Shall we go through the details?"
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Lawbringer Roosevelt, his toothy smile never wavering from his wormy lips, nodded toward their cell. One of his guards stepped forward and unlocked the door. Roosevelt nodded again and then entered the room alone.
Roach had to stifle the nearly overwhelming urge to attack, or to try and make a break for the now-open door. No, she thought, not yet. Too many guards; too many guns. As hard as it was, she needed to wait for the right time. Roach gritted her teeth and did the hardest thing she could imagine: she sat there unmoving as Roosevelt approached her with the same stupid smile.
"The silent Ravager," he said, folding his arms behind his back and looking down on her. The smile disappeared from his face, replaced by a considering, almost perplexed, look. He is taking my measure, Roach realized. Trying to figure out exactly what to do with me. Or how to dispose of me.
"Still you sit there," he continued, "unmoving and unspeaking. It's like nothing I've ever seen in one of your kind. Almost enough to fool one into thinking you're human." He frowned. "Almost."
Roach continued to sit silently, staring back unblinking into the man's eyes. She kept her expression neutral, but she didn't doubt that he could see the hatred burning in her glare. She wondered if he could see in her eyes what she was imagining doing to this fat, arrogant man who seemed to believe unwaveringly in his power over her. A flicker of movement finally drew her eye away from Roosevelt to a figure standing behind him, just outside the inner cell. A bright red scar ran down his otherwise unremarkable face, above and below large, reflective sunglasses.
"Oh don't mind Mr. Cutter," Roosevelt said. "He's just here to observe. A Company man, you might say. Hired to help with our research. You'll get to know him better in the coming days. Now, to the matter at hand: I've read the accounts of my patrols," Roosevelt said, his smile fading. "I saw the images of the...aftermath. The good men you killed, you and the rest of your band of creatures." He leaned down slightly, bringing his face closer to her own. "Where are the rest of you, girl? Where's your band of monsters hiding?"
Roach smiled, though she knew it would only stir the man to anger and make things worse for her. "I don't know what you are talking about," she said. "There is no one out there. No one that killed your little toy soldiers. It was just me. I killed them all. It wasn't hard."
She expected him to shout, to turn red, to smack her across the face. To get angry. Instead, he considered her for a moment and then straightened back up, nodding to himself. He turned away from her slightly and looked up at some unseen spot on the ceiling, seemingly lost in thought.
After what seemed like an eternal silence he finally spoke. "Ordinarily, we would proceed next with making you tell us the truth, with all the unseemly and unpleasant methods that entails. Though if this was an ordinary situation, I wouldn't be down here myself. Cleansing this territory — my territory — of your scourge has become, as of late, little more than a rote exercise. A simple, straightforward process at which my men have become exceedingly adept. Of course, this particular situation is quite far from ordinary, is it not? And you are far from an ordinary Ravager."
Roach shrugged. "Well, from here, you look a lot like an ordinary asshole."
He ignored her insult, continuing to stare up at the ceiling, continuing to think. "Building a city, building a civilization, is difficult work. It takes one with a certain strength of will to do what needs to be done. It takes one with the strength to unify those who would resist being saved. It takes vision to know the proper course, and it takes a certain sense of purpose to follow that path without doubt or fear. Do you not agree, Ravager?"
"Dude, I don't even know what you're talking about," Roach said.
"Of course you do not. My job is to lead this place back to the glory we had before our forebears brought the terrible folly of their own arrogance down upon us. To forge a gleaming beacon of civilization that the rest of the country — the rest of the world can follow back into the salvation of the light. I have done much to achieve this lofty goal, Ravager. I have forged an army of order from the gangs of defeated neighborhood warlords. I have secured mines of coal and rebuilt the old dynamos, returning electricity across the entirety of the city. I have come far in wresting order from what was only chaos." 
He turned to her and held her gaze, slowly shaking his head before again looking away. "And yet there are those who still resist. Those who only care about power for its own sake; those that crave hedonistic pleasures and material goods. Those with no thought of anyone besides themselves; those that would do anything, no matter how terrible and destructive, in the service of their own short-sighted goals. Those that would invite chaos into our fragile order; those that would bring terrors like you into our midst."
"You sure like to talk, huh?" Roach said. 
This man, despite his measured speech and immaculate dress, reminded her of
Deacon. Deacon had always been convinced of his own greatness, his own superiority. That was what had made him so charismatic, and so frightening. Roach could immediately tell that this self-styled 'Lawbringer' believed in himself and his cause to a degree that would have made even Deacon blush. 
It was how he spoke, the conviction in his voice. He stared into the middle distance with such fervor, quite obviously imagining the unblemished honor of his cause: Yes, this Roosevelt seemed to her completely certain of his own self-righteous purpose. That what he was doing was just. Deacon's confidence, for all its psychotic fervor, was always about what was good for Deacon. This Roosevelt was a believer.
"You know," Roosevelt said, "When my people first questioned you, you told them that it was you alone who killed all those Howlers, who killed all my soldiers. You alone, and no one else. Of course, every one of those same questioners insist that you were lying. That it had to be a full war-band of Ravagers responsible for all that carnage.” He paused, making a show if his consideration. “Now me, on the other hand, I think that you were telling the truth. And why do I think that? Because I believe that you aren’t just any old Ravager.” He shook his head. “No, no, no. What I believe you are is something entirely new." 
This Roosevelt held her gaze like few of the sheep-men had ever been able to, with an intensity she found disconcerting. His eyes were glowing, but not with fear. With purpose. Excitement almost. Roach looked away, and immediately felt a hot rush of shame at doing so.
She turned back to find him smiling. "I believe you may be some new tool my enemy — my last great enemy — has set against me. Why else would you appear now, when I am so close to defeating her for good? Coincidence? There is no such thing as coincidence. No, no other explanation fits this particular puzzle quite so well. The only correct answer could be that you are one of Ki's creatures. Whether she made you herself, or simply found you, it makes no difference. She has once again failed, and now you belong to me."
Roach shook her head and laughed, trying to keep from losing her composure completely in the face of Roosevelt's tirade. "Sure, guy. You've got it all figured out, seems like. Don't know why you're even bothering talking to me. Other than, you know, you seem to really like talking."
"Ki will stop at nothing in her crusade to destroy me and take control of this city," Roosevelt spat back, real anger edging into his voice for the first time. "She will say all the right things, tell all the right lies, but in the end, she cares about nothing but her own uncontested power. She will plunge Cheyenne into anarchy and flame. She will rule over the city's ashes if that's what it comes down to. You owe her no loyalty, Ravager."
Roach eyed Rend, realizing for the first time that Roosevelt had focused entirely on her. He doesn't realize what Rend really is, she understood. Roosevelt sees how I look and how I dress, and the scars and tattoos, and he sees the Ravager I was. Maybe she hadn't changed nearly as much on the outside as she had on the inside, but Rend sure had. He looked completely different from the Howler he'd been only a day ago. Roosevelt thinks he's just some Uninfected schmuck from the Wilds that might have caught what I have.
Noticing her gaze, Roosevelt finally shifted his attention to Rend. Part of her cursed her own foolishness in betraying her thoughts, but another part of her was simply glad that the Lawbringer's attention was directed somewhere other than at her. Whatever else you could say about the man — and Roach could say plenty, even after only knowing him for a few minutes — there was a certain weight to his will. She might have tried to play it off as nothing, but it had been bearing down on her considerably. Now that it was gone her thoughts felt somehow lighter. Relieved.
"And what to make of you, boy?" Roosevelt said, pacing slowly in front of Rend. "Dressed like a drifter, keeping company with a Ravager, and all of this without a weapon and not more than a few hundred yards from my dead soldiers. While I'll admit the girl piques my interest a bit more, you are somewhat of a mystery yourself. Perhaps I should be asking you my questions. You are still human, after all. What do you say, boy? Care to make things easier on yourself? All you have to do is talk."
"I don't know anything," Rend croaked. He was bent over with his hands on his knees, staring at the floor. He didn't sound scared, but despite trying his best to hide it, Roach could tell he was still feeling sick. Her stomach twisted itself just a bit in sympathy with him. 
Roosevelt grabbed a fistful of Rend's sweat-slicked hair and wrenched the younger man's head upward, so he couldn't help but look the ruddy-faced Lawbringer in the eye. 
"She is a Ravager!" Roosevelt screamed. "One that can pass as human. An abomination that threatens this entire city!" He barked out each word louder than the last, until he was on the edge of a full roar. His ruddy complexion had darkened a few notches to a purplish brick-red. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. "You'll tell me what I want to know, boy. You only have to decide whether you want to do it now, or after we pull off some of your fingernails." 
Here is the real Lawbringer, Roach thought. The version of himself that Roosevelt had no doubt kept well-hidden from the rest of his people. She felt like things had reached a sort of tipping point. One more wrong word and she was certain Roosevelt's fury would erupt fully. At least Rend was the one in that eruption’s direct path, and not her.
Which is why she couldn't believe what she did next. She burst out laughing.
"You are an even bigger moron than I thought," she told Roosevelt. "Don't get me wrong, when I saw those stupid medals and that even stupider mustache, I knew you were a fool, but...wow, you're really something. A true moron among morons; a moron king. Which of those medals is for that?"
Roosevelt returned his attention to her, the smile that seemed glued to his face doing a poor job of hiding his mounting fury. "You have something to say, do you?" he asked, a tiny warble marring his courteous tone. 
And now it was time to get really stupid. "It's just that, if you thought I was as dangerous as you say," she said, "you shouldn't have gotten this close to me." Just as he stepped to within arm’s length, she snapped out her hand and struck him in the neck, just below his thick chin.
She was on her feet in an instant, winding back her other fist for an overhand hay-maker and aiming her teeth just above that broom-like mustache. She was bound to get a beating at the end of this little conversation; she might as well earn it. 
And leave this red-faced dick with something to remember me by while I'm at it.
Her entire body suddenly flared with blinding, roaring pain. Her vision turned white as it felt like her entire nervous system was being seared on an overheated engine block. She lost consciousness for a moment; when it returned, she found herself down on the cold concrete floor with every one of her muscles clenched up and filled with liquid fire. 
Roosevelt's voice wafted down on her from somewhere high above. "Now, you didn't think that I'd enter your cage without taking appropriate precautions. You're a wild animal, after all. And I am not, despite what you may think, a moron."
Roach groaned as her muscles began to relax slightly. She had been on the business end of a taser enough times in her life to recognize the feeling, now that sense had started re-establishing itself in her skull. It must have been implanted, she realized. When she had rushed Roosevelt, she had taken care to wait till his bulk had screened her from his guards' sight-lines. Well, it was worth a shot. And if that's the worst I'm going to get, then —
"Your baton, soldier," Roosevelt said. Roach was able to sit up enough to see him flick the black rod to its full extension. Okay, she thought, so it's going to get a bit worse. "You brought this barbarity on yourself, Ravager. But insubordination cannot go unpunished." He drew back the rod as Roach tried unsuccessfully to raise an arm high enough to ward off the impending blow.
An earsplitting roar sounded, coming from seemingly everywhere in the room. There was a flash of movement to Roosevelt's right — fur and teeth and claws — before the Lawbringer was knocked to the ground. Roach craned her head and saw that Rend had collided with Roosevelt. He was now convulsing on the cell floor under the effects of his own implanted taser. But it wasn't the Rend who had been sitting in the cell with her earlier. His fingernails had extended into one-inch claws, and likewise, four large, slightly curved fangs protruded from his mouth. His legs and his arms, even his jaw had all lengthened. He didn't look quite like a 'real' Howler, but he likewise wasn't the Uninfected-looking young man she had become accustomed to. 
An image flashed through her mind, a memory of the previous night. She had lifted a soldier off the ground with a single hand, and it had been no more difficult than it would have been before Deacon stuck her with that damned serum. In that moment, she'd had every bit of her old strength; more, even. It looked like her blood might have had a similar effect on Rend. 
Maybe Roosevelt hadn't been entirely wrong about them after all. They were indeed something new.
The Lawbringer seemed to share her realization. He scrambled to his feet, assisted by his guards. He wore a giddy smile, despite his heavy, puffing breath. "That, men," he said, pointing down at Rend with a single shaking finger. "That is what we are looking for. That is what will win this war. Shock him again, then take him down to the labs and strap him down." He turned to Roach and continued, "Leave her. Perhaps some time alone will loosen her tongue, or at least fix her attitude. Tell Marcus to meet us at the lab." 
Two of the masked guards grabbed Rend's limp form from either side and carried him out. Roosevelt followed them out before locking Roach in the cell, alone.
He turned back to her, wearing the same wide, white smile with which he had entered. "Perhaps you need to reconsider your situation, Ravager. Things can still get much worse for you. Take some time to reflect. But first —"
He nodded to one of the remaining guards, and Roach's body again exploded in pain. And for the second time in two days, she was thrown violently down into unconsciousness.
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After Madame Ki outlined the broad strokes of her plan to rob her rival the Lawbringer, Elena and her goon squad led Abigail and Sam out of Ki's office and down into the tunnels below the city. They trudged through the winding, dimly lit depths until eventually the path ascended and spit them out somewhere that nearly resembled civilization.
The tunnel never actually ended. It just widened, gradually, until eventually Sam and Abigail found themselves at one end of a stadium-sized cavern. The cave was dark, but no more so than the surface at night, with light showing in pockets around both a handful of yellow-white fluorescents high up on the cavern's roof and flickering orange barrel fires spaced out along its floor. These scattered bits of illumination revealed an entire undercity of ramshackle dwellings and shops and bars that stretched semi-chaotically from one side of the cavern to the other. Along the edges of the cave, mismatched, unstable constructions climbed up the walls like rotting-wood vines and rusted-metal ivy.
Elena and the giant led them through the underground city. Even more so than on the surface streets, the people here seemed quiet, reserved, and wary. Sam would spot people watching them a few dozen yards ahead, only to find those same people had somehow melted away into the darkness by the time they reached them. It felt almost like there was an invisible bubble around them, pushing people out and away as they passed. Sam wondered if they were afraid of Ki's people specifically, or if they kept away from anyone that hailed from the surface. Either way, this whole place was unsettling.
Eventually they reached the end of this strange cave city and found themselves at the mouth of another tunnel. Unlike the last one, however, this one had been squared off into an upward sloping hallway, its entrance blocked by a heavy metal door and two armed guards. The door was opened for them: inside was what seemed to be a sort of apartment lobby. From there Elena led them to what was to be, for the next seven days at least, their room.
Sam walked the entire way in a sort of daze. Even Elena's vague and perhaps overly enthusiastic warnings of the Infected still roaming the tunnels wasn't enough to get him out of his own head. Had his own Colony — his own people — really put out a bounty on him? Sure, it was always possible that Madame Ki was lying to him, manipulating him, but what would be the benefit in that for her? She already knew both who he was and why he had come to the city. She had to know she didn't need any further incentive to get him to go along with her plan. All of this boiled down to a single question — a single word: Why? No matter how long he bounced it around in his mind, he couldn't come up with any answers that made sense.
Maybe they just want me back, he thought. Maybe this is the only way they could find me. Maybe they're worried about me.
That's funny, Sammy boy, Vincente's voice spoke in his ear, laughing wearily. Retrieval job? Sound familiar? That's why they have people like you and me. Long-range Scouts. You think they'd risk giving the job to some Wilds yahoo if they were worried about getting you back in one piece? A bounty isn't a rescue mission, Sam. Don't forget, I did tell you not to trust those people.
Then what am I even doing here? Sam wondered. Why am I still pursuing this fool's errand?
Vincente didn't answer that question.
"Here is your room, kids," Elena said. Abigail entered the room, and Sam followed. "Get comfortable," Elena added, "you'll be staying here till we do the job. Try not to trash the place."
Sam looked back just in time to see Elena walking back down the hall they had just traversed. A moment later, he watched as Highmane's thick slab of an arm pushed the door shut. Sam noticed that it didn't appear that Highmane was going anywhere.
The sound of something smashing against the wall roused him from his thoughts. He turned to see the remains of what was probably some sort of vase at the foot of the far wall. Abigail stood a few feet away, the obvious source of the vase's demise, silently fuming.
"I think she told us not to trash the place," Sam said.
He looked around the room for the first time. It wasn't a room so much as a collection of rooms. A living area, with a table and couch and a large curtained window at its rear, a small bathroom, and two darkened bedrooms. The whole thing was a lot nicer than he’d expected, if he was being honest.
"She dictates terms to us like we've already agreed to them," Abigail said, apparently to herself, as she paced the room. "She ferries us this way and that, whispers her veiled threats like she thinks we don't really hear them, and then she throws us in this cell, this cage. Unbelievable."
Sam watched her pace, vaguely confused by her words. Either she saw far more than was actually there, or he saw far less. "I don't know if this could really be considered a cage," he said. "It's pretty nice, actually, all things considered. We've even got a window. If she was really worried about keeping us here, why would she put us somewhere with a built-in escape hatch?"
Abigail stopped pacing and stared at Sam, crossing her arms over her chest. "Really, Sam?" He knew the eye-roll was coming before she actually did it. "This place might be a fancy cage, but it's a cage all the same. You don't believe me?"
She walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. Behind it was the setting sun burning copper over a blackened skyline of low towers.
It was painted on a wall of brick.
"That is, ah...somewhat discouraging," Sam said.
"We're like rats trapped in a maze, Sam," Abigail said, stepping away from the painted-on window. "Whether it's this Madame Ki, or this Roosevelt, or even your damned Colony leaders, it just feels like we're always at the mercy of someone else. I'm sick of it."
Sam moved to stand beside her. He nudged her shoulder with his own. "It's not so bad," he said. "Sure, Ki isn't exactly the most cuddly crime boss I've ever met, but at least we have a way to get what we came here for. Once we do that —"
"Once we do that, I'm sure Elena or one of her henchmen has orders to put bullets in our skulls," Abigail said.
"What I was going to say, is once we have that drive, we can work out some way to turn this whole messed-up situation around so that things are in our favor for once."
“We don’t even know that the drive is here.”
“Roach had the drive, and now Roosevelt has her. That means he has the drive as well. And if Roosevelt has the drive, he’ll probably be keeping it in the exact same spot as the information Ki wants us to steal. So we grab the drive while we do Ki’s job, and then we just don’t tell Ki about it. We take our payment and be on our way, and then we go from there.”
Abigail shook her head, exasperated. “That’s a lot of if’s and probably’s, Sam. What if the drive isn’t there? What if Roosevelt is trying to crack it when we go in, and it’s off in one of his computer labs? What if the Ravager lost the damn thing? What if—”
“That’s why we’re grabbing Roach while we’re there. And if she doesn’t have the drive, and if we can’t find the thing, then we’ll…I guess we’ll just figure out something else.
She rubbed her brow. “My god, we’re both going to die.”
He took her hand. “This will work, Abigail.”
"I just don’t see how. How do we even get out of this, at this point? We’re stuck between bad and worse. These people are all but screaming that they’ll betray us. How are we supposed to ‘turn this to our advantage?’"
By her tone, Sam could tell she didn't really think he had an answer. She was, of course, correct, but he didn't have to admit that. He just had to think. There had to be a solution, there always was. They'd been in worse situations before. 
"Well," Sam began, thinking out loud, "we start by assuming that we can trust Madame Ki."
Abigail let out a short bark of disbelieving laughter.
"We trust," he pressed on, "that the plan she laid out for us is, more or less, one that she wants to see succeed. Now, do I think she told us everything? No, of course not. But that doesn't matter"
"You can't possibly be that naive, Sam."
"It doesn't matter, because we can still trust that Madame Ki is in no way trustworthy."
Abigail didn't respond, and Sam wondered if that statement had sounded more profound in his head.
He pressed on. "We can trust that we can predict how she will act, because how she acts will be exactly in her best interests. If we trust that, we can predict what she will do, and we can stay one step ahead of her. We can get what we need, and then we can get the hell out of here."
Abigail said nothing. She stood there staring at him, her arms crossed over her chest, still quite obviously irritated.
Despite everything that seemed to be stacking up against them, seeing her standing there angry somehow gave him a fresh bloom of courage and he smiled. "We're going to be fine," he said. "We've got each other."
"I still don't trust her," Abigail said, rolling her eyes and turning back toward the painted window. Sam wasn't sure, but he thought he caught the slightest ghost of a smile on her face.
He stepped up beside her and stared at the painted landscape. "Of course you don't," he said, nudging her shoulder again. "You don't trust anyone."
"Maybe not anyone," Abigail said, just when the silence between them was starting to become more than a bit uncomfortable. "But I trust you. I suppose. Even though you are often a fool."
"And I trust you," Sam said. "As long as we trust each other, we'll be just fine." And then, because it seemed like the right thing to do, and because he had the overwhelming urge to, he put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.
She leaned into him for a few moments, causing Sam's heart to jump up a few dozen beats per minute. Then, before he could figure out what he should do next, she stiffened and stood up straight, pulling away from him.
"We have a lot to figure out, and only seven days to do it. We need to get some rest. I will...I'll talk to you in the morning."
Before Sam could figure out what was happening, she had turned and made her way into one of the bedrooms, closing the door behind her.
Sam watched all this in a sort of semi-frozen bewilderment. "Huh," he said, that single word seeming to sum up exactly how much he understood about Abigail in particular or girls in general. Despite everything that had happened today and since he had left the safety of the Black Hills Survivors Colony, nothing confused him quite as much as the strange girl with which he shared this fancy cage.
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Seven Days Until Job — Rend
The man with the Scar watched, silent as always. Behind the glass. He would nod, and then the pain would come. Each day, it was the same.
Last night had been bad. They had dragged him out of his cell, where at least he had the extremely odd but not entirely unpleasant Roach for a companion, and they had brought him down into this bright white hell they called a lab. They had strapped him to a table, slapped a kind of muzzle over his mouth, and given him something that had made him sleepy and slow-witted. The pale bald man in the clean white coat had stuck him in the arm with needle after needle, sometimes injecting things into him, at other times pulling blood out of him. The short, younger one from the cells stood in the corner, bent over some sort of screen reading off data and trying to answer the questions that were barked over and over at him from the mustached man with the chest full of metal trophies.
After about the third injection he was certain he was on the edge of death. What had earlier been a dull pain in his bones and a weak case of nausea had become a sort of all-encompassing feeling of horror and sickness and wrongness that threatened at any moment to blot out his very being. He let out muffled scream after muffled scream, raging against his bonds, but whatever these people were looking for, they apparently weren't finding it. After the fourth injection, his memory mercifully failed him. He had no idea how long it went on like that, but they did eventually leave and let him sleep, alone and restrained in the dark.
This morning they had started — over the younger one's protests — trying a more direct route to accomplish their goals. This involved a lot of rough experimentation and a whole lot of pain. The time passed in a blur of agony and exhaustion, and it left Rend struggling to stay both conscious and sane.
A splash of water brought him back awake; he had apparently passed out. Rend strained against his restraints at first, then switched focus to calming himself and slowing his breath. At some point, the boy came over and began attaching small metal devices to Rend's shoulders, chest, and stomach.
As he reached across Rend's chest, he met his eyes and whispered quickly: "You have to give him what he wants. You have to do what you did before. Please, or this isn't going to stop."
Before Rend could think to respond — he wouldn't have been able to anyway, considering the heavy plastic muzzle strapped to his mouth — the young man was finished and returning to his screen and keyboard.
The scarred man, behind the glass, nodded. Then the shocks began.
Six Days Until Job — Sam
A thousand different smells, colors, and sounds enveloped Sam as he made his way through the central market. Voices in English, Spanish, and maybe half-a-dozen other languages argued over prices, shouted admonishment, and greeted old friends and new customers. Smells of sizzling meats and roasting spices came from all directions; signs advertising smoked trout and dyed wool and countless other odd goods hung over stands and shops, hand painted in purple and red and blue, many of them misspelled in at least one place. It was the most amazing place Sam had ever experienced.
Just like yesterday, Elena had arrived first thing in the morning to lead him up to the surface and out into the city.  Familiarizing him with the territory, as she had explained it. Not that it was her idea: Elena had made that quite clear on more than one occasion. Like everything else, this was on Ki's orders. Ki called the tune, and they danced to it.
"Which building?" Elena asked. It took a moment to realize it was Elena who had spoken, that the question was directed at him. Both of them were wearing head wraps and sunglasses, which wasn't an uncommon look out here in the market crowd. High winds would often kick up short but intense storms of gravel and sand, and the fumes of old refuse mingled with smoke from the coal plant to produce an ever-present, foul-smelling sooty fog over this part of town.
"It's...that one, right?" Sam said, pointing at what he was pretty sure was the tenement building they had entered yesterday.
She shook her head, scoffing, and shoved his pointing hand back to the side. "Don't point, idiot. You don't know who might be watching. And no, it's not that building. Are you even paying attention to me?"
He had been trying to listen, but it was hard to stay focused, considering all of the distractions surrounding them. And to be fair, Elena herself, with her insistence on walking directly ahead of him while wearing the same skintight pants as yesterday, wasn't exactly helping him concentrate. She might be terrifying and rude, but he couldn't deny that she was attractive, even if she was a few years older than him. Oh my god, Sam thought, do I have a type, is that what this is? He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. If either Elena or Abigail knew what he had been thinking just now...
He supposed he’d never had the most strongly developed sense of self-preservation.
"If you can't even remember where a simple safehouse is, Sam, then I don't know what to do with you. It's just going to be me and you walking into that place, don't forget. There is nothing I hate more than having to depend on someone else. But I guess we don't always get what we want, huh? I'm stuck with you, so I'm going to be damned sure you're ready for this. Because if you get me killed, I swear I will haunt your ass till the damned sun burns itself out."
"But wouldn't I also be dead, in that circumstance? I mean, I don't think ghosts can haunt other ghosts, can they?"
"Shut up, Sam," Elena said. "Now, let's go over the guard rotations in the northeast sector..."
Five Days Until Job — Abigail
It was her third day in a row down here in the tunnels. Today, however, things were different. Today, Madame Ki herself had accompanied them down into the depths.
Each day they had gone a bit further into the tunnels. Each day they had come through the hallway that connected her and Sam's hotel/safehouse/jail to what she had been told was known as the Shadow Market, and then down a vertical shaft to an older rock pathway with an inch of chilly water running along its floor. From there, they had entered the Old World Mines, a maze-like series of caverns and crawlspaces lit only by the flashlights and torches they had brought with them. Unlike the places closer to Madame Ki's base of operations and the Shadow Market, this place was perfectly dark and long abandoned by all but the most desperate.
And the Infected.
Abigail had been unsurprised to learn that Infected of any kind were utterly forbidden within the surface city. It wasn't exactly easy for a Howler or a Ravager to blend in, of course, but even clearly Uninfected people were often either quarantined or summarily executed for suspicion of being infected with the Horsemen Virus.
This was just another bit of news that had long since ceased to surprise her. No matter where you went, it was the most vulnerable portions of the population that tended to 'suspected' of infection at higher rates.
The Shadow Market apparently held small pockets of Infected — Ravagers, mostly, as Howlers and definitely Plague-Heads didn't mingle well with larger groups of people. The Ravagers down here were pitiful specimens compared to the ones Abigail was used to, scraping by either as injured beggars or cut-rate enforcers for the smaller undercity gangs.
The mines held a different variety of Infected: one with which Abigail had far more experience. There were countless unmapped tunnels down here, and a good deal of them led to the surface both inside and outside of the walls. Plague-Heads, Howlers, and the occasional Ravager found their way down here to lurk in the dark and survive on those foolish enough to stumble into their path.
Highmane led the way, raking the darkness ahead with a lamp mounted to the underside of his heavy machine gun. Hydra brought up the rear, walking backward and mirroring what his mute counterpart was doing. Between these two giants walked Abigail, and next to her, Madame Ki.
"Amazing," Ki said. "Darkness, like nothing I've ever seen. It's beautiful, in a frightening sort of way, don't you think?"
"I think it looks like a lot of black," Abigail said. "I have to say, I'm surprised you would come down here yourself, given how dangerous it's been made out to be."
Ki's face came in and out of the residual light from the giants' twin lamps. Even to Abigail's excellent night vision, it seemed as though Ki was only half there. Insubstantial, like a ghost.
"I've been down here before," Ki said. "More than once. Of course, never by myself. As you say, this is a dangerous place. Hydra and Highmane are very dangerous as well, though. But you, dear, are likely the most dangerous thing down here."
Abigail didn't respond, instead continuing to scan the edges of the dark, looking for signs of movement.
"I'm taking quite a chance on you, Abigail. You realize this, do you not?"
"You need someone who can get through to the other side of these tunnels without causing a fuss and alerting Roosevelt. You don't have anyone else who can do it."
"True," Ki replied. "But it's more than that. Even coming down here with you is taking a risk. Frankly, even being in the same room with you is taking a risk. Highmane and Hydra are two of the most capable and deadly warriors I have ever met, but I believe if you wanted to, you could kill both of them — and me as well — with relatively little effort."
"Especially down here in the dark," Abigail said. She wasn't interested in setting anyone's mind at ease.
"There are other plans I could have pursued," Ki continued, "plans not involving you. Plans at least as likely as this one to succeed. Do you know why I chose to involve you, Abigail?"
"I'm sure you're going to tell me."
"Because, dear. I believe you are exactly what I have been waiting for. The answer to my...well, for lack of a better word, my prayers."
Four Days Until Job — Marcus
Lawbringer Roosevelt stood at the far edge of the roof, leaning on the railing, looking out over the city and the setting sun beyond. Marcus took a deep breath, gathered his courage, and walked over to him.
"General Lawbringer," Marcus said, trying and failing to keep his voice from cracking. "You called for me?"
"Yes, Marcus. Please, join me."
Marcus stepped up to the railing and looked over the darkening silhouettes of the Old World buildings that carved upward into the blood-red horizon. He watched as the lights of the city, the new lights, powered by Roosevelt's coal-fired generators — generators Marcus's father helped bring back online, and that Marcus now helped to maintain — blinked to life, one after another.
"It's beautiful, Marcus, isn't it?" Roosevelt said. The Lawbringer held a tumbler of golden liquid in his hands. Scotch whiskey, dug out of his Old World supply, Marcus guessed. Roosevelt never drank the stuff that came from Madame Ki's stills. "This city. Soon we will control it all, my boy. And then the real work will begin. We'll be able to truly make this country great again." He took a long, slow swallow of his drink, savoring it. "In a way, Marcus, I envy you. You're still young; perhaps you will live long enough to enjoy the fruits of our hard labor in earnest. I, myself, am growing old. I may not see this project to its ultimate completion. But we all do what we can, don't we? We do our duty."
"Of course, sir," Marcus answered. It seemed like the right thing to say. Roosevelt had obviously been up here for a while and had drunk a good bit of his whiskey. He spent many of his evenings up here these days.
"We all do our duty, yes. Any progress to report on the subject?" Roosevelt said.
"Still nothing, sir. Doctor Allen seems to be at an impasse. For my part, I have all the readings I need for my analysis. Along with the blood we've taken, I think we will be able to unlock the, um...condition of the subject without any need for further tests."
Marcus wasn't lying, exactly. More testing was unlikely to tell them anything they didn't already know. The odd Howler — if that's even what he was — seemed unable to repeat the transformation they had witnessed in his cell. More than that, though, he didn't want to be a part of hurting the poor boy any further.
"Sir, it's the Company man, Cutter. Since he arrived..."
Marcus trailed off, unsure of what to say, of what he even could say. The Lawbringer's government had always been firm when it came to keeping order, but they had also kept toward a code. Now, he didn't know what to think. They’d never resorted to that sort of...well, torture was what it was called before, even with the worst of Ki's agents. Since they had hired the Company, he wasn't sure if the code meant anything anymore. The Company were supposed to work for them, weren't they? 'Independent Contractors,' as they were so fond of saying. Famous all over the Wilds as problem solvers. What problem were they solving here? Marcus didn't know. He didn't want to risk Roosevelt's fury by questioning him, but he needed to say something.
It was the nightmares. Marcus hadn't slept well since that first day, and he didn't look forward to what awaited him when he closed his eyes tonight.
If Roosevelt was angry, he didn't show it. Didn't acknowledge him at all, even, beyond a dismissive wave of a hand. "That's fine, do what you need to do. You are very smart, my boy, despite your tender age. I'm sure you'll solve this mystery. Just be certain you have everything you need from those two Infected soon. I'm not sure they'll be around for much longer."
Marcus wouldn't get any answers tonight. Nor any restful sleep. "Of course not, sir. Is there anything else?"
"No. No, that will be all. You can go back to your room, Marcus. I'll just stay up here a bit longer. Just a bit longer, looking at the city..."
Three Days Until Job — Abigail
Abigail stood next to Ki on the high balcony, watching the bustle in the Shadow Market below. To her, it looked like nothing more than a bunch of people going about their business, but to Ki, the activity apparently signified far more. She had been talking to Abigail quite a bit about it over the past hour they’d been standing up here. For the most part, Ki's words had gone in one ear and fell directly out the other, but since Ki seemed to have taken quite an interest in her — and had provided Abigail the necessary spinal fluid and bone marrow without a press of invasive questions — Abigail figured it wouldn't hurt if she at least pretended to listen.
"— do you see them, Abigail, all of those people? Each one of them living their own lives and pursuing their own interests. For every one of them down here, there are five on the surface. Hundreds, thousands of competing interests, both big and small, and nearly every one of them at odds to some degree with every other. How do you make one community — one civilization — from such a mass of disparate parts? It is something that has occupied my mind for a very long time."
"But I'm sure you've found a way," Abigail said, trying without much success to sound like she was interested.
"All of this would be much easier if I had. No, I have ideas, theories, but nothing more. Fear and conflict define any group of people. Cheyenne is no different. Wants and desires turn to jealousy and rivalry, old slights to fresh violence, uneasy truces to war and destruction. How can we break this cycle, Abigail?"
"I really hope this is a rhetorical question. If you're asking me for an answer, you're in worse trouble than I imagined."
"I could destroy Roosevelt — easier said than done, I know — but in the end, it won't solve anything. Uniting the city under the fear of me, personally, is a peace that can't last. No, we need something more. The city, maybe the world, needs something to unite it. It needs a symbol: something to aspire to. Something that can break, even replace the cycle of violence that has existed back till at least the outbreak of the Horsemen."
"I don't think either one of us is very well-suited to breaking that cycle, are we?" Abigail said.
"Perhaps, perhaps not," Ki murmured thoughtfully.
The two of them stood there in silence a while longer before Ki spoke again. "This city balances on a knife's edge, and the coming days will determine if it will survive. I don't know how this will all turn out, but I am at least glad we have you on our side, you and Sam. You are on our side, aren't you Abigail?"
"I don't have a lot of choice, now do I?"
"I am of the opinion that we all have far fewer true choices available to us at any given time than we imagine."
"Well, then I suppose I'm on your side," Abigail said. "Until this job is finished. Keep your word, Ki, and we won't have any problems. Just don't forget that there are far worse things in this world than Lawbringer Roosevelt."
"Perhaps there are, Abigail. But it's always easier to face the terrors of the world together, rather than alone. Don't you agree?"
Two Days Until Job — Sam
Despite the two of them sharing a room for the past week, Sam had seen very little of Abigail. He spent most of his days out traveling the city and scouting Roosevelt's territory with Elena, while she spent her time familiarizing herself with the tunnels below, as well as with Ki herself. By the time they each returned to the room they were exhausted, one often already asleep when the other arrived.
Today was a rare exception. They had each finished their tasks before sundown. Elena had told Sam to take the next two days to rest up, which he was happy to do, and Abigail had been sent back to the room with a full two-person dinner, courtesy of Madame Ki. The truth was, Sam was starting to feel comfortable here, despite the almost-certain overwhelming danger under which they were living. Abigail, as usual, didn't say much, but he thought she might feel the same comfort that he did.
They sat next to each other on the living room couch, each working on their respective roasted garlic hens. After weeks on the road, Sam still had not grown used to the wide array of delicious foods the city had to offer. Each meal felt like a feast to him.
"Do you think this will actually work out like they say it will?" Sam asked.
"Almost certainly not," Abigail replied, between big greasy mouthfuls of chicken. "But as long as we're together, I think it might turn out okay. Maybe."
"Good enough for me," Sam said.
One Day Until Job — Roach
She sat in the dark staring at the ghost of her reflection in the clear, impenetrable cell wall. The only sound was that of her own angry breath. A nearly silent growl. She imagined them; could almost see them as if they were standing right before her.
The Doctor, who enjoyed his work a little too much. The Scarred Man, the man who nodded. The Lawbringer.
Soon, she thought.
They came down once a day to feed her, and each time they took extensive precautions to ensure she didn't try to escape. It had been seven days, judging by their visits: each day that they came down and she didn't try anything — didn't move, even — they relaxed just a tiny bit more.
She balled her hands into fists, and she smiled.
Soon.
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Sam focused on keeping his breathing even, all the while trying to force his heart rate down toward something approaching normal. Hell, he would be satisfied with even a 'full hundred-yard sprint' heart rate at this point. Hopefully he looked calmer than he felt.
He walked alongside Elena, matching her quick-yet-unhurried pace as the exited the cordon from the Central Market district and entered the territory held by Lawbringer Roosevelt. After a week of preparation, the day had come to rob the most powerful man in the city.
Sam did not feel even remotely ready for this.
Come now, Sammy, Vincente's voice said in his ear. What's the worst that can happen?
Off the top of my head, Sam silently answered, we could all be caught, tortured, and cut up into little pieces. But I'm sure if you gave me time, I could think of worse possibilities.
"Remember," Elena said, her voice completely nonchalant despite the obvious danger the next few hours held for them both, "you stay silent, even if one of the soldiers addresses you directly."
"Silent, right," Sam said, "no worries there. I'm quickly becoming an expert at that sort of thing."
"And look like you're in charge, especially if they challenge you. And look offended if they try. In fact, try and look offended all the time. Remember, you're playing an operative of the Company. Dealing with common underlings should be beneath you."
Sam tugged at the silver-trimmed sleeves of his collarless black leather jacket. He tried to put himself again in the headspace of the character he was supposed to be playing. The truth was, he currently felt about as far away from the mindset of an impossibly high-priced and hard to find mercenary as he could imagine.
At least you've got those fancy shades to hide your eyes behind, Vincente's voice said. No one will be able to see how scared you are.
When Madame Ki explained who he would be posing as for the duration of this job, Sam had thought she was joking. He had heard stories of the Company growing up, but he’d always imagined them as holding little more truth than the Old World comic books squirreled away in the media archives.
The Company, as the stories went, were Old World soldiers, spies, and police officers that had survived the initial Horsemen outbreak, and rather than join the other societal remnants behind the walls of the Colonies had instead vowed to continue helping the common folk of the wider world. Gunslinger, private eye, or crime-fighting vigilante, depending on the story, the Company men were the heroes Colony children pretended to be when they played make-believe.
According to Madame Ki, the reality was quite different.
The Company were mostly ex-Colony Scouts and Elders who, for one reason or another, had decided to leave the safety and relative luxury of their homes in favor of selling their services to the highest bidders. They were excessively secretive and exceedingly competent, often taking or turning away jobs for seemingly esoteric reasons. Elena later added to this description by telling him that the rumors were the organization still maintained links to various Colony leaderships, which made Sam all the more nervous considering the still-uncertain status of the bounty he was under. No doubt making him uncomfortable was part of her goal, seeing as how she had also told him that people who falsely represented themselves as Company men tended to disappear.
Of course, that particular bit of danger mattered little if he messed up today. Sam doubted that Lawbringer Roosevelt had much more leniency for those that tried to steal from him. Priority one was surviving the day. He'd worry about less immediate dangers later.
Roosevelt's districts were as far from Ki's as Sam could imagine. The streets were wide, clear of debris, and marked by straight rows of concrete and metal construction. Uniformed soldiers, most with faces hidden behind black masks, were the most common passersby, though the occasional well-dressed civilians could occasionally be glimpsed hurrying from one building to another.
As they continued forward, Sam spotted several glass-enclosed rooms one or more stories above street level, each filled with more well-dressed, rich-looking people. One room appeared to be a bar or a restaurant, and another might have been a clothing store. Everything was clean and buttoned down a little too tightly, bringing to Sam's mind images of an upper-class Old World neighborhood that had been put under martial law.
"Alright," Elena said as they came to a street-length barricade, "we're here. Put your game face on, 'cause it's show time."
As they reached the barricade, Elena raised her hands above her head and lowered herself to her knees on the pavement. Sam took a deep breath and let it out. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and tried to look as arrogant and lazily confident as he was possibly able. As Elena said, it was show time.
A group of soldiers approached, raising their weapons tentatively, all of them obviously confused.
"My name is Elena Rostov, adviser and agent of Madame Ki," Elena said. "And I am here to surrender myself. I need to speak with Lawbringer Roosevelt immediately."
Abigail dropped down into the cool, damp darkness of the mines. She sniffed at the musty black all around her, searching for the telltale stink of nearby Infected. She listened for any noises that might indicate activity. 
Nothing. It seemed like she was the mines' sole occupant. So much for Ki's repeated warnings about the dangers waiting below the city. It seemed like getting lost down here in the darkness was the greatest danger she would face today.
Until she reached Roosevelt's, of course.
She had long since committed her path to memory. She'd always had a good sense of direction, and her Reaper eyes could see as well in the dimmest of light conditions as an Uninfected could under the noonday sun. Down here, the small amount of light leaking in from her entrance would fade quickly, but that was why she carried a supply of glow sticks with her.
Once she had traveled a hundred paces into the mine, she cracked her first stick. Green light roared to life and then faded to a dim glow that illuminated the caverns in an ethereal emerald radiance.
She reached the first of the two large caverns between the Shadow Market and what would be her exit below Roosevelt's headquarters. The rough-carved, uneven stone walls reminded her of those tunnels back east that had held the secret Colony lab. The tunnels into which she had followed that pair of Scouts, and from which she had saved the foolish, frustrating boy that had so upended her life.
She wondered how Sam was fairing up above. Despite what she told him, he was one of the more competent people she had met, and she believed, even more than him, that he was up to the task set out for him. It was Elena that was the problem. Abigail didn't trust her, and she hated that Sam didn't seem to share her misgivings. If things went bad up on the surface, she was certain that Elena wouldn't think twice about throwing Sam to the wolves.
All the more reason to keep moving.
She checked her watch: she was still ahead of schedule. If her luck held she would be waiting around for a bit once she reached her destination in the subbasements. Timing was everything in this plan, after all. How many times had Ki repeated those very words?
Abigail reached the far end of the cavern and dropped another stick. One more tunnel, a short climb up the second cavern's wall, and then —
Her entire body tensed before her mind registered the sound. Far away still, but there was no mistaking the source of that howl. She was not the only Infected in these mines after all.
Abigail carried a silenced pistol at her back, but she didn't want to use it unless she had to. The hard-stone walls would deflect any errant round unpredictably. There was a very good chance other people would be sending bullets her way before the day was done: she didn't want to be facing her own to boot. Instead, she drew a combat knife and advanced with it held out in front of her.
Despite her enhanced senses, despite her caution, and despite her preparation, she didn't see the Plague-Heads until the first of them had slammed into her side.
She cursed as she was driven into the jagged stone, more out of frustration than pain. The Plague-Heads had come from the opposite direction as the Howler's call, and it had drawn her attention just enough for the ghouls to get the jump on her. 
She held the snapping, snarling jaws of the Plague-Head away from her cheek, trying not to gag as its infectious, foul-smelling vomit dripped down her face. If she had been a normal, Uninfected explorer down in these mines, she would be in a world of trouble right now, staring down certain Horseman Virus infection and some severe bite wounds before the disease took hold and the Plague-Head lost interest.
Luckily for her, she was already a Reaper. She ignored the vomit and ripped her hand sideways, tearing the Plague-Head's lower jaw free from its head. It hissed in a reaction that was more mindless reflex than pain. She lifted the monster just enough to get a foot underneath its torso, and then she kicked upward, throwing it free from her body. In the low light of the glow sticks, she saw three more Plague-Heads approaching at a sprint, the lead only a few feet away.
Instead of falling back she rolled forward into a crouch. As the Plague-Head reached her, she brought the knife forward in an upward arch. She buried the blade in the bottom of the ghoul's jaw up to the hilt; she spun around as it passed her, already dead on its feet. Letting go of the knife — there was no chance to pull it free in time to use it — she instead stepped forward and swung a roundhouse punch into the second Plague-Head’s face, driving forward with all of her strength and momentum.
Its skull — softened by years of slow decay down here in the dark — yielded to her fist like a waterlogged piece of plywood. She drew her pistol and snapped off a shot, hitting the final Plague-Head point-blank between its hollowed-out eyes. She turned toward the initial, now half-skulled Plague-Head, and with one more shot from the pistol put it down for good.
She let out a breath and listened for more of them. For several long moments she crouched in silence, the only other sound a periodic drip-dripping as the last bits of vomit dribbled off of her cheek. With a sigh, she wiped the foul liquid from her face and bent down to recover her knife. A quick reevaluation of her surroundings showed her she was right beneath her exit. A quick ten foot climb would put her into the sewers directly below Roosevelt's headquarters.
She curled her lips. As foul as the Plague-Head vomit was, the smell around her was about to get much worse. Abigail found some handholds on the wall, and then she began her climb toward the sewers and her mission.
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One of the two men across the table looked at the other, and then back toward Sam and Elena. He opened his mouth as if to speak, and then finding that he seemed to not quite know what to say, closed it and sighed. He straightened the small stack of papers in front of him and cleared his throat.
"It's pretty damned straightforward," Elena said. "I have information that your commander is going to want to hear. I don't know why we're still sitting here in this tiny room staring at each other."
Sam nodded, watching each of the two men — he wasn't sure if they were guards, administrators or something else — from behind his black sunglasses. He felt a bit foolish still wearing the things inside, but neither Elena nor Madame Ki had told him that he should take them off. He held his best intimidating look on his face. He wasn't sure if it was conveying any actual intimidation, but the two men at the very least looked slightly confused, which he decided was better than nothing.
"Perhaps if you could simply —" one of the guards began.
"You will tell us what information you have," the other said, cutting the first off," and we will decide if it is something that requires the Lawbringer's attention." 
Elena shook her head. "That's not how this is going to work, idiot. I give this info to Roosevelt himself, or no deal."
"You're not in any position to dictate terms, young lady," the first guard said.
Elena laughed. "Young lady? Who do you think you're talking to? Did you even do a cursory check on my identity? You think I'm some sort of gutter rat bringing scraps of rumors? I have direct access to Madame Ki herself. You should be dropping to your knees and thanking you precious lord that you happened to be the needle-knobbed middle manager on duty when I fell into your lap."
"That's enough," the first guard said. His tone was still hard with authority, but a bit of doubt began to creep into his expression. He stood up. "We'll go and check out what you say. You two can wait here until we return, and if what you say is true..."
Not nearly enough time has gone by, Sam thought. If these guys leave us locked in here now, the whole plan is going to crumble. He sighed. Looks like quiet time has come to an end.
"Gentlemen," Sam said, letting a lazy smile curl his lips as he did so. "I can understand why you might be hesitant to believe this young woman's words, but what I certainly cannot understand is why you think so little of my presence." He raised his arm and made an exaggerated show of checking his watch. "I assume you men know just how precious the Company's time — my time — is?"
The standing guard hesitated. The other guard gestured for him to sit back down, which he did. "Of course," the guard mumbled.
You have no idea, Sam thought. He flicked his eyes downward and checked the watch for real.
Not long now.
Would it really have been too much to allow me a change of clothes?
Abigail probably didn't smell quite as gross as she felt, but then again, she felt pretty gross. Lucky for her, the sewer pipes had been large enough that she hadn't had to crawl on her hands and knees, but she had still traversed a good hundred yards of tunnel, splashing through waste filth, to get to the subbasement's pump room. 
And I'm supposed to sneak around like this? Abigail scoffed. She said a silent thanks for the vanilla humans' weak senses. If Roosevelt had a Reaper, they'd smell her coming from a mile away. 
The halls down here were dimly lit and appeared to be rarely used. She recalled the blueprints that Madame Ki's spies had been able to procure: yes, it was up the stairway ahead, and then two right turns to reach the power station. She checked her watch: she was right on schedule. Holding her knife in a reverse grip and her pistol positioned just above it she crept quickly and silently toward her target.
She stopped just before the final turn ahead of the power station. She had been lucky to avoid patrols up to this point, but the time for stealth had nearly come to an end. There would be two guards outside the power station, and another two inside. She checked her weapons one final time, took a deep breath and turned the corner.
Showtime.
"Apologies, sir," the guard said. "It's just...aren't you a little young to be a Company operative?"
He was having a hard time maintaining eye-to-eye — or rather eye-to-lens — contact with Sam. That was good. A nervous guard is a slow guard, and Sam only needed a few minutes more.
Sam let out a disdainful — or at least as disdainful as he could manage — laugh and shook his head. "You've seen my uniform, and you've checked my credentials. I don't know what more you expect from me, and frankly, gentlemen, you are beginning to try my patience. You've no doubt heard about what the Company — what we — do to impostors and those who would sully our good names and reputation. And yet you see fit, you dare question me on who I say I am. Why don't you explain to me exactly why I shouldn't march up to Roosevelt's office right now and demand your job?"
He was nearly yelling by the end, and he could feel Elena's irritated glare on him. Maybe that's laying it on just a bit heavy, Vincente's voice noted.
Sam took a deep, calming breath and smiled. "My apologies," he said, checking his watch one final time. "Of course I won't be demanding your jobs."
One of the guards started to talk, and Sam stopped him with a raised hand. "Just indulge me for one more moment if you please, and we can finish up here."
The guard nodded. "Great," Sam said. Hopefully Abigail was still on schedule. Things were about to go very right, or very wrong. "In that case, gentlemen: three, two, one —"
Abigail was still not used to working computers. Out in the Wilds, she had seen many hundreds of the broken, Old World things, but without reliable power, intact networks, or even people who knew how to use the damned things, they were little more than garbage. It had taken more practice by far to learn how to properly operate this strange device than it had to memorize the path through the mine-maze, sewers, and subbasements. 
Still, practice she had, and it only took her three tries to shut down the base's electronic locks, seal the outer doors, and issue an alert scrambling the internal security to the exact wrong quadrant of the complex. Satisfied she had accomplished all she could with this infernal electronic machine, she stepped back over the unconscious guard, drew her pistol, and put three bullets into the center of the console.
The white overhead lights went dark, replaced a moment later by dimmer, red emergency lamps. An alarm klaxon began to blare. She turned and exited the power room. Task one accomplished, she noted. Now, onto the cells. 
It was time to reintroduce herself to Roach.
"Three, two, one."
Sam lowered his raised hand into a 'let's go' finger-point. Nothing happened.
"I'm sorry," one of the guards said, confused. "I don't understand."
"Ummm...wait a second, maybe," Sam said. "I might have been just a little fast."
"You are an idiot," Elena said.
Just then the lights went out, and a moment later the alarms began.
"There we go," Sam said. As one, he and Elena grabbed the underside of the table and flipped it forward onto the stunned guards.
The table's momentum took the two interrogators out of their chairs and drove them to the floor. Elena was on her guard as quickly as Sam was able to stand. He dove into the other one, who had managed to get his hands out from under the overturned table. Sam punched him in the face and pain bloomed in his hand. The guard seemed to have somehow gotten the better of that exchange; he grabbed Sam by the neck with both hands and began to squeeze.
Sam hit him two more times, which seemed to accomplish little beyond further injuring his hand. The guard squeezed harder. Pressure was building within Sam's skull in deep, vision-blurring pulses. Sam began to strike at the guard's arms as his vision narrowed to dark-rimmed tunnels flecked by tiny glimmering stars.
A loud, metallic thunk sounded next to his ear, and warm liquid splashed Sam's face. All at once the vise-grip around his neck released. Gasping, Sam fell back onto his haunches.
"Am I going to have to do everything today?" Elena asked, lowering her pistol. She reached over and grabbed the two extra ammo clips from Sam's thigh, just below his now-empty left leg holster.
"I had him...just...where I wanted him," Sam said between heavy gasps of air.
"Sure you did." She stood up and checked the far door. "Now if you're done messing around, more guards will be here any second. Let's get moving."
"Alright then," Sam said. He drew his other silenced pistol and with more effort than he would admit, raised himself to his feet. He racked the slide on his weapon and steadied himself. Now that the anticipation was over, he found his fear had evaporated. Mostly. "Let's do it."
Abigail pulled on the jacket, taken off of one of the power station guards, and straightened it as best she could. Her improvised disguise would only buy her a few moments — at best — but that would be enough to keep the element of surprise on her side.
The dim red of the emergency lights, punctuated by the occasional spinning yellow of warning blinkers at the hallway intersections, gave the corridors a vaguely apocalyptic feel. Seems appropriate, she thought.
Abigail heard a parade of boots coming her way. She ducked into an alcove and waited as an armed patrol of a half-dozen soldiers rushed past. Once it was clear, she kept moving. Down here in the relative darkness, conditions favored her. Up on the surface, Sam would find things considerably less favorable. And he wasn't a soldier, or even a fighter like her. His element was either talking his way out of trouble or shooting things from far away — neither of which would help him much here in Roosevelt's base.
"No," she said aloud. I've got to stop distracting myself with thoughts like this. Worrying won't help Sam. Finishing my job will.
She reached the helpfully labeled outer door of the cells and slowed, waving a friendly hand in the direction of the doorway’s single guard.
"Soldier, report," she said, moving forward halfway between a jog and a fast walk. He narrowed his eyes, trying with little success to identify her in the low, red light. 
As she got closer, he seemed to realize she wasn't really one of Roosevelt's soldiers: her silenced pistol certainly wasn't standard garrison issue. 
He began to raise his rifle. Abigail was quicker. She shot him in the shoulder, closed the remainder of the distance, and clubbed him across the forehead with the butt of her pistol. She grabbed the key from his belt as he crumpled, had it in the lock by the time he hit the ground.
Unlocked, she slid the door open and stepped inside. Facing her, standing behind a thick layer of clear plastic, was Roach.
"You," Roach said, her mouth a snarl.
Abigail smiled. "Me."
"Shouldn't there be more guys than this?" Sam asked.
They had made their way from the security room past the base's inner concourse without running into a single hostile soldier. A few of them had run past on the far side of the large, plant-and-sculpture-filled court without giving them a second thought. After that, the pair of them had been able to ascend the central staircase and through two large sections of cubicles without being stopped.
"It just means your little girlfriend did her job properly," Elena answered. "Good to know one of you can follow orders."
"If I had followed your 'sit there quietly and look tough' plan we'd still be locked in that room, a whole strike team preparing to burst in and arrest us."
Elena scoffed. "We'd be in a locked room? Did you even listen to the plan? What part of 'disabling the interior locks' don't you understand?"
"You know —" Sam began. A gunshot rang out from somewhere behind them and bullet pinged off of the wall just above their heads. "Shit!" He ducked behind a potted plant and looked back for the shooter. "It looks like they're onto us." He saw a black-masked head peeking around a corner. Sam fired two shots, forcing the soldier back.
"You think?" Elena said, firing a flurry of shots in the same direction. "It's time to pick up the pace."
They exited the hallway onto a balcony — the upper level of what appeared to be a two-leveled atrium. This was the place: assuming Abigail had entered everything correctly, at the end of this room was the one elevator in the entire building left operational. It would lead to the storage center where they could pick up the item Ki wanted. 
Elena gestured toward a stopped escalator leading down to the lower level. They ran toward it and jumped onto the wide silver railings on either side of it, each sliding down with their legs out in front of them.
A group of soldiers had apparently chosen that exact time to enter the atrium from the other direction. Sam cursed as they saw him; he fired the rest of his clip in their direction and rolled off the edge of the escalator. He hit the floor awkwardly and scooted over to the nearest piece of cover. He watched as Elena hit the floor a moment later.
He reloaded, waiting till Elena started laying down covering fire, and rushed over to her location. He fired as he ran, putting a round into the nearest soldier’s chest: The man's bulky body armor would no doubt absorb most of the blow, but hopefully it would at least take him out of the fight. 
Elena grabbed him by the jacket and pulled him roughly around to face her. "We need to move, now," she said. "The power is going to come back on any minute. If another patrol comes from the other direction, we'll be pinned down."
"Too late," Sam said, raising his pistol and firing past Elena's face. Three more soldiers had emerged behind them: though he had temporarily forced them back, once they realized Sam and Elena were surrounded they would advance, and it would all be over.
Elena got to her feet, pulling Sam along with her. "Now or never," she said, flashing him a smile that Sam thought looked all-too-excited, considering their current situation. 
They fired a fresh fusillade of bullets at the soldiers ahead of them and dashed into the open. They made it halfway to the elevator before return fire forced them into cover behind a decorative stone fountain.
"Okay," Elena said, ejecting an empty clip and loading her last full one. "Lay down some cover fire for me while I try for the elevator. Once I'm there, I'll do the same for you. Got it?"
"Got it," Sam said. Bullets knocked free chunks of stone that rained down on his head. "Wait," he added. "You will give me cover from the elevator, right? Because I kind of feel like you'll leave me here."
"Don't be such a child, Sam," she said. "Cross my heart and hope to die. Ready, now!"
Without another word, she was off. Sam cursed and popped out from cover, firing at the soldiers' position. Elena crossed the open ground quickly, rolled to safety in the open elevator, and turned to face Sam. For a brief, terrifying moment he thought she really was going to leave him there. Instead, she counted down on her fingers from three and Sam got ready to run. 
Sam's heart pounded in his chest. Well, I can't stay here, he thought, and if I run, one of two things will happen: I'll either make it, or I won't. I've faced worse odds.
Elena began to fire. Sam took a deep breath and he ran.
With every step, he expected to feel bullets tearing through him. He could have sworn he saw one pass directly in front of his eyes, even if he knew that was impossible. His legs burned; his every breath seemed to roar inside his head as the rest of the world faded into a sort of adrenaline trance.
Something slammed into his shoulder, returning his focus. It was actually him who had slammed into something: the back wall of the elevator. He’d made it. He tapped Elena twice on the shoulder, laughing. "Made it! Let's go."
"We've got a problem," Elena said. "The elevator's not working."
"Oh, come on," Sam said.
"Got to improvise, back the way we came. Same drill: you cover, I run."
"Back the way we came?" That would never work. "There's got to be another —"
"No time; here I go," Elena said, pushing off of him. Before Sam realized what was happening, she was again off and running. 
"Dammit," Sam said, struggling to reload his weapon. Just then, the elevator door slammed shut. The last glimpse he caught of Elena was her turning back, confusion and horror on her face.
The elevator began to ascend.
Roach stared at her through the glass wall of the cell, her expression unreadable. She had lost some weight since Abigail had last seen her, back at Deacon's basin fortress. It didn't look like her attitude had improved any, however. "I’m guessing all of this," — she gestured around at the red lights and the squawking alarms — "is your doing?"
"It is," Abigail said.
"I guess you're here to finally finish me off, huh."
Abigail shook her head. "Not today, Ravager. Today, I'm here to break you out." She found the cell key and inserted it into the lock before hesitating. "You're not going to try and fight me, are you?" she asked. "Because I'm really not in the mood to carry you out of here."
"So sure you'd win, huh?"
Her words sounded like the psychotic Ravager Abigail remembered, but the tone did not. Ki had told her Roach was no longer a typical Ravager: Abigail had laughed at the time, but now she wasn't so sure.
Still, she wasn't in the mood to take any lip, special Ravager or no. "You know what I am," she said. "So you know as well as I do that yes, I would win. Now, do you want to stay rotting in this cell, or do you want to get out of here?"
Roach seemed unsure of how to answer. To be fair, Abigail thought, I don't know if I would want to go with me if I was in her shoes. "Look," she added, "I just want to talk to you a bit, and then you can go on your way. You can get back to terrorizing villagers, or whatever it is you want to do."
Roach sighed. "Fine," she said. "Let's go."
Abigail unlocked the door. She checked her watch, saw that she was still right on schedule. "Now, follow me and —"
Roach shoved her against the wall and ran for it.
Abigail swore and dashed forward, dipping down and grabbing one of Roach's feet as she did so. She flicked her wrist upward and Roach went tumbling, somersaulting awkwardly and crashing into the outer jail wall in a heap.
Abigail looked down upon her groaning form. "Got that out of your system? I’m trying to save your ungrateful ass."
"Fine," Roach said. "Let's go. For real this time."
Abigail reached down and offered Roach her hand. Roach took it and she yanked the Ravager to her feet, a bit harder than was strictly necessary. Roach yelped but otherwise didn't complain.
"Now, follow me close and stay quiet," Abigail said. "The last thing I need at this point is you doing something stupid and catching a bullet. It's not far to —"
"They brought me here with someone else," Roach said. "We have to bring him with us."
"That is definitely not going to happen."
"Look, based on how you smell I assume you came here through the sewers. That means we're going downward. The place where they're keeping him is right on the way."
"How can you possibly know that?"
"Someone told me. Does it really matter?"
Abigail moved to leave but stopped when she saw Roach wasn’t following. "We don't have time for this. Let's go."
Roach crossed her arms and set her jaw. "What’s going to take longer?" she asked. "Taking a short detour, or fighting me and dragging me out of here after we've both broken some bones? Please, I owe him."
Abigail thought of how she would feel if it was Sam locked away down there. We might have time, she thought. Maybe. She checked her watch again: Sam should be leaving the building now. That is, if everything went according to plan up above. And if it hadn’t...well, she wouldn't know until she got back to Ki's. 
She growled and punched the wall in frustration. "Fine," she said. "You're just lucky I over-memorized this building's layout."
The way down to the sub-labs was completely empty of soldiers. Madame Ki's computer program had worked as promised: all of the guards had been called up to the surface. Twice on the way, Roach asked for a weapon, and twice Abigail laughed in her face. She told Roach that if one of Roosevelt's soldiers was able to take her down, all the weapons in the world wouldn't help her. What went unsaid was that Abigail wasn't eager to be stabbed in the back by her Ravager companion.
They reached the sub-labs and paused outside the door. Abigail nodded and threw the door open, rushing in looking for targets, Roach right on her heels.
The room was empty save for one gaunt-looking man in a set of plain linens strapped to a table. As they entered, he raised his head to look at them. He smiled.
"Roach," he said. "Hello again. I see you've brought a friend."
Abigail rolled her eyes. "You'd better be able to walk."
The elevator came to a stop, and a happy chime sounded from just above the doors. Sam gripped his pistol tighter, not sure what to expect when the doors opened.
What he didn't expect to see was a group of men and women sitting around a long, shiny wooden table, all of them peering at him like they had been waiting there just for him. A number of the nearer people were soldiers, each pointing a rifle casually at him. 
At the far end of the table sat a large, mustached man Sam recognized from the photos Elena had shown him.
Lawbringer Roosevelt.
"Sam!" Roosevelt boomed, raising his hands and smiling a blindingly white smile. "Come on in. Sit down. We've been expecting you."
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The few remaining members of Deacon's War Band, which was now his War Band, had swelled to nearly a hundred Ravagers by the time they approached the King's Domain. Solomon had amassed a considerable force, but what he needed was an army. The Ravager King's army would do nicely.
After a brief, tense negotiation, Solomon, Deacon, and six of Solomon's handpicked 'guards' were allowed entry into the King's makeshift fortress. It had been an Old World junkyard, the kind with a scrapping shop at its front and rows upon rows of junked, compacted cars in a field behind. The Ravagers had dragged and piled destroyed vehicles to form a wide, high perimeter, and spent who knows how long decorating the new walls in their typical, bloody style. Inside were the classic Ravager design touches Solomon had come to expect: bonfires, metal cages, crude mechanical workstations and cruder ramshackle dwellings. In many ways, it was like the basin stronghold he had directed Deacon to construct, though this place was rougher and far, far larger.
They had been granted an audience with the Ravager King, one that Solomon planned on being extremely brief.
They were led through the camp to a smaller set of walls festooned with hundreds of blackened, cracked skulls. A black-and-blood-red banner hung above this makeshift keep's gate, the colors of the so-called Ravager King. After being relieved of their weapons — to his Ravagers' considerable consternation — they were allowed inside to the king's throne room.
"War Leader Deacon," the king boomed from his raised metal throne. "I can only assume you have come here to renew your pledge of fealty to your King?"
The Ravager King was about what Solomon expected the ruler of this mass of semi-human psychopaths to be. He was nearly seven feet tall, probably over four hundred pounds of heavy, slab-like muscle. He had long, greasy hair, and a granite face that bore countless scars from years of conflict. Solomon guessed he was one of the original Ravagers, possibly even one of Jed's secret test subjects. He hefted a parking-meter-sized mace in his hands — Solomon wondered if he always carried the thing, or if he knew what was coming for him. He might think he knows, Solomon thought, chuckling inwardly, but it’s going to be so much worse.
"Not fealty," Deacon said, repeating their well-rehearsed lines perfectly. "Not exactly."
Enough of this, Solomon thought. If he left the Ravager King and his not-quite Ravager surrogate to banter, he would be here all day listening to juvenile insults being slung back and forth. Better to get to it directly. He stepped forward.
"Ravager King," he said, making sure his voice carried out to the furthest of the assembled Ravagers.
"What gives you the right to address me, little man?" boomed the Ravager King, leaning forward with a mocking smile.
"No one gives me the right to do anything," Solomon said. He took a step toward the throne, smiling in satisfaction as several of the King's guards came forward threateningly. "What rights I have, I take. Which, of course, is why we are here. I know you expected a challenge from my creature Deacon, but I'm afraid in that regard you will have to be disappointed."
"I intend on killing something today," the King said, standing up as Solomon took another step toward him. "Maybe that something should be you."
"You will have your chance," Solomon said. "Because I am here to kill you and to take your army for my own. I believe these challenges are resolved with single combat, no?"
The King stared at him in disbelief for a few seconds, and then he doubled over in laughter. The rest of his assembled Ravagers joined with him, temporarily creating a brutal, booming cacophony. Solomon continued to watch the Ravager King, the same slight smile playing on his lips.
"What makes you think I would possibly accept the challenge of a tiny, pathetic Uninfected?" the Ravager King asked, patting the head of his colossal mace against one palm. "Such things are beneath a King."
Solomon shrugged. "If you're afraid, we can resolve this in a...messier manner. Either way, this ends in your death."
The King turned red with rage. "I will kill you right where you stand, you puny Uninfected."
"See, that is where you are mistaken, soon-to-be-dead king," Solomon said. He unfolded his arms from behind his back, extending the fingers of the hand on which he had let his nails grow into small claws. He reached up and ran his sharpened nails across his own cheek, cutting deep gouges into them. The blood serum he had taken before entering the camp still ran thick within his veins: no sooner had the cuts begun to bleed than they sealed shut without scarring.
The Ravager King was enormous, and obviously an experienced fighter. The battle would be difficult. Solomon thought it might take him upwards of a full minute to dispatch the King. He watched with satisfaction as the King's face took on a look it had likely not worn in years.
The King's face held fear.




PART THREE
THE DEAL
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Before
"Combining the strains is madness, you have to know that," Solomon said, watching as director Jed Walker typed furiously into the splicer’s control terminal, the genomes on the screen dancing wildly, melding together.
"Genius often looks like madness to the unimaginative," Dr. Walker answered, continuing to type. "I've had a breakthrough; a flash of inspiration. An epiphany, if you will. Project Zeus is perfect in every way but one: it doesn't properly take hold in the subject's chromosomes. But Project Pandora, that agent binds to neural tissue exceptionally well. If I combine the two, I can brute force the Zeus agent into the cell nucleus. It will work, I'm certain of it."
"Project Pandora is a biological weapon, for god's sake," Solomon said. "Even if it wasn't a completely crazy idea, it would take months of testing to get it right. Years maybe. And Pandora is fungal, don't forget. It never reacts with viral agents the same way twice. Face it, Jed, it's over. We need to turn over all of our research to the MP's tomorrow."
"All the more reason to work harder today," Dr. Walker replied. "Time is of the essence."
"Dammit Jed, none if this is going to bring your son back. He died, and I'm sorry for that, but it…it doesn't mean you have to destroy the entire world!"
"One thing has nothing to do with the other, Solomon.”
Jed had lost it, and if no one else was going to do it, it fell to Dr. Solomon to stop him. He laid a hand on top of Jed's furiously typing fingers. "Dr. Walker, I'm sorry, but I can't let you do this. The risks are...they're just unacceptable."
Walker straightened and turned to face him. "Very well, Dr. Solomon. I'm sure you didn't come to this decision lightly. There's nothing I can do to convince you?"
Solomon shook his head. "I'm sorry Jed, but no, no there is not."
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“Have a seat Sam. We have a lot to talk about.”
One open chair. As if they were waiting for me, Sam thought. Or maybe they were waiting for Elena, and they’re simply settling for me.
He thought again about the horrified expression that had been on Elena’s face at the moment she realized she was being left behind. Sam didn’t particularly like Elena, but he found himself tremendously worried about her all of a sudden. He worried about Abigail as well, but he imagined he would somehow know if something had befallen her. It didn’t make sense, he knew, but he believed it.
Hell, Vincente’s voice whispered, none of this makes sense.
Sam briefly considered trying to close the elevator doors and make a break for it. Even if he was able to get the doors closed, the only thing waiting at the bottom would be another group of Roosevelt’s soldiers. No, he was caught, and his only move was to play this out to its conclusion.
Sam very slowly took his gun by its barrel and approached the table. “That’s good,” Roosevelt said, “very smart, Sam. Now we can talk now like civilized men.”
Sam sat down, setting his pistol on the tabletop; the weapon was promptly taken by one of the soldiers. “I’ve just got to say it, guys,” Sam began, ignoring his pounding heart, “this is really not what I was expecting to find here.” He managed a weak chuckle, which was greeted by silence from the rest of the room.
Finally, Roosevelt spoke. “No, I suspect not. I can assume what you expected to find was this.”
He took a small object out from his jacket pocket and held it up for Sam to see. For a brief moment, Sam imagined that he held the drive that Deacon had taken from Vincente, the one he had been chasing after all this time.  But on closer inspection, he saw that was not the case. No, what Roosevelt held was a thin, semi-translucent blue disc. The disc Ki had sent Sam to steal.
“I’d have to get a closer look at it,” Sam said. “But yeah, sure. I imagine that’s the one.”
Roosevelt locked eyes with him for a few moments, seemingly considering Sam’s answer. “There’s no need to look closer. If our illustrious Madame Ki sent you here to rob me, your target could only be this.”
“Well, I’m glad I could clear that up,” Sam said. He pushed himself away from the table and began to stand. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve still got a number of errands to run, so I’ll just be on my—”
“Sit back down,” Roosevelt said, his smile disappearing. “We still have things to discuss.”
Sam sat back down, wincing. “Right,” he said. He leaned forward onto the table and tried to relax.
He took in the rest of the room for the first time. To Roosevelt’s immediate right were three hard looking people — two men and one woman — dressed in matching blue uniforms that were similar, though less ornate, than the Lawbringer’s own. Each wore the expression of a hardened, humorless old soldier, and Sam could guess that they were probably Roosevelt’s head Lieutenants. Oddly enough, the next one over was a short, skinny boy who looked barely into his teens. He had a working tablet computer that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Colony, save for the myriad ancient scratches clouding its screen.
On the opposite side of the table was a pair of what looked to be administrators, and to Roosevelt’s immediate left, someone whose presence here worried Sam almost more than that of the Lawbringer. Someone whose outfit looked very familiar.
It was a man of the Company.
“Despite what you may think, young Mr. Brennan, I would like this meeting to conclude without you coming to any harm,” Roosevelt said. “Whether you go from here to my front door or to my cells is entirely up to you.”
The table watched Roosevelt as he spoke. When he finished, all the heads seem to swing toward Sam in one motion Sam would have thought it funny if he wasn’t so scared. “Ummm…yeah, I think I know which choice I would vote for,” Sam said.
“Excellent,” Roosevelt said. “You came for this drive, sent by my rival Madame Ki. She has spent over a decade trying to get her hands on it, and I have spent just as long keeping it from her grasp. Today, however, I am inclined to give it to you.”
Sam narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out what Roosevelt was trying to do. “I assume there is some sort of catch,” Sam said.
Roosevelt shook his head. “Not for you, Sam. Quite to the contrary; I’d like to make you an offer. One I believe you will find very favorable indeed.”
“Well, no offense,” Sam said, “but a favorable offer was what brought me here today.”
Roosevelt shook his head, clicking his tongue at Sam disapprovingly. “You will want to hear me out, Sam. Do not forget: exit or cells.”
“Of course,” Sam said. “Where are my manners? Continue.”
Roosevelt’s face flushed red, but he kept his self-satisfied smile as he held out the disc. “This device, you see, is fact not the one Ki desires, but a copy. A fake.” He wiggled his eyebrows at this, somehow managing to look even more impressed with himself than before, something Sam would not have thought possible. “You will take this disc back to our oh-so-clever Ki, my dear Sam, and you will tell her nothing of this conversation. When she tries to read the codes on it, the program will instead copy all of her network’s data and send it over to me. Isn’t that right, Marcus?”
The younger, dark skinned boy with the tablet nodded at that, then returned his attention to said tablet. Sam couldn’t get a read on the kid; couldn’t make out if he was averting his eyes down out of nerves or simply boredom with this entire meeting.
Sam had more immediate problems, however. For instance: how to not only get out of this room alive and unshackled, but how to avoid having this play out against him once Ki examined the data on the disc. You’ve got to be smarter than this, Sammy, Vincente’s voice scolded him. You’ve got to think further ahead. He was a step behind everyone here, and he needed to catch up. He’d have to start taking risks.
Here goes. He rubbed his chin, making a show of his thinking. “So I take this disc and march it in to Ki’s. I assume you won’t be following me there with a gun at my back—that would kind of spoil the ruse. What’s to stop me from just telling Ki everything once I’m on my own? Seems safer than trying to tell her I knew nothing about why her computers are melting down once she plugs that thing in. The way I see it, Rosey, you need to make this whole thing worth my while.”
“Make it worth your…” Roosevelt began, growling the words through clenched jaws as his cheeks went crimson. The knuckles on the hand gripping the blue disc turned white and Sam thought he could hear the plastic began to crack..
The closest Company operative, the one with the scarred face, put a hand on Roosevelt’s other arm, then gestured for him to calm. Roosevelt nodded to him and did, barely, setting the code disc down on the tabletop and taking a slow, calming breath. He looked at Sam and forced his face back to a neutral expression, with what looked to be considerable effort. “Fine. Very Well. Of course we’d be happy to pay. 10,000 dollars worth of barter credits for doing what I ask, and 10,000 more for the Old World data drive that you took off the Ravager that you’ve been do doggedly chasing. You do still have the thing, do you not?”
Sam tried to hide the surprise from his expression as he processed Roosevelt’s words. He’d been about to ask Roosevelt for the drive as his payment. If the drive wasn’t here, where was it? And how did these people even know about the drive?
So much for getting ahead of things here, huh kid? Vincente’s voice chided him.
Across the table, the Company agent was again whispering intently in the Lawbringer’s ear. Whatever was being said, Roosevelt didn’t seem to like it. He nodded gruffly and waved the agent off.
“What do you say, Sam? Twenty thousand dollars will go a long way in this town. I’ll even help you and your partner with a temporary place to stay, until with your new riches you can by your own place, in my district, of course.”
“Of course,” Sam said, his throat suddenly very dry. “I can, um, get you what you’re
asking for.” Abigail had better have gotten to Roach, he thought, because that Ravager was now the only one in the world who still knew where the drive was. Assuming she had hidden it, and not simply lost it.
A big if, Vincente added.
Sam couldn’t think about that right now. “I agree,” he said, forcing some confidence he certainly didn’t feel into his voice. “Your terms are acceptable.” He had a new idea, and quickly added, “But I’ll need to speak with the Ravager myself, before I leave.” If Abigail hadn’t been able to get to Roach, then this might be his only chance to find that damned drive.
“Ravager, Here?” Roosevelt said, his rage now replaced with poorly feigned ignorance. “We don’t have the abomination.  We found it, certainly, but then we did what we always do with the infected. We killed and buried the thing. Bring the monster here? No, of course not, why would we possibly—”
The Company operative leaned over and began to whisper into Roosevelt’s ear. Roosevelt clammed up and began listening, nodding along.
Sam tried to keep his expression impassive while his thoughts raced. Was Roach dead? Was Ki’s information wrong? This whole plan was turning into a disaster.
Don’t trust them, Sam, Vincente said, as if on cue. If the Company is involved, nothing is what it seems.
No kidding, he thought.
Roosevelt waved off the Company man and abruptly stood, staring fiercely at Sam.  “Deal or jail cell? No more talk.”
Whatever the Company agent had whispered, it had completely changed the room’s atmosphere; enough to throw Sam for a loop.
He worried again about Abigail as he considered Roosevelt’s words. He was suddenly gripped with the icy certainly that something had gone wrong; that something terrible had happened to her. As quickly as the thoughts  surfaced, they were gone. Roosevelt was once again lying, Sam realized. The man had the worst poker face Sam had ever seen.
Sam composed himself and smiled brightly. “I’ll need that payment up front,” he said. “Otherwise, how will I know you’ll deliver?”
“You don’t,” Roosevelt said, smiling now again as smugly as he had at this meeting’s beginning. “But I believe traditionally a deal like this is paid half up front and half upon completion. Consider your freedom the first half of the payment.”
Still breathing, Sammie. Now get out, while the getting’s still good, Vincente whispered.
Sam let exhale a long breath and nodded.
Roosevelt clapped his hands. “We have a deal then. Good.” He slid the disc across the table to Sam. “We will be in touch, Sam. Do not let me down. My soldiers will escort you out.”
“You can keep that fake Company outfit, too, kid,” the scarred agent added with what might have been a wink. “At least till all this is over. After that, it might not be as safe to pretend to be one of us.”
Sam swallowed hard and nodded, then turned to the door. He stepped back into the elevator, hoping Abigail had done better than him. Because somehow, despite his best efforts, he had not only taken a side in a conflict he wanted no part in, he had somehow taken both.
 
And he had less idea than ever what he was going to do next.
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Sam should have been back by now.
Abigail paced around the bar just outside Madame Ki's office; any patron or goon of Ki's that was bold enough to meet her eye quickly averted their eyes under her glower. He should have been back by now. Something was wrong.
Roach and the lanky, hirsute boy from Roosevelt's underground lab sat in a corner booth, both of them with their hands bound, under the watchful eyes of Hydra. Roach hadn't been happy with this development, even after Abigail added that it was—probably—only temporary, but the Ravager seemed too exhausted to make more than a minor fuss. The other, Rend, took it in the same bemused stride as he seemed to be taking everything.
Abigail would have killed for a bit of his uncanny calm right about now. She checked her watch yet again; Sam should have been back fifteen minutes ago. That's it, she thought, I'm going back in.
She had just begun gathering her gear when Madame Ki swept out of her office, followed closely by Highmane and a handful of other heavies. "What is it?" Abigail called. Ki cast her a single cold glance and shook her head. As Ki reached the door to the Shadow Market it was pulled open, more of Ki's men rushing in. In their midst, held on her feet between two of them, was a battered and bloody Elena.
The entire group was quickly ferried into Ki's office. The door slammed shut behind them, and Abigail was there in an instant, pounding her fist against the cold wood, demanding answers.
The door opened a crack, and Abigail found herself staring at Highmane's armor-clad chest. "You'll have answers when we have them," he said, his voice like rolling thunder. "No sooner."
The door slammed shut and locked. Abigail roared and pounded on it again. She turned, grabbed a nearby liquor bottle and hurled it against the wall. She leaned forward and rested her hands on a nearby tabletop, squeezing her eyes shut, trying to hold on to some semblance of control.
"What's got you so upset?" a familiar voice asked from the far side of the room.
She took a deep breath and looked up, certain her mind was playing tricks on her.
They were not. Standing at the foot of the stairs, holding up a battered old disc and looking more than a little exhausted, was her Sam.
Before she realized what she was doing she was across the room and at the stairs. Before she could think about it, she had Sam in her arms. Before she could talk herself out of it, she was kissing him.
All of the fear and desire and apprehension and affection that had been burning within her these last hours and days and weeks seemed to ignite into a blinding bright light that overcame her entire body. It felt like it was going to consume her. She didn't care.
Finally, after what could have been moments or eons, she pulled her head away, still hugging him tightly to her. "You're late," she said.
"I might need to start being late more often," Sam said sheepishly.
She pushed him away half-heartedly and rolled her eyes.
"I need to talk with Madame Ki," he said. "We have a problem."
"We have a problem," Madame Ki said from behind her desk.
Abigail sat next to Sam opposite Ki. They had been summoned into her office moments after Sam's arrival. There had been just enough time for Sam to whisper to her the briefest outline of what had really occurred at Roosevelt's: Abigail was now trying to decide if she should continue to hear Ki out or leap across her desk and rip the bitch's throat out.
"I would say so," Sam answered. Below the desk, Abigail could see Sam was clenching his fists tightly enough to turn the knuckles white. He’d looked somewhat stunned since he had returned, though Abigail wondered whether that had something to do with their kiss. She knew she didn't, at the moment, feel entirely in control. In any case, he seemed to have found his bearings, as well as his anger.
"We can get to what exactly happened during your mission, Mr. Brennan, and how you were able to return to us without Elena, in due time. More immediate concerns take precedent." She lifted the data drive Sam had given her and briefly inspected it before setting it back down to her left. "I had originally planned to move against my counterpart immediately after the successful completion of your mission, which you have now done."
"That's us," Sam said. "Always ready to lend a hand to a loyal friend like you."
Madame Ki narrowed her eyes at him. "Of course. While you were gone, unforeseen events have taken place, altering the situation of Cheyenne. I am afraid I will need further assistance from you two."
"No," Sam said, setting his jaw. "Hell no. We did what you asked, and now we're done. Get some other saps to do your dirty work. Madame."
Ki picked up the blue disc, rotating it slowly in her fingers. Her eyes never blinked, holding Sam’s gaze.  "And just what will I find on this disc, Mr. Brennan? Have you really delivered what I asked for, or have you and Roosevelt provided me with a surprise gift?”
She knew. Abigail tensed and quickly decided who to attack first. Highmane was the biggest threat; she would go for his exposed throat.
"Relax, Abigail," Ki said. "It may surprise you to know I planned for this eventuality. You might say I even expected it." She gave Sam a knowing smile. "What did he tell you, that I was going to turn you in for the bounty?" She nodded, still smiling now to herself. “Did he give you the sad story about me being the devil in disguise?  What kind of deal did he make to let you out alive?”
Abigail exchanged a look with Sam. He no longer looked angry so much as frightened.
Ki snapped her fingers, focusing attention back to her. She scoffed. "I swear, the man is nothing if not predictable. I can still use this disc, even if Roosevelt has booby-trapped it. It will just take my people time to disarm his traps. Unfortunately, we have far less time than I had hoped, considering the news I just received."
"Division within the city is no longer acceptable; yet distrust still runs deep between Roosevelt and myself. I need a neutral party to bridge this divide. I need outsiders. I need the two of you, now more than ever. This entire city needs you."
"What are you talking about?" Sam asked.
Ki steepled her fingers together and leaned in toward them. "I intend to call a meeting. To negotiate an armistice. This city needs to unite, or it will fall. A Ravager army is heading our way."
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Highmane led their small party out of Ki's district and into the Central Market. In addition to Sam and Abigail, the group led by the giant consisted of two additional thugs at the front as well as two more at the rear, with Roach and Rend wedged tightly between them. The Ravager and her odd, quiet companion were kept from making trouble by the nylon bindings around their wrists and the shotguns at their backs.
Sam had insisted that Roach come along with them when they departed from Ki's. He hadn't traveled this far, nor gone through everything he had, to leave his quarry in the hands of someone as duplicitous and obviously untrustworthy as Madame Ki. Now that he was sure Roosevelt didn’t have the data drive he had come to this city for, Roach was his last hope in tracking it down. Though his goal of completing Vincente's last mission was somewhat complicated by the unsettling news from his Colony, Roach was still his best bet in tracking down the information that his friend had died for. Sam just needed a chance to talk to the Ravager without Ki’s people around to hear their conversation. Then he could figure out how to sort out the confusion with the Colony.
Confusion, huh? Vincente's voice said with a laugh. That's what you're calling it? They're going to kill you, Sam. You know that, right?
No. Sam didn't believe that. He couldn't believe that. He had never really had a close connection with the people of his Colony, but it was still his home. He had already lost Vincente; what more did he have if the only people who raised him not only didn't want him back but actively wanted him dead?
He glanced over to Abigail, who was scanning the crowds of market dwellers ahead of them as they skirted the edge of the main square. He still had Abigail, but who knew what that really meant? He obviously cared about her, and he was even more obviously attracted to her, but none of that changed the fact that she was a Reaper. He had accepted that the stories of Reapers he’d grown up with were exaggerations and lies. He had accepted that in a lot of ways, maybe even in most ways, she was no different than him at her core, and he'd accepted that most of the differences between them were more due to their upbringings than their natures. Still, she was a Reaper, and he was not. There was always going to be that gulf between them; there was always going to be a part of her that was unknowable to him. That scared him as much as anything that was happening right now.
But none of that mattered when you came down those stairs, did it Sammy boy? Vincente asked. How frightened were you when she kissed you?
He hadn't been worried about any of that, he admitted. But among all the emotions he had felt in that moment — and there had been a lot, most of which he was still untangling — there had, in fact, been fear.
"We're here,"
Highmane grunted. The group had skirted the edge of the central market, arriving at what had once been an Old World fast food gas station. Now, it was apparently a bar.
The convenience store portion had been converted to a kitchen and dining room, and the fueling area into an outdoor seating area. Enclosing the whole thing were high walls cobbled together out of chicken wire, mismatched wooden boards, and corrugated tin paneling. High above, a sign that had once displayed daily gas prices now held only a single word: Jacinta's.
As their group reached the outer gates, they were met by a middle-aged woman wearing a paisley blue bandanna on her head and a heavy white butcher's apron on her torso. She stood with her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed, obviously unintimidated standing toe-to-toe with the oversized killer.
"Took you long enough, big guy," she said to Highmane. "Get in there, we're already behind schedule." He nodded and the woman — Sam assumed this was Jacinta — led them inside.
It appeared that most of the meeting's attendees were already here. Seated at one of four long tables that had been arranged into an open square were people dressed like farmers, shop owners, and the like. Cheyenne's civilian leaders.
"What are we doing here?" Abigail whispered, leaning in toward Sam. "At least one of them — Ki or Roosevelt — is trying to get us killed. Probably both. The longer we stay, the more danger we're in."
Sam found it hard to argue with her reasoning.
"Let's at least listen to what they have to say," he whispered back. "Besides, we might be able to sneak away by ourselves, but it will be a lot harder to do that with the Ravager, and we still need to talk to her."
"To interrogate her," Abigail corrected coldly.
"...Right," Sam said. Her tone did not seem to indicate she was envisioning a nice, friendly interrogation.
"Okay, we'll stay for this," Abigail said. "But then we need to figure out what we're doing here. This city isn't safe for us."
No kidding. Before Sam could respond, the woman from outside appeared at his shoulder, arms crossed, an appraising look on her face.
"So, you two planning on standing around all day looking awkward, or are you going to take a seat?"
"You're Jacinta," Abigail said. It sounded to Sam like more of a statement than a question. Abigail tended to do that.
"Look, kids, we can exchange numbers and braid each other's hair later, but for now, just down sit at the table. Our precious overlords should be here any second; I don't want this meeting to last any longer than it has to. I've got drinks to sell."
As if on cue, the doors on either side of the room flew open, revealing the silhouettes of people with guns.
To Sam, the room suddenly felt very cold. "Let's, um, let's find those seats, Abigail," he said.
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Sam sat down first and tried to ignore the variously curious, irritated, and contemptuous stares coming from the townspeople seated across from them. Their eyes turned away as Abigail lowered herself down next to him and cast her own withering glower their way. Sam's leg bounced nervously under the table. The silence in the semi-enclosed space felt almost physical, pushing down on him like a giant invisible hand. Even as recently as an hour ago he wouldn't have been able to imagine wishing the arrival of either Roosevelt or Ki, much less the two of them together.
He didn't have to wait long.
An anxious murmur began from the opposite side of the table. The citizens craned their heads to look past Sam and Abigail, some looking one way, some the other. Sam turned in his chair to see what had caught their attention. As if the two leaders had somehow choreographed their entrance, both Ki's and Roosevelt's groups emerged at opposite ends of the square simultaneously. For all Sam knew, they had coordinated it.
Roosevelt was dressed even more garishly than before. He wore a different dress uniform, this one a bright royal blue, and his chest seemed almost entirely covered in medals. Golden epaulets glowed atop each of his shoulders, and a matching golden service hat sat atop his head. He strode forward with a sort of grim purpose, flanked on one side by the same trio of lieutenants from his office, on the other by the same tablet-carrying young man Sam had seen earlier. Behind them stood a small group of black-masked soldiers.
Just inside the other door, Ki's party fanned out. Abigail picked out Highmane and Elena among the motley group of goons, street toughs, and gangsters.
Ki herself looked far different from the unassuming, almost forgettable businesswoman Sam was used to. She wore an elaborately styled black silk dress, and her hair was worn up and held in place by tiny metal sticks. She almost looked like she was going to a fancy Old World cocktail party; that is, if it wasn't for the assault rifle slung loosely over her slim shoulder. She walked slowly but deliberately, matching Roosevelt's pace, her arms folded in front of her, hands hidden within billowing sleeves. Her expression was somehow both perfectly neutral and unmistakably hostile.
The two leaders walked forward, stopping a few feet in front of one another. For a few tense moments each regarded the other in stony silence.
Roosevelt's lip had just begun to curl into a sneer, and Ki's mouth had formed the hint of a mocking smile, when Jacinta stepped up between the two of them.
"Alright you two," she said. "You asked for neutral ground, and I was kind enough to volunteer my joint. If you plan on shooting each other, you can damn well do it somewhere else. If you really want to sit down and talk, then let's get on with it."
Roosevelt grunted and raised a dismissive hand, but he also nodded and took a seat without complaint, his lieutenants and his computer guy trailing behind. Ki nodded respectfully to Jacinta before she and her group made their way to the opposite side of the tables from Roosevelt. Sam saw that she had brought Roach and Rend along with her, both of them still wearing their nylon wrist bindings.
Highmane joined Hydra next to Roach and Rend. He stood staring down at them for a few seconds before giving a small snort and turning his back to them. 
Roach wasn't interested. "I'm sorry, could you repeat that, big guy?" she asked,
louder than was strictly necessary. "You really should speak up, you know. If you want people to hear you properly, that is."
The giant growled, grabbed her wrist bindings and swung her roughly down to the chair. He looked next at Rend, who raised his hands in a disarming gesture and sat down himself. Seemingly satisfied, the giant turned toward the tables at the center of the room, only occasionally looking back to make sure the pair of them didn't cause trouble.
"Do you really need to poke everyone you meet in the eye?" Rend asked her.
"Only assholes," Roach answered. "Not my fault most people tend to be assholes," she added after a moment.
Rend laughed, which turned into a wincing cough. He quite obviously hadn't been well-treated in Roosevelt's labs, though you wouldn't guess so by his disposition.
"It just seems exhausting," he said. "Like it takes a lot of work."
Talking had begun from the center tables. The first voice Roach picked out immediately rekindled the fires of her anger: Roosevelt.
"Well, Ki," Roosevelt boomed, "before we get to whatever lies you plan on spewing, I'll just come out and say it: what the hell are these two thieves doing here?"
Roach located the Lawbringer at the far side of the four rectangular tables. He had his arm held out straight in front of himself, pointing with a full grasping hand at the Colony boy and the demon girl.
Maybe the toothy blowhard would kill the two of them and solve Roach's problem for her. Or would that be causing her a problem? The pair had saved her — from Roosevelt himself — though for what reason she was still unsure. They had chased her all the way here, after all, and Reapers weren't known for being warm and friendly. "Patience, Douglas," Madame Ki responded, her tone as calm and soothing as Roosevelt's was loud and aggressive. She nodded toward one of her giants and he unfolded a white screen on the wall behind Ki. Once it was extended, he set down a small electronic device on the table. It hummed to life and lit the screen with a sequence of images.
"These photographs were taken days ago by my agents outside of Cheyenne. Needless to say, the story they tell is alarming."
Most of the pictures were taken from a distance and showed the kind of destruction that Roach was intimately familiar with. Burning buildings, smoking wreckage, dead bodies. In her former life as a Ravager, she had taken part in countless raids and sacks. Her band had destroyed caravans, razed settlements, and looted smaller Survivor's Colonies. Once upon a time, it had been her absolute favorite thing in the world. She reveled in mayhem and destruction, exulted in killing her enemies. Now, seeing the aftermath of a sack that less than a month ago she would have literally killed to take part in, she felt vaguely sick to her stomach. She had not been fully convinced until that moment that she had truly become a different person. Now, she knew. The old Roach wouldn't feel like this, which meant she was no longer that Roach. No longer Roach the Ravager.
Then again, maybe it was the sheer scale of it that turned her stomach. Even at the height of Deacon's ambition, their band had never taken a settlement as large as the one she saw now. In fact, the only settlement of this scale she had seen was the one she found herself in now.
"They've taken The Springs, Douglas," Ki said. "In the twenty years since the outbreak, the Free Cities have been the one thing standing between humanity and the Infected.
  In twenty years they have always stood strong. Now, just like that, our southernmost sister city has been razed to the ground. From what I've been told, the majority of its citizens have either been killed by the invaders, or they have contracted the Horsemen and gone viral. That is why I called you to this meeting, why I expose myself to your soldiers, and why I offer to treat with you. We face a danger, Lawbringer, a danger the likes of which we haven't seen in years. If we want this city to survive, we need to face it together. We need to declare a peace."
Roosevelt sat, rubbing his chin with one hand, watching the images as they cycled by. A picture of an enormous wall with two wide, blackened breaches ripped clean through. Old World buildings belching smoke and flames from their broken-out windows, the charred remnants of new construction strewn all around. Dead bodies littered the streets, slumped over hastily built barricades and strewn alongside scrap metal and burnt wood.
He looked genuinely disturbed, but only for a few brief moments. He shook his head as if trying to wake himself from a spell of sleep or daze, and he straightened in his chair.
"Even if these pictures are real," he began, "and I wouldn't put it past you to fabricate something like this, Ki — I don't see what this has to do with us. With this city. I already keep Cheyenne safe from the rest of the Wilds — by myself, as you all know — and I don't see anything here to excite alarm. If those idjits down in Colorado Springs can't take care of their own walls, that's their problem."
"It doesn't look like they'll have to worry about it anymore," Jacinta said solemnly. "Doesn't look like they'll be worrying about anything anymore."
The room fell to silence for a while after that.
"Despite the barbarity of these events," Madame Ki finally said, "I would be inclined to agree with you, Roosevelt. Unfortunately, the trouble that befell The Springs will soon be at our doorstep."
She nodded to her giant, and the images changed to a new sequence. The first was a mass of people and vehicles, stretching for what seemed to Roach's eye to be miles. And they weren't just any people. Roach knew the look of this army immediately: they were Ravagers.
"The Springs was destroyed by the largest Infected army we have seen in over a decade," Ki said. Her voice was calm, as if she were reading off a grocery list. "This army is now heading north, directly toward us. You asked me, Lawbringer Roosevelt, why I brought these two, these 'thieves' as you call them, to our meeting. I brought them because of who is leading this army. I brought them because this pair has unique experience dealing with the 'Ravager King', as he is being called."
The image changed, and Roach's stomach seemed to drop out of her body even before she realized who she was looking at.
No, it's impossible, she thought, her blood turning to ice. This new image showed a small group of people in elaborate black-iron armor, with red-painted faces under feather-plumed helmets. In their center, one figure towered over the rest.
"These two have dealt directly with this 'Deacon,' and from what my sources tell me, they’ve already killed him once before."
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It wasn't possible.
Sam looked away from the image of the Ravager that had killed Vincente, that had almost killed him. The same Ravager that he’d watched die, the body lying in the muck, a bullet in its head. Sam looked back, disbelieving, but the image was unchanged. There was no doubt in his mind — the figure at the head of that legion of Ravagers was Deacon.
"I may — may — accept that this Ravager army isn't some sort of clever fiction cooked up by your agents," Roosevelt said, "but you can't possibly expect me to believe that these two, these children, defeated a Ravager King. And correct me if I'm wrong, but this particular Ravager looks very much alive."
"These children, as you insist on referring to them, are more resourceful than they might appear. They had little problem stealing from you, did they not?" Ki asked. Sam squirmed in his seat: he really wished she would stop bringing that up.
"And you expect me to believe they weren't working for you?" Roosevelt barked, his face beginning to redden. "You expect me to believe they aren't still working for you? I must say, Ki, that as far as your schemes go, this one is proving to be quite weak. Some doctored pictures, some outside agents? Why don't you just tell me what your game is? You already stole my half of the access codes, after all. Your little thieves saw to that. I'm failing to see why I shouldn't demand their lives in payment right here and now."
Things seem to be taking a turn for the worse, Sam thought. He glanced around casually, looking for the nearest exit, just in case. He then glanced over at Abigail: he'd expected her to be braced for a fight, but she was still staring transfixed at the image of Deacon and his army, her mouth slightly open and her face even paler than normal. She looked like she had seen a ghost, which was understandable, as Deacon should by all accounts be dead: but, Abigail wasn't one to be scared. Like, ever. Deacon might scare Sam, and an undead Deacon even moreso, but there was no reason why he would scare unstoppable, implacable Abby. There was something more that Sam wasn't seeing.
"Ahh, yes, the codes," Ki said, distracting Sam from his thoughts. "That's what I was brought, of course. Not a data drive containing a suite of computer viruses designed to destroy my security networks." She shook her head with a quick laugh. "How stupid do you think I am, Douglas? Did you really think I would just blindly plug that drive into my system without running my own tests?"
Roosevelt flashed a furious glance in Sam's direction before composing himself. He might suspect Sam's immediate betrayal of him, but he couldn't accuse him here without admitting his plot.
"You're not the only one with computer experts, Roosevelt," Ki said. "Though I admit none of mine are quite as talented as your young prodigy. If I didn't suspect your treachery, Lawbringer, I wouldn't be respecting you. And if I really thought reacquiring those access codes would be so easy, I would have done it years ago, and with more capable agents."
"So you do admit it, then?" Roosevelt said. He pounded a meaty fist down on the table in front of him, sending it shaking. "I knew it." He pointed to the shop owners and saloonists and bakers. "You all witnessed her admitting to —"
"Roosevelt, please," Ki said, her voice raising slightly, her tone losing just a hint of its relaxed, melodic timbre. "We can sit here and accuse one another of crimes all day long, but that will do nothing to solve our impending problems."
"Problems you say we have. Threats only you have evidence of, threats that arise with amazingly convenient timing, considering your recent failures."
"I assure you all the images I show you today are quite real," Ki said. "I wish they were not, but they are. I realize you have no reason to trust me, so I offer you proof. I have brought with me copies of this intelligence. You can have your own experts verify its truth."
"Bah," Roosevelt said, waving a dismissive hand Ki's way. "Anything can be falsified, given enough time."
"Time is precisely what we do not have," Ki said. "But, take all the time you need. Your people, or should I say your young Marcus, will certainly discover any falsifications my own experts
might have cooked up."
The citizens nodded in agreement with Ki, whispering among themselves. Abigail, still looking frightened, was staring at her hands now, shaking her head slowly, mumbling something to herself. If Sam strained his ears, he could almost make out the words she was repeating.
"It never ends. It never ends."
He nudged her with his shoulder. "Are you okay?" he asked.
She straightened in her chair. "I'm fine," she said. The unmistakable edge in her voice told him otherwise.
"Alright, Ki," Roosevelt said. "We'll look over your data, and we’ll see if there is any truth to what you say. Now, I can't imagine you brought us all together just to show us some pictures. You have some sort of plan to present, I presume? Why don't you stop keeping us in suspense and lay it all out? I know I for one am ready to have a good laugh."
"It's quite simple, Lawbringer. We need your soldiers as well as my agents. We need the combined force of the city's inhabitants working to shore up defenses. And yes, we need to access Warren Air Force Base. As much as we would like to defeat one another, neither of us wishes this city to be destroyed. If we do nothing, that is exactly what will happen."
"So it’s peace, then?" Roosevelt asked. "That's it? That's all you want. Peace, and my codes. Why don't you just ask me to draw my sword and stab myself through the heart, while you’re at it? You demand things that can only benefit you and doom the good, upstanding people of this city."
"Dammit, Douglass, be reasonable!" Ki said, finally raising her voice. "Can't you see through your own paranoia for a single moment and understand what we are facing?"
"Fine," Roosevelt said. "Give me your passwords for Warren's operating systems. I already look to the defense of this city, it’s high time I had access to the Old World drones."
"You know I can't do that," Ki said, rubbing her temples with her thumbs. "Not any more than I could expect you to —"
"Then what are we talking about?" Roosevelt snarled. "You ask me to lay down my arms, you want me to give you the drones, and on top of everything else, you parade these two thieves in front of me as a personal insult."
"I am the only one of us acting like an adult!" Ki shot back.
"You are the only one of us acting like a schemer!"
"A schemer? What, because I care about this city? Because I want to use every tool at our disposal —"
"My forces are not your tools! I should have crushed you long ago —"
Jacinta stood up abruptly, knocking her chair over behind her. She raised the glass of beer she’d been nursing up in front of her and slammed it down on the table, shattering it and spraying foamy liquid everywhere. 
"That's enough!" she shouted. Surprisingly, her outburst did quiet both Ki and Roosevelt. Ki looked at her with shocked surprise and Roosevelt with barely contained rage. "It really is amazing, sometimes, listening to the two of you bitch at each other."
"Watch it, Jacinta," Roosevelt growled.
"I've been watching it. I've been watching you two carve up this city, your people killing each other and catching innocents in the crossfire, for years now. But I still came to this meeting — hell, I hosted the damn meeting, giving up prime revenue to do so — because this is important. Do you two really think all of these people," — she gestured to the rest of the townspeople seated at her table — "would have come here if I didn't call in a half-dozen favors? They thought any meeting like this would likely end in a firefight, and I'm still not sure they were wrong. So you, Lawbringer, and you, Madame, can be quiet for one damned second and let someone else talk."
Roosevelt grunted and shook his head, but he seemed content to let Jacinta speak.
"By all means, Jacinta," Ki said, "you have the floor."
"Well...alright then," Jacinta said. She seemed to be expecting further protests. "The way I see it, we're staring down the barrel of a gun. All of us, the whole city. Ki might be right in that we need to face this threat together. But Roosevelt is also right: our good Madame hasn't exactly got a sterling reputation for dealing honest. Now, when did these Ravagers hit The Springs, Ki?"
"Yesterday."
"Yesterday. Okay. So we still have time. There's a lot of ground between here and there, not to mention the Denver blight lands and the Free City at Boulder."
"Boulder will be a speed bump for a force that size," one of the townspeople said.
"Speed bump's better than nothing, as far as our chances go," Jacinta said. "Not that we shouldn't warn them of course, they need to know. But it doesn't change the fact that those poor souls' misfortune of geography is our boon. Lawbringer, you don't trust Ki, and Ki, you don't trust the Lawbringer. But you both know I'm not working for the other, because you've both tried to buy me for going on ten years."
Jacinta put up a hand to stop Roosevelt from interrupting. Sam was shocked to see that the gesture worked. "Here is what I propose," she continued. "You both cease all hostilities for the time being, so everyone can check out Ki's info and verify the truth of it. I will, in my near-infinite graciousness, volunteer as a neutral third party, a go-between in this...trying time. Once we settle the facts we can talk about Warren and the drones."
Having presented her offer, Jacinta leaned forward, bracing herself on the table with both arms as she looked back and forth between Ki and Roosevelt. "Now," she said, after taking a deep, slow breath, "what do you two illustrious leaders say? Can we please, at least for today, come to some sort of understanding that doesn't involve bullets flying back and forth?"
The room was silent for a while as both Ki and Roosevelt considered Jacinta's words.
Ki smoothed her sleeves and nodded. "I agree to your terms, Jacinta," she said. She looked expectantly across the tables toward Roosevelt.
"What about the thieves?" Roosevelt asked. "I demand justice."
"Always the Lawbringer," Ki said ruefully. "Very well. As a gesture of good faith, I will exile them from the city. Unless you would rather —"
"No." The word was past Sam's lips before he could think better of it. Suddenly all eyes in the room were on him. He felt Abigail pinch his side beneath the table.
"What are you doing?" she hissed. "This is our way out."
He knew she was right. There was no reason why he shouldn't abandon this city, why he shouldn't just get the hell away from all of this right now. But he knew that he couldn't leave. Deacon was alive, and he was coming here. Deacon had killed Vincente, and he hadn't even had the decency to stay dead himself.
That was Sam's fault; he had somehow left the monster alive. Sam had let him escape justice for his crimes, and he couldn't live with that. If Deacon was going to attack this city, well, then Sam would stay and fight for it.
"You need us," he said, trying to convey a certainty of purpose he in no way felt. "As you said, we know this Deacon. We fought him once, and we won. Somehow, he got away, but I promise you I won't let that happen again."
"Well," Jacinta said, "if they're staying, what the hell are we going to do with them?"
Roosevelt and Ki both looked at her like they expected something.
"Oh, come on," Jacinta said. "Like I don’t have enough on my plate already."
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"The two of you aren't going to cause me trouble, are you?"
Jacinta stood with her hands on her hips looking over Sam and Abigail, her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed, like she was appraising a troublesome piece of livestock after having already bought it.
The barkeeper apparently lived on a farm. The canvas overalls and the blue bandanna binding her loosely tied black hair gave her the look of a farmer: her sour-faced expression gave her the look of an angry farmer. Abigail had never farmed a day in her life, but she was quite familiar with the anger part.
"No problems," Sam said, nodding. "We just want to do what we can to help."
Speak for yourself, Sam.
She could tell Sam was practically chomping at the bit for action once he’d seen that picture of Deacon. Abigail barely gave the former Ravager leader a thought. Her attention was focused on the man walking beside him. It was immediately obvious to her that Deacon, after all, had been reduced to a puppet, and the familiar figure next to him was the one holding his strings.
Sam might have been surprised at seeing Deacon alive; for Abigail, seeing this other man walking around didn’t surprise her in the least. After all, she had killed her old master Solomon twice now: neither time had death managed to stick.
It took a lot to surprise her these days.
"Well then," Jacinta said. "I guess you both better come along. We'll collect your two fellow black sheep, then I'll walk you to where you'll be hanging your hat. So to speak."
Roosevelt and Ki had both left immediately after the meeting adjourned, each heading back to their respective territories without a word to either Sam or Abigail. The townspeople likewise had dispersed, a few staying to drink but most disappearing back to their jobs. Roach and Rend remained sitting in their corner, whispering back and forth and eyeing Abigail, Sam, and Jacinta furtively.
Jacinta stuck two fingers in her mouth and whistled at Roach and Rend, the sound loud and sharp enough to make Abigail wince. She spun her fingers in the air in a 'let's go' motion. "All aboard. Unless you two want to sit there all day with your hands tied together, that is."
Rend nodded and stood up with lopsided grin . Roach got up slightly slower, a considerably more irritated look evident on her face. "If those two are just going to kill us," she said to Jacinta, "I'd just as soon stay here."
"Oh, relax," Sam said. "No one is going to kill you." Roach looked at Abigail skeptically. "I promise no one is going to kill you," Sam added. "Right, Abigail?"
"If I was going to kill you, you'd already be dead," Abigail said. Though I'm still not convinced I shouldn't have. The girl was still a Ravager, regardless of what had been done to her. And she had been one of Deacon's Ravagers, no less. The fact that he was alive — or at least alive-ish, depending on what sort of strange science Solomon had worked on him — changed their dynamic when it came to Roach. Abigail would have to keep a close eye on her; as far as she was concerned, Roach was capable of anything.
"Well alright then," Jacinta said. "One big happy family. Shall we?"
Jacinta led their group out of her tavern and back past the walls of the market district, away from the city's main gates. As they continued to walk further from the market, the walled districts of Madame Ki to the east and Roosevelt's to the west began receding into the distance. Similarly, the skeletons of the Old World commercial buildings gave way to the remains of what were once residential neighborhoods.
"Most of the city's more affluent people keep to one or the other of the bosses' districts," Jacinta said. "The rich in Roosevelt's so-called luxury condos, the more rough-and-tumble in Ki's penthouses. The poorest keep to those areas too, mostly Ki's, seeing as that's where the drugs are, but also in the darker corners of Roosevelt's nice, orderly, slightly fascist streets. The middle parts of the city — the market, the warrens, the crop-lands — that's where us regular folk call home. It's not easy, but it beats living outside the walls. That's for damned sure."
"What about the Shadow Market?" Sam asked.
"Ki took you down there, huh?" Jacinta said, shaking her head. "I wonder if she was trying to scare you or intrigue you. Judging by the tone of your question, it sounds like intrigue won out. Well, let me give you a piece of advice, no charge: stay out of the Shadow Market. Nothing but misfits and criminals down there. Though I suppose there are plenty of both up here, too."
There's more to it than that, Abigail thought. She had recognized the smell down there.
"It's not just cut-purses and crazies," she said. "There's Infected below." It hadn't just been the mines that stank of Infected. There were Ravagers, and probably Howlers too, in the Shadow Market, she was certain of it.
"Well, you can believe what you want," Jacinta said. "But if you do insist on going back down there, don't say I didn't warn you. I always maintain there ain't much difference between being beaten to death by a person or a Ravager. You end up just as dead in the end."
"If there are Ravagers in the city, they would have already taken over," Roach said from the back of their group. "Or burned this whole place down."
Jacinta laughed. "You would think so, wouldn't you? On their own though, those things aren't so tough. In fact —"
Just ahead of them, a shadow detached itself from the half-collapsed bulk of a ranch-style house. "Now just what the hell is this?" Jacinta growled, interrupting herself.
Abigail knew what it was before the rest of the group. Or rather who it was.
Elena.
She felt her lip curling into a sneer as she balled her hands into fists. Elena, who had left Sam for dead back at Roosevelt's while saving her own skin.
I've been meaning to have a little talk with her about that, Abigail thought.
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"I don't know what you think you're doing, Elena —" Jacinta began. She stopped when Elena pulled a pistol from her leg holster and pointed it at Sam.
"We'll just be a minute, love," Elena said. "Me and Sam here have to get a few things straight."
Abigail counted three other gunmen scattered around them. One was leaning around the corner of the derelict house Elena had come from, another in its crooked second story window; the last emerged from an alleyway behind them. Like Elena, each of them was carrying a firearm.
"Weren't you at the same meeting we were just at?" Sam asked. "I thought your boss told you to leave us —"
Elena grabbed him by the collar, turned, and slammed him up against the house's wall. Dust and drywall, shaken loose by the impact, rained down on their heads. Abigail could hear the entire structure groan.
"Well, see, there is 'leave you alone,' and there is 'leave you alone,'" Elena said. "Ki sent me to deliver a message to you."
Abigail was long past done with this. Silently, she moved toward Elena, tensing to deliver a blow to the back of her neck. That should put the treacherous eel out of their collective misery.
Without looking away from Sam, Elena swung her pistol around in a flash, fixing the muzzle dead on Abigail’s forehead. "That's far enough, love," she said. "Take a few steps back; there's no reason this has to get red."
Abigail chuckled and put her hands up in frustrated surrender. "That's better," Elena said, glancing at her over her shoulder. Now, two steps —"
Abigail ducked her head to the right, grabbed the weapon, and wrenched it at a sharp upward angle, breaking Elena's grip (and hopefully a finger or two). Before Elena could react, Abigail had the pistol in one hand and Elena's neck in the other. With a step forward, she slammed the operative into the wall next to Sam.
"Maybe it's me that needs to send a message to Madame Ki," Abigail growled. "Do you think breaking your neck is a strong enough message?"
Elena croaked out a laugh but didn't fight back against Abigail's grip. "Would you please relax," she said. "The gun was just to make things look good, in case Roosevelt's people are watching. Spoiler alert: they definitely are. I really am just bringing you a message."
"Convenient," Sam said, straightening his shirt. "You haven't done a whole lot to earn our trust, Elena. Why would we believe anything you have to say now?"
"Well, you haven't been shot full of holes, for starters," Elena said. "If Ki wanted you dead, holding me hostage wouldn't stop the rest of her people from opening fire. And hey, let's not forget who abandoned whom back at Roosevelt's little gun party. I'd love to know how you got out of there, by the way."
"I could say the same to you," Sam said.
"Why don't you just say whatever you came to say," Abigail growled, squeezing Elena’s neck just a bit tighter.
"Maybe if you...loosen that grip a little. Look, just keep the gun on me so it looks good."
Abigail glanced at Sam, who shrugged.
"For heaven's sake, girl," Jacinta said, moving to stand just behind Abigail. "Let the snake loose. She's not lying about Ki's intentions."
Abigail sighed and let Elena go.
"Ahh, that's better." Elena straightened and rolled her head around, loosening her neck. "Now, despite what was said in the meeting today, Madame Ki would very much like to continue working with both of you. Cheyenne will be under siege soon, and you have a certain...unique history with the Ravager leader. According to Ki at least: I myself am skeptical of the stories. Though, after feeling that grip..."
"Why would we possibly want to continue working with Ki after how she's treated us so far?" Abigail asked. She kept the pistol trained over Elena's heart, continuing to watch for even the slightest hint of threatening movement.
"Are you kidding me?" Elena said with a bark of laughter. "You think Ki's treated you poorly? You really don't know her very well. You two have practically gotten the full VIP package. Believe me, if Ki starts being hard on you, you'll know it."
"So what does she want from us?" Sam asked.
"For now, you both just keep an open mind. Beyond that, she'll be in touch. We still need to get access to Roosevelt's passwords, one way or another — otherwise we’ll be roasting over some Ravager's cookfire in a few weeks, if not days. Know that Roosevelt's people will probably try to contact you, and —"
"And they're not to be trusted, right?" Sam said. "That's starting to become a theme."
"Yeah, you got it," Elena said. "Between you and me, Roosevelt's losing it. Ki doesn't want to come out and say it, but he's as much a threat to this city as any Ravager army. Be sure you stay on the right side of this thing."
Sam glowered. "The right side, huh? As far as I can tell, there isn't a right side. And, what are these passwords everyone keeps blabbering about? Something to do with drones and a military base? You can't expect me to believe there is some great Old World tech stash around here, just waiting for someone to boot it up."
"How little you know. Why do you think the Company maintains such a presence in this town? Warren Air Force Base housed one of Old America's military nerve centers. It’s full of experimental weaponry, computer networks, and all sorts of other high-tech shit that was completely worthless against a massive viral outbreak. This city, the one with the walls, not the old, soft Cheyenne that the Horsemen Virus ran over, was founded by officers from that base. Of course, those same officers didn't trust each other, so they went behind each other's backs and locked each other out of the base. Fast forward twenty years: those various codes have changed hands hundreds of times, been consolidated, split up, and consolidated again. Roughly half of them have ended up in Madame Ki’s possession; Roosevelt, of course, has the other half."
"You know an awful lot about all of this," Abigail said. Elena was too quick with her answers, and too comfortable by half, considering she had a gun pointed at her chest. She was playing at something more here, Abigail was sure of it, though she hadn’t the slightest idea what kind of game it was. Another recurrent theme.
Elena shrugged. "Everyone in this city knows the story. Ask her if you don't believe me," she said, pointing at Jacinta.
"She's right," Jacinta said. "That's what people say, at least. Who knows what the truth really is. Roosevelt and Ki sure seem to believe it, which is all that matters these days." She turned her head and spat into the cracked, dirt-and-ancient asphalt road.
"There you go," Elena said. "People can talk a big game about uniting against the Ravagers, but without the base's weapons it won’t make a damn bit of difference. And, who controls those weapons will rule this city. Just keep an open mind, Sammie." She leaned in toward him, Abigail's gun pressing into the bottom of her ribs. "You'd much rather us be in charge than Roosevelt, believe me," she whispered. She straightened and smiled a mocking smile at Abigail. "Keep the gun, love. I've got plenty of them." She winked at her, then turned on her heel and strode away. As one, the other gunmen lowered their weapons and ducked out of sight.
"She seems...nice," Rend said.
"Shut up," Abigail snapped, casting him a furious look. To Jacinta she said, "Don't we have somewhere to be? Let's get moving."
The far walls of the city stood like a fat horizontal stripe of silver in the distance. They cut across the remnants of the old city with little regard for layout or design. In the space between the walls and where they stood, maybe one in ten of the old houses still remained, their now-ancient pastel siding reinforced with patchwork paneling of wood and rusty metal. The rest of the Old World homes had been razed and replaced with food-bearing plants of all varieties. Corn, beans, squash, and a dozen other crops grew in patches of squares and circles around the makeshift farmhouses, intersected here and there by brick-lined paths and whitewashed wooden fences.
It looked like something out a particularly strange storybook, Sam thought. Half-post-apocalyptic, half-frontier homestead prairie town. He immediately loved it.
"We're just up ahead," Jacinta said. "That big square one on the right."
Jacinta's home was originally a small apartment building: eight units, Sam guessed by counting the doors. All but three of them — one on the ground level, two on the upper level — had been boarded up and painted a sky blue, matching the rest of the building. Crops of different varieties encircled the building in a checkerboard pattern, and a tall windmill drove what appeared to be a grain mill built up against one of its walls. A small pen of pigs stood on the far side of the building, and a block of chicken coops lay beyond that.
"Looks like you managed to snag the biggest of the farms," Roach said.
Jacinta shrugged. "My wife was one of the first to recognize we needed to grow our food inside the walls. Her family lived in that building, before the Horsemen and everything after. Once the old city emptied out, she sort of took over the rest of the building. Be glad we have the extra room, or you four would have had to make do with considerably worse accommodations."
"I hope you don't expect us to pitch in with chores," Roach said. "I'm not much for manual labor."
"No, just burning things down," Sam muttered. Roach scowled at him, but looked quickly away when he met her eyes. Strange, he thought. But, no stranger than anything else about her since that day at Deacon's base. He was intensely interested in what she had to say about all of that.
"With those arms," Jacinta said, "you look like you’d be better suited to manual labor than just about anyone I've met. But, don't worry about it. I doubt Michelle will want any of you outsiders messing in her garden."
A tall and sturdily built woman wearing a floppy canvas hat stood by a fence at the edge of the home's inner yard, watching them approach. When they got closer, she removed the hat, revealing a cascade of rust-red hair, and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. "'Bout time you showed up," she shouted. Sam imagined this was Michelle.
"I live to fight another day," Jacinta said. She crossed through the fence's gate and embraced the other woman, exchanging a quick kiss with her.
"I see you brought home some strays," Michelle said, looking over Sam and the rest of the group. "I was kind of hoping you would be wrong about that."
"I know Ki, and I know Roosevelt," Jacinta said. "I figured they'd be too short-sighted to see past their own rivalry, and I figured right."
"If Mars invaded tomorrow, they'd still insist on fighting each other," Michelle said, shaking her head. "These four are really going to save us from an army of Ravagers?"
Sam wondered how Michelle already knew about the Ravager army. He didn't wonder too hard, because despite the simple, homespun appearance Jacinta tried to project, she seemed as dialed into the information around here as anyone.
Jacinta spit. "I doubt it, but we're still better off with them than without them. Besides, all things being equal, I'd rather not see four teenagers killed just because those two are having another pissing match. How is the upstairs?"
Michelle shrugged. "As good as the last ones left it. Clean, but still...spartan, as you like to describe it."
"Well, I never promised anyone the Hilton," Jacinta said.
"There's something else," Michelle said, looking suddenly uneasy.
"Great, now what?" Jacinta asked.
"Someone arrived a bit before you, insisted they talk to someone named Sam when he arrived. I assume that's one of these two boys."
Jacinta cursed under her breath. "If it's another one of Ki's creatures, I swear I'll shoot them myself."
Michelle shook her head. "It's not. It's one of Roosevelt's people
– his computer kid. He came by himself, which I wasn't quite sure what to make of, either. In any case, he insisted on waiting upstairs. Things being how they are, I wasn’t quite sure if it was a good idea to turn anyone out, so I just told him to go on in and sit tight."
Sam gritted his teeth. Of course there was another one. Another agent, another threat, another empty promise. He'd had enough.
"Give me the gun," he said.
After their conversation with Elena, Sam wasn't eager to repeat the whole process with the other side. Worse, though, was that he didn't know if Roosevelt suspected he had told Ki about the booby-trapped data drive he had brought her. If Roosevelt suspected, things could get real dicey real quick. But then again, the computer kid didn't exactly have the look of a hit man.
Still, he wasn't going to disappear if Sam just ignored him. He looked to Jacinta, then gestured toward the apartments with his head, silently asking permission to go up there and meet Roosevelt's young maybe-assassin.
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"Give me the gun."
Sam held his hand out to Abigail, his expression devoid of any of his normal good cheer.
"Now this I'd like to see," Roach said.
"Maybe shooting him isn't the right way to play this," Abigail said. She pulled the gun from her waistband slowly, unsure if she should really hand the thing over.
"Come on," Sam said. "I'm not going to shoot the guy." He flashed her an unconvincing smile. "I'm just going to scare him a little bit."
"Don't you get any blood in that apartment," Jacinta said. "We've just got that place livable again."
"Tell that to the one upstairs," Roach said. "It sounds like it's going to be his blood making the mess."
Sam motioned for everyone to calm down. "I won't screw up your place, Jacinta," he assured their host. He gestured to Roach. "And you, stay back; let me do the talking." He paused, then added, "And try not to look too scary. That's my job."
"I hope I'm not going to regret this, Sam," Abigail said. She flipped the pistol around in her hand and held it out to him.
"Relax. What's the worst that could happen?" He took the gun, gave her another smile and headed upstairs toward the apartment and Roosevelt's agent.
Abigail sighed. Gesturing for Roach and Rend to come along, she followed Sam up to the door.
Sam took a deep breath, collecting himself: then he threw open the door. He stepped inside, cocking the gun and pointed it ahead of him.
Abigail entered the apartment in time to see the startled agent throw up his hands, his eyes wide. He looked like he was about to ruin his pants.
"Hands up," Sam shouted, moving closer. "Up where I can see them!"
"They're already up!" the young man stammered. "I'll put them up higher if you want, just don't shoot!"
Abigail recognized him from the meeting: it was the young one, the one with the computer. Up close, he looked even younger than she had earlier thought. He couldn't have been older than thirteen. Fourteen maybe.
His flat computer had fallen to the ground in the confusion; his glasses had been knocked askew on his face so that one lens hovered below his left eye, the other nearly above his right. His whole appearance was about as far from Elena's leather-clad Wilds warrior look as it was possible to get. Either Roosevelt had very different ideas on intimidation than she had expected, or there was something odd going on here.
Like her, Sam had obviously expected Roosevelt to send one of his more traditional agents to wait for them. Some big guy with an even bigger gun. Sam lowered his weapon slightly, unsure of how to proceed.
"If you came here to give us some speech about how Roosevelt still expects us to work for him, I'm not interested in... oh hell, what do you want?" He sighed and lowered the gun to his side, though he remained in his shooting stance, hoping to convey to Roosevelt's guy that he could easily re-raise the pistol at any moment.
"I know this one," Roach said. "The scientist." She narrowed her eyes at the young man. "The one with the tests. You should shoot him, Colony boy."
"No!" the young man said. "No, don't do that. I mean...please don't do that. I didn't come here to threaten anyone, or anything like that. I just want to talk."
"That's why you snuck in here to wait for us?" Sam asked.
"I didn't sneak in anywhere. I asked the woman outside if I could come in and wait, so I wouldn't risk anyone seeing me meeting with you."
"He's lying," Roach said. "Kill him."
Sam turned to look at her incredulously. "I don't know why you think I would possibly take orders from you."
Roach shrugged. "Fine, do what you want. Just don't blame me for your own dumb decisions."
"Roach..." Rend said, speaking for the first time in what seemed like ages. "This one was less harsh with me than the others. As kind as he was able, I believe. I think we should hear what he has to say."
"I agree," Abigail said. The boy — she couldn’t think of him as a man — seemed particularly poor at concealing his feelings. She had spent her entire life witnessing countless variations of human fear, and unless he was a truly exceptional actor his fear — of Sam’s gun, but also of something greater — seemed genuine. Hell, he was frightened just being here.
"Roosevelt doesn't know that you are here, does he?" she asked.
His eyes somehow widened even further; his whole body seemed to deflate. "He does not. I'd tell you I'm taking a great risk by even being here, but you've seen him, so you probably already know. I mean, you should."
Sam sighed. "If this is a trick, I'm going to be very disappointed. And displeased. What is your name?"
"Marcus," Abigail supplied when the boy failed to respond immediately.
"I'm going to be very displeased, Marcus." Sam looked around for a chair. Not finding one, he settled on an empty wooden box, pulling it over and sitting down in front Marcus. He leaned forward and looked the young man in the eye. "Let's hear what’s so important you would risk incurring the wrath of General Mustache."
"Okay, just give me a minute to catch my breath," Marcus said. He bent to retrieve his computer, moving slowly.
"It's alright, Marcus," Rend said. "Go slowly. No one here is going to harm you."
Marcus looked at Sam and then over to Roach, seemingly unconvinced by Rend's assurances. He took a deep breath and composed himself. "We have a problem," he said. "A big problem."
"Now see, I don't know what you mean by this 'we' talk," Sam said. "You're there, and we're over here. To be honest, there isn't much of a we, even on this side, so you'll have to explain why any of your problems are somehow our problems."
"I don't mean we as in this room," Marcus said. "I mean we as in this entire city."
"We were at the same meeting as you," Abigail said. "We already know about the Ravager army."
"That's not what I mean," Marcus said. "Well, okay, that isn't all I mean. The problem I'm talking about isn't the Ravager army, not in and of itself. If I'm right, and I usually am, things are about to go bad in Cheyenne, and they're going to go bad very quickly. As messed up as this is — as much of a long shot as this is — I think you are the only people who can help me stop what I think is coming."
The room stood in silence for a few moments while everyone processed Marcus's words. Finally, Sam spoke. "You seem pretty close to Roosevelt. I assume there's a good reason why you are talking to us, and not to him."
Marcus nodded. "I am close to Roosevelt, or as close as anyone is, these days. Unfortunately, Roosevelt can't help with this problem. Roosevelt is the problem."
"I could have told you that," Sam said, shrugging. "I figured that out sometime between when his soldiers shot at me for no reason and when he strong-armed me into betraying his fellow creepy crime lord."
"You did kind of bring that on yourself," Marcus said. "Not that I'm making any judgments. But those were the actions of a relatively calm and collected Roosevelt. These days, that version of him is in charge less and less. I'm worried once those Ravagers show up outside the walls, he's going to be gone forever."
"Again, I don't see how that's our problem," Sam said. "Besides, a Ravager army on your front step is going to make everyone a little crazy."
"It's not the army that's going to push him over the edge," Marcus said, shaking his head. He paused, trying to compose his thoughts. "Roosevelt's power has two foundations. He has his army, which you've seen, obviously, and he has his power plant. That's what keeps the lights on in this town, and it's how Roosevelt makes most of his money. The power plant runs on coal, and the coal comes from a mine about a quarter mile outside the walls. The walls might keep out the Ravager army, at least for a while, but —"
"The Ravager army will keep the miners inside the city," Abigail said. She understood immediately how bad that would be, and it reinforced her resolve to leave Cheyenne as soon as possible. She just had to make Sam see reason.
"That's exactly right," Marcus said. "No coal coming in means no power, and no money coming in to pay the soldiers. He'll lose any advantage he had over Ki, and he'll be completely exposed."
"So even with a giant horde of Ravagers ready to kill and devour them, Roosevelt and Ki would still rather fight each other?" Sam asked. "That's insane."
"I don't know about Madame Ki," Marcus said. "But Roosevelt, well… When that army shows up, it will cut off the routes to Roosevelt’s coal mines, and when that happens, he’ll lose his biggest source of power and money. The scales will tip in Ki’s favor, and that scares the Lawbringer more than any Ravager. His only choice will be to strike first. If the army shows up before we do something, the Ravagers won't have to burn Cheyenne; we'll do it ourselves."
"Well, that sounds...awful," Sam said. He sighed and rubbed at his face. His head ached, his stomach grumbling for a warm meal and his brain screaming for rest. He hadn’t slept – he hadn’t even had a chance to catch his breath – since before he had entered Roosevelt’s base. "I still don't see how we can help, though."
Marcus smiled. "I think that you four — especially you, Sam — are the only people who can help. Not only do both Ki and Roosevelt want you on their side, but you have connections outside the city. You can contact the Colonies, convince them to help us."
Sam shook his head, chuckling grimly. "A clever idea, but it won’t work. The Elders of my Colony want me dead, haven't you heard? Though God knows why; I certainly don't."
"Roosevelt may have...embellished the bit about them wanting you dead or alive," Marcus said. "The truth is, with as much influence as the Company has gained among his council recently, if they wanted to kill you Roosevelt wouldn't be able to stop them. The Colonies don't want you dead, Sam. They don't even really want you, per se, so much as they want whatever it is they think you took. That is what we can use."
"Wait a minute," Sam said. "Setting aside why I should trust you after you just admitted your people lied to me, how can you possibly know what the Colonies really want?"
"Well, I know computers," Marcus said. "The Company people in town send messages back and forth with the Colonies, bouncing them off some old satellite, and their encryption isn't nearly as strong as they think it is. When you talked to Roosevelt about that mysterious data drive, well, that shot their traffic through the roof. Whatever they think you have, they want it bad. If we offer them that in exchange for their assistance, we might be able to get them to come and help us, maybe even scare off the Ravager force completely."
Abigail shook her head. "That won't work." The Ravager army was led by Solomon, and a Colony force wouldn't scare him off. In fact, it would probably encourage him to attack, considering how much he hated them.
However…
"It might distract them, though," she said. "They might be more inclined to attack Colony forces than the city itself. Though I still think it's a bad idea."
"Deacon will look for the best fight he can get," Roach said. "If he thinks fighting another army will be more fun, he might go for it."
"That assumes there is a Colony army," Sam said, "and there isn’t one; none that I’ve ever heard about. I don't know what you think Colonies are, but they're not some hidden fighting force. They're called 'Survivor's Colonies' after all, not 'Army Colonies.'"
"I don't know how much they’ve shown you, Sam," Marcus said, "but I've learned quite a bit about the Colonies over the years, and I promise you they have quite the fighting force scattered around the area. It doesn't really surprise me that they kept this knowledge from you. They seem as obsessed with keeping secrets from their own people as they do the rest of us."
"And you want to ask this secret-hoarding, shadowy high-tech army for help?" Rend asked. "Sounds to me like we'd just be exchanging one threat for another."
"You've gone to 'we' awfully quick," Roach said. Rend shrugged.
"I'd prefer them to a civil war or an army of monsters," Marcus said. "No offense," he added, looking to Roach.
"Some taken," Roach replied.
"Look," Marcus said. "I know that you four have no reason to help me or this city. But I don't think you're bad people, and I don't think you want to let everyone here die. You haven't seen the best of this place: despite Roosevelt and Ki's lies, Cheyenne is a good city, and it deserves to survive.
"Now, I don't think Ki truly intends to set aside her ambitions for the common good, and I know Roosevelt doesn’t, so someone else will have to step up. I'm ready to, but I can't do it alone. But maybe with a Colonist, an evolved Howler and Ravager, and — forgive me for saying it — an actual, real-life Reaper beside me," his voice trembled as he spoke, "we might actually be able to save Cheyenne. So... what do you think? Will you four help me?"
Sam shook his head in disbelief. "You are truly insane, Marcus." He tucked the gun into the back of his waistband and leaned forward. "But, why don't you run us through your plan."
Marcus smiled. "Okay, the first thing we need to do is—"
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Jacinta and her wife hadn’t been exaggerating when they said that the upstairs apartment was unfinished. If anything, they may have overstated things. While the ground floor of the farmhouse had been rebuilt and refurnished into something that might not have looked out of place in the Old World, the upper floor was a very different story. Most of the walls were gone, either knocked down or just crumbled away over the two decades since the Old World had fallen away. The studs remained, however, and they seemed to still be in good shape, so at least they weren’t in immediate danger of the roof coming down on them.
Multi-colored fabrics and semi-translucent plastic sheeting took the place of many of the missing walls, separating the area into a single wide living area, a small, maybe-functioning kitchen, and numerous smaller rooms that could function as bedrooms, assuming there were some mattresses or even sacks of straw somewhere around the place.
No doubt the pampered Colony boy was horrified by the conditions, but compared to what Roach was used to, this place was the height of luxury.
The sun had just begun to set in the west. Roosevelt’s tech jockey, Marcus, had left, wrapping a woolen cloak over his head and tapping out something on his computer to disguise his passing. Sam and the demon stood off to one side of the living room exchanging increasingly agitated whispers with one another. Rend, like Roach, was left to wait awkwardly while their two maybe-captors finished with their lovers spat.
“I don’t care what he said,” Abigail hissed, her voice briefly raising to a near-shout. Quieter — but not quietly enough, she added. “None of this is our problem.”
“If we leave them now,” Sam whispered back. “We’re no better than Ravagers ourselves. We’re no better than Deacon.”
“That is ridiculous. You are ridiculous. You’re going to get us both killed.”
“And what’s your plan? Just run forever?”
Roach had never had much use for mating or affection in her time living with her Ravager brethren. While others in her band were apt to pair off for the night or even in some extreme cases semi-permanently, Roach had been content with her weapons and her trinkets from her childhood. Sure, she had felt fleeting feelings of attraction for some of the other adolescents in her band, but never enough to risk all the messiness that would result from actually acting on those feelings. Other than her the occasional appreciation for certain Ravagers’ combat abilities, she had never felt anything resembling affection for any of her band, except for maybe Deacon. Those feelings, however, had been more of admiration than any true closeness, and anyhow look how that had turned out. Hurt, betrayal, and ruin.
Watching these two now only reinforced her opinion that she hadn’t missed out on anything. If that was what this was — two people who looked like they wanted to kill each other, yet too blinded by affection to throw the first punch — then she was certain she had made the right decision. These two looked like they made each other miserable.
Roach cleared her throat loudly. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I was kind of hoping one of you could hurry up and tell me what the rest of us are doing here. Because if I have to fight the girl to the death to get out of this room alive, I’d prefer to just get on with it.”
Both of their heads whipped toward her in unison. “Wait,” they shouted.
“Can we just agree that we’ll think about it for now?” Sam whispered to Abigail.
“If you’ll actually think about what I said,” she answered.
“Fine. And we’re agreed on…” Sam waved his hand vaguely toward Rend and Roach.
Abigail rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why we need to be friendly to them, but . . . whatever. Fine.”
“Great,” Sam said. He turned toward Rend and Roach. “Maybe let’s all have a seat. And I hope it goes without saying that nobody needs to fight to the death.”
“Well, that’s good news,” Rend said, smiling. He went and sat on the couch Marcus had earlier been occupying. After a moment of consideration, or maybe just spitefulness, Roach joined him.
Sam took his spot on the box facing them. Abigail moved to take a position behind him, her arms crossed in front of her. She leaned back against the wall and regarded them with a look that Roach didn’t think was entirely friendly.
“Alright,” Sam began “I know this isn’t anyone's idea of a . . .  not-awkward situation, let’s say. We’re all in a strange place, and our last few days haven’t exactly been pleasant. On top of that, none of us know each other, and none of us have any particular reason to trust one another.”
“Funny how spending weeks being hunted like a dog by you two might not make me want to get all warm and cozy,” Roach said.
“Why would we hunt a dog?” Abigail spat.
“To be fair, you threatened to kill me first,” Sam said, “and you sort of implied you were going to eat me as well. So we’ve all done things we’re not proud of.”
“Speak for yourself,” Abigail said. “I’ve never felt guilty about putting Ravagers down.”
“Maybe let’s just ease up a bit?” Sam asked, wincing. Turning back to Roach, he said, “let’s let bygones be bygones. Besides, it doesn’t seem like you are quite the same, um, person that you were before. It was that thing Deacon injected you with, wasn’t it?”
There wasn’t any reason to lie to him, besides simple stubbornness. He had been there, after all. In fact, he had been injected with the same thing, hadn’t he? He didn’t seem any different though. Maybe whatever it was didn’t affect sheep– it didn’t affect humans.
She shrugged. “You seem to know more about it than me. But . . . yes, I am different. More like you, I think. As embarrassing as that may be, considering all this.” She gestured toward Sam, up and down. Maybe I am a little stubborn, she thought, smiling.
Sam frowned at the insult but otherwise ignored it. “I wish I did know more,” he said. “But I do think it has something to do with that data drive you ran off with. That was why we were chasing you, incidentally. We weren’t planning on killing you or anything.”
Abigail scoffed.
“Well, we both weren’t planning on killing you. We do need that drive, however. Now more than ever. Please tell me you still have it.” He seemed to come to a frightening realization just then. “Please tell me you didn’t just throw it away some dozen miles back. Jesus, why didn’t I think of that possibility. Please tell me you didn’t do that.”
Roach laughed. “Relax, Colony Boy. I know where it is. Your woman is right about you being a fool.”
“She’s not—”
“I’m not his woman. Where is the damned drive?” Abigail demanded.
“You know, at some point, one of you guys is going to have to explain to me what exactly any of this means,” Rend said. He had pulled his legs up onto the couch and was sitting with them folded underneath him. His hands rested on his knees, palms up, with his thumbs and middle fingers pressed together. He looked frustratingly calm, all things considered. He didn’t even look sick at this point. He seemed to have recovered from what Roach was now calling the transformation far quicker than she had.
“After she tells us about the drive,” Abigail said.
“Once you have that drive, what’s to stop you from trying to, I don’t know, drink my blood, demon?”
“No one is going to drink your filthy blood, idiot.”
“Hey, hey, let’s everyone relax. Rend is—it’s Rend, correct?” Sam asked. Rend nodded courteously and Sam continued. “Rend is right. For better or worse, we’re stuck together for the time being. There’s no reason we can’t be friendly . . . well, let’s say at least polite with each other.”
“Very wise,” Rend said.
“Shut up,” Roach and Abigail said together. They exchanged scowls.
He sighed. “My name is Sam, and this is Abigail,” Sam said. He nodded to each of them. “Rend, Roach; it is very nice to formally meet you.”
“Likewise,” Rend said. Roach only groaned.
“Abigail and I came here following Roach. Roach’s former boss, Deacon, took a data drive from my friend a few weeks ago. My friend died for that drive, and we need to get it back.”
“What is on this data drive?” Rend asked. “It must be quite important. Also, what is a data drive?”
“It’s, um, well it’s definitely important,” Sam said.
Roach scoffed. “What he means is he doesn’t know what is on his precious drive,” she said. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He never has.”
“And why did you run off with it then?” Abigail asked, taunting. “You obviously knew it was important enough to scurry off with.”
As much as it frustrated Roach to stay silent, she didn’t know how to respond to that, because she wasn’t entirely sure why she had taken the damned thing. Certainly, her life would have been easier if she had left it. She wouldn’t be in the same room as a pissed off Reaper, for one.
“I know it was important enough for my people to send us out for it,” Sam said. “And I know my friend — Vincente was his name, thought it was important enough to die for.” He sighed, rubbing his chin in his hands. “Look, even if it wasn’t important before, it might be important now. Assuming Marcus is right, that drive might be enough to convince the Colonies to help this city.”
“So now we’re not only recovering a data drive for a Colony that wants you dead, we’re really going to try a save a city that is holding us prisoner? Or have you forgotten that Roosevelt and Ki only agreed to let us come here because they can keep an eye on us? And that they’ll probably both be in line to put bullets in our heads the second we can no longer help them.”
“As much as I hate to agree with the vampire,” Roach said. “Why should the Howler and I care what happens to this dump? So far it hasn’t been the friendliest place to us up to this point.”
“I know Roosevelt mistreated you,” Sam said. “But there are a lot more people here than just Roosevelt. They don’t deserve to die for his crimes. We can save these people. Or at least we can try.”
Roach shook her head in contempt.
“She’s probably excited for Deacon to get here,” Abigail said. “She’s probably eager to sneak away and rejoin him.”
Roach stood up, seeing red. “Screw Deacon, and screw you. You don’t know anything about me, or anything about how I think,” she roared. “As far as I’m concerned, you and Deacon can both screw off to hell together.” She forced herself to calm down, taking slow, deep breaths. She sat back down, her cheeks burning, feeling foolish. To make matters worse, the damned Reaper hadn’t even moved. “Besides,” Roach added. “I couldn’t go back even if I wanted to. I’m not a Ravager anymore.”
“I will help,” Rend said. “Though Roosevelt must be made to pay for his crimes, the city’s people are blameless. Besides, my clan have all passed into the beyond. I have nowhere else to go. I suspect none of you do either. Perhaps this is as good a place to fight for as any.”
“Thank you, Rend,” Sam said. “What about you, Roach. We really need that drive. We also need you.”
She clenched her jaw and looked away. She didn’t believe his words for a moment. She was certain that the second they had that drive, they would cast her aside or worse. But what other choice did she have? “Fine, I’ll stay,” she said. “I will help.”
“This is great,” Sam said. “I’ll go down and tell Michelle and Jacinta we will be staying, and that . . . I guess that no one is killing anyone up here. We can figure out our plan first thing in the morning. How does that sound, Abigail?”
Abigail rolled her eyes at him. “Do whatever you want, Sam. Track down your stupid drive, try to save this stupid city, do whatever you want. By tomorrow I’m sure you’ll just have some new plan, some new thing you want to do, and expect me to follow along with that too. I’m just surprised you even ask me anymore.”
She raised her hands like she wanted to strangle someone. After a moment, she sighed and turned away, letting her arms drop back to her sides. “And now I’ve got these two to deal with. Do whatever you want, Sam. I’m going to the roof to look for the spies that are no doubt watching us as we speak. Don’t bother following me. That goes for all of you.”
“Abigail—” Sam began.
“All of you,” she repeated. She turned and left the apartment without another word, slamming the door behind her.
“She seems less enthusiastic about this plan than yourself, Sam,” Rend said.
That would make two of us, Roach thought. She needed to get out of here. Maybe she would check out the rest of the farm. See what they were keeping in that barn. She followed Abigail out the door, making sure to keep her distance. The last thing she heard before closing the door was Sam, speaking to Rend.
“No, Rend, no she does not. Thank you for the insight.”
And this is the one leading us, Roach thought.
We are so screwed.
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Abigail sat a few feet back from the edge of the roof and looked out toward the center of the city. A full moon high above sheathed the city in an ethereal silver. Among the almost ghostlike silhouettes of its old and new structures, neon, gas, and electric lights glimmered like a rainbow-colored menagerie of fireflies. This night reminded her of when she had sat atop the long-abandoned supermarket with Sam, back when they still barely knew one another. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
It was the third night she had spent up here, tracking the spies and watchers that were keeping an eye on them for both Ki and Roosevelt and possibly other parties. She had insisted on spending much of the nights up here alone, both because her powerful night vision could pick out even the most well-concealed watchers in near-pitch darkness. That was what she told herself, but she knew it was also because she wanted to avoid Sam.
It had become increasingly obvious that Sam viewed himself as the decision maker in their relationship. It felt like her opinion mattered less and less every day. She hadn’t argued when he wanted to track Roach west. She had agreed when he wanted to make their way into this city. When he wanted to go along with Ki’s little heist, she had thought it a bad idea, but she had relented, and they had only barely made it through. And now, Sam wanted them to stay in this doomed city when a Ravager army was about to raze it to cinders? An army led by a resurrected Deacon and Solomon, no less. Solomon, the absolute last person in the entire world she wanted to see, the one that scared her more than anything – and even his presence wasn’t enough to make her put her foot down.
She’d put up a fuss, sure, but she still gave in. She still agreed to Sam’s plan, even if she knew it was doomed. What had he given her in return? Little to nothing. He hadn’t once considered her point of view. Not really.
She grabbed the bottle she’d been drinking from — water, as unfortunate as that was, given her dark mood, and hurled it into the night. After a few seconds, she heard it shatter on the brick below. She was wallowing in self-pity, she decided. Why did Sam have that effect on her?  She had survived -- had thrived – out in the Wilds. She had survived the harsh training by Solomon as well as the struggle of always being apart and feared by all that knew she was a Reaper.  She had Solomon’s torment, which had been mostly psychological, and it had made her tougher, hadn’t it?
No, she thought, that was bullshit. She didn’t have to make excuses for Solomon anymore. She didn’t have to fear him either, as ridiculous as that sounded to her. They had fought twice now since she had left, and she had won both times. She could win again. She was a Reaper too, after all. If she was going to stay and fight, she would damned well win. Solomon wouldn’t frighten her anymore.
If that wasn’t enough, now she had two more people to worry about. Two more people that would no doubt betray her, let her down, stab her in the back. Two more people that would leave her. And Sam would leave her too, eventually. Why wouldn’t he?
She was lying to herself, telling herself that he cared. He cared about surviving, and his stupid drive, and returning to his own life. He’d stayed with her all this time because she was useful. Because she was all he had. But she wasn’t now, was she? Not anymore. It was only a matter of time before he saw that these new people weren’t as closed off as her, or as cold as her – they weren’t as Reaper as her.  Wouldn’t it be easier, she wondered, to just leave now? Leave them—leave him—before they could leave her. People couldn’t be trusted.
She sighed and reached for another bottle of water. Am I just feeling sorry for myself? Or am I just seeing things clearly for the first time since all of this started?
“I thought you said we wouldn’t have to help out around here,” Roach said.
The three of them — Roach, Rend, and Sam, as Abigail was still sleeping after spending the night out till dawn — stood in the orange brick path separating a cauliflower patch on one side and a pen of bristly-haired pigs on the other.
“Jacinta may have said that,” Michelle said. “She’s not here though, and I am. No one stays for free. Besides, the fresh air will do you good. As will some honest work; by the look of you three, I expect that will be quite the change of pace.”
Sam liked Michelle. She had been remarkably friendly and accommodating of them, especially considering the odd circumstances of their arrival. She had a pleasant, semi-mocking sense of humor, and seemed to say exactly what she meant. She also seemed less frightened by the impending Ravager attack than anyone else he had met. She definitely seemed less frightened than he himself felt.
“I admit I’ve never seen a real farm before,” Rend said. “I was more of a hunter. This all seems intriguing. I’m happy to help.”
“Suck up,” Roach said, slapping him lightly across the chest.
“What do we need to do?” Sam asked
“I’ve got a full patch of cauliflower ready to be picked. It's a two-person job, assuming you want to get it done before sundown. And then the pigpen needs to be mucked out, and then the whole mess of them needs to get fed. I won’t lie to you, it's not the most glamorous of jobs, and you’re going to get dirty.”
“If you need those pigs slaughtered, I’m happy to help,” Roach said. “Otherwise, take care of them yourself.”
“Well, it looks like we just got a volunteer for pig duty,” Michelle said. She tossed a three-pronged rake to Roach. “Unless you want to explain to Jacinta why we need to keep a freeloader under our roof. It’s pigs now, or it’s sleeping in an alley later. Each of you is still doing less than half of what I’ve got on my plate for the day.”
“Roach, the work will be finished before you know it,” Rend said.
“Easy for you to say; cauliflowers don’t take dumps.”
Sam laughed. “Good luck, Roach.” He took a sack from Michelle and headed for the cauliflower field, followed by Rend.
Muttering curses to herself, Roach headed the opposite direction, toward the pig pen. “Starting tomorrow, you’re shoveling the dumps, wolf-boy. I’m picking the veggies,” She called back over her shoulder. Rend just smiled.
The crops were laid out in rows, which made it easy for Sam and Rend to begin to make their way methodically from one end of the field to the other.
Rend was still somewhat of a mystery to Sam, so he decided to take this opportunity to get to know the tall, dark haired young man a bit better. He seemed friendly enough, but Sam was unsure where to start without risking offending Rend or making him feel awkward.
“I hope this isn’t too personal,” he began, “but I have to ask. When you said that the rest of your clan had passed away, that was a clan of Howlers, right? You are, er . . . were a Howler?”
Rend turned toward him and smiled. “We don’t call ourselves Howlers, but yes. That was what we were.”
“That must have been strange for you. To be changed, or whatever, like you were.”
“What do you mean?” Rend asked.
“Well, you know…” Sam began. Rend still had the same uncanny air of calm that carried with him everywhere. Sam, on the other hand, had the brief but burning desire to turn and run in embarrassment from this conversation. “You know. Because you’re . . .  you look like a . . .  an Uninfected. Not like a Howler. That’s not an offensive term, is it?”
“It's fine, Sam. Though if you want to use our term, we call ourselves the Free. Have you seen many Howlers, Sam?”
Sam nodded. “A few,” he said. “Though mostly only during attacks.”
“Not entirely surprising. Most of us tend to shy away from your kind. You are far too violent. I do admit it doesn’t help our image much, though, when it's only the rogues and the ferals that you people tend to meet.”
“What do you mean?” Sam asked.
“You’ve traveled the Wilds, presumably. If you only met highwayman and slavers, as many of the Wild’s Uninfected tend to be, wouldn’t you assume all Uninfected were bloodthirsty monsters?”
Sam thought about that. It made a lot of sense, even if it went against everything he had been taught. Of course, just because he had been taught something didn’t make it true. It was becoming more and more evident that the Colonies lied about a lot of things. And Rend’s transformation, if it had happened only a few days ago, might have made him more human, but it wouldn’t have taught him to speak English as well as he did; that alone put the lie to the idea that Howlers were little more than beasts. It still didn’t explain his appearance.
Rend laughed. “I can see the wheels turning in your noggin, Sam. Where are my big teeth and big scary claws? How come I look as much like the kindly grandmother as I do the big, bad wolf? Think about it for a second, and I bet you’ll get it.”
What was different with his interaction with Rend now and the Howlers he had come across in the past? “You — the Free — don’t always look the same, do you? It's like a cat, with retractable claws. You go all werewolf when you have to fight, or hunt, right?”
“Well, I can’t speak to what a werewolf is, but—”
“You knew about Little Red Riding Hood.”
“I think that was just a wolf. In any case, yes. We have two forms. Though I am far more like you now than I had been before I encountered Roach. Before I . . . bit Roach. If you saw a normal Free person, you wouldn’t mistake them for an Uninfected. But neither would you see an animal, unless you are particularly bigoted.”
Sam nodded. “Huh. That’s surprising. Not a lot of people know that about Howlers, you know. About the Free. You’re not going to get in trouble for telling me that, are you?”
Rend sighed. “There’s no one left for me to get in trouble with, even if it was somehow forbidden. The sorry fact is, Sam, that at this moment I know you as well as I do any other living soul, anymore.”
Sam nodded, not quite knowing what to say to that. Finally, he said the only thing that didn’t seem wrong to him. “Well, it’s good to know you, Rend.”
Rend nodded to him in acknowledgment, and they continued to pick cauliflower in silence.
Sam couldn’t sleep.
Abigail was up on the roof, again, and Rend was snoring loudly on the other side of the room. Roach was out in the barn, either asleep herself or doing whatever it was former Ravagers did in the middle of the night. He didn’t want to hazard what that might be. He tried everything he could think of to just fall asleep, but nothing seemed to work. All that he could think was that he wasn’t doing enough. He wasn’t thinking far enough ahead, wasn’t anticipating what new problem they would face next.
He heard the faint murmur of voices below, and he decided that as long as he was awake, he might as well go and speak with Jacinta, now that she had evidently returned from her tavern. He still hadn’t quite gotten a feel for their hosts, and no doubt they would say the same about him.
The stairs creaked under foot as he descended, and the voices ceased. He emerged into the farmhouse living room and was greeted with a raised eyebrow from Michelle and a steely look from Jacinta. He suddenly felt extremely awkward, and he tried to come up with something witty to say.
“I just wanted to, um, say thanks for letting us stay, and for speaking for us with the two bosses,” he stammered out.
Smooth as always, Sammie, Vincente’s voice chimed in, unhelpfully.
Both women stared at him for a few awkward moments before one of them finally spoke.
“Well, better you four here out of the public eye, rather than Ki and Roosevelt thrashing back and forth over you in the public square,” Jacinta said. “People are scared enough, as it is. Word’s gotten ‘round about that Ravager force heading our way. They need to at least be able to pretend that their leaders have some sort of plan to deal with the trouble that’s coming.”
“Even if most of them know that Ki and Roosevelt would just as soon fight one another,” Michelle added. “Knowing and seeing it are still two different things.”
“And do they?” Sam asked. “Have any sort of plan, that is?”
Jacinta and Michelle both laughed.
“They’ve got the same plan they’ve had the last dozen times some bandit army or pop-up warlord tried knocking at the gate,” Jacinta said. “They’ll each marshal what gunslingers and knifers they have, scare about twice as many conscripts from the common folk, and put most of them on the walls.”
“All the while carefully weighing how many they can keep back to poke the other in the back with,” Michelle said. “And round and round it goes. Of course, there’s only so much anyone can do until that army gets closer, so for now we do what everyone else is doing and try real hard to pretend everything is normal.”
“Pretend things are normal?” Sam asked. “They do realize that chasing off some collection of ragged Uninfected bandits from the Wilds isn’t quite the same as facing the force we saw on that screen, don’t they?”
“The answer to that is a bit more complicated than it seems,” Michelle said. “You know that things are different, and Ki and Roosevelt know it, but what about the common folk, just trying to keep their heads down and live their lives away from Wild’s armies and district bosses’ feuds? Do you think they know just how much more dangerous this Ravager army is?”
“I don’t…maybe?”
“Yeah, they do,” Jacinta said. She shook her head wearily and took a seat at the table. She poured herself a glass of some dark, sudsy liquid from a wide glass jug in front of her. “They know this trouble is different; that this might be the end of us. Every one of them knows it, but all the same, no one will say it out loud. No one will say it out loud because they know that there’s nothing they can do about it either way, and if they say it out loud than that makes it real, and if it’s real then it becomes a whole lot harder to hold onto anything like hope.”
“So everyone just pretends like everything is fine?” Sam said. “That’s insane. It’s delusional. It’s—”
“It’s not insane, Sam,” Jacinta said. “It’s the opposite of insane. It’s not giving into despair. If the boot maker or the pipe welder really stopped and faced the fact that a thousand blood-drunk maniacs are coming to burn their homes and eat their families, then boots stop being made and pipes stop getting welded, and then the city is that much worse off, and our chances of surviving the coming storm are that much worse. No, by going about their days like everything is normal, each and every one of those people is doing their part.”
It made a certain amount of sense to Sam, even if he still thought it involved dizzying amounts of denial and self-delusion. “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” he said.
“It’s why you don’t have to say thank you for us letting you stay here,” Michelle said. “Though of course it’s sweet of you to say. Everything you’re doing is helping us, the city, and everyone else, even if it seems like it’s just a bunch of boring chores. We are each doing our part, which is all anyone can ask of one another.”
Sam thought about that. “Still, we’ve all fought, we all have experience out there. There must be something more…I don’t know, concrete, that me and Abigail and the other two can be doing.”
Michelle laughed at that, and Jacinta tried to hide a smile with the lip of her glass. “You think that Jacinta and I don’t know about your trips to the market, or you all eyeing the walls, or the bosses’ scattered spies in the windows looking down on us? We know you four are hatching some sort of plan, and we don’t doubt that plan will throw some sand in the face of that Ravager army. You wonder why we took you in? Well, we don’t need help around the farm that bad. It’s because we know that whatever trouble you’re cooking up, you’ll have a much easier time carrying it out if you’re not living out of one of Ki’s underground ‘apartments’ or Roosevelt’s cells.”
Sam opened his mouth to protest, but no words came. Michelle had all but come out and said that, far from being their wardens, she and her wife were on their side. He shut his mouth and just nodded.
“Well, I guess we’re all doing our part, then,” he said.
“And that part involves baling hay in—” Michelle checked the grandfather clock to her left “—just over five hours from now. So maybe think about doing your part in getting some sleep, Sam.”
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Abigail methodically picked, dusted off, and bagged one mushroom after another. The task Michelle had assigned her was both dull and repetitive, though certainly better than any of the animal related tasks the boys had been given. She was likely the strongest, fastest, and most dangerous person in this city, and she had been relegated to harvesting creminis. Earlier today
it had been feeding tanks of rust-colored tilapia and then pruning the various bushy green crops whose roots extended down in to those same tanks. Perhaps this was what a ‘normal’ life was like. Doing work that didn’t involve threatening, punching, stabbing, or shooting anyone. She wouldn’t lie to herself and say it was what the kind of life she had dreamt of growing up, but that might have been because she had no reason to know that this was normal. She’d been a teenager the first time she had even seen a settlement bigger than a dozen people, and that had been Mae’s, and that place had been mainly hunters, scavengers, and thugs. How different would her life had been, even with her condition, if she had been born someplace like this? Raised by parents like Jacinta and Michelle, rather than someone like Solomon? She scoffed at the idea—these people only accepted her because they needed her. There was no way they would otherwise. Besides, farming was boring. It was a bit of a wonder to her that people actually chose this life.
Roach, who was standing on the opposite side of the long wooden shelf that held the growing plots, had been sending repeated dark stares across the row of fungus at Abigail. “So, does handling this stuff gross you out?” Roach asked, breaking what had been a tolerable time of mutual silence.
“Why,” Abigail asked, wondering if it wouldn’t be better just to ignore the maybe-former Ravager, “would handling mushrooms possibly ‘gross me out?’”
Roach smiled and tossed her head, casting a greasy tangle of her hair away from her eyes. The bright red of it—Abigail guessed it was paint, rather than dye—was beginning to fade, and revealed pale blond roots. “What I mean is that a lot of people would be all sick to their stomachs if they had to spend their days wrist deep in human blood. Most people, the sheep—the normal people. Get it? They wouldn’t like handling your food. I just wondered if it was like that with you, but like backwards. Because you can’t—”
“I eat normal food,” Abigail answered flatly.
”What’s the deal with the blood then?”
“What’s the deal with all your questions?” Abigail shot back.
Roach snorted a laugh. “Easy there. Just making conversation. Careful, with that temper, people are going to start thinking you’re the Ravager here. And that’s kind of my thing.”
“Is it now? Still?”
Roach blushed a bit at that. “Whatever. I don’t really care why you love guzzling blood anyway. Just forget it.” She suddenly became very focused on the mushrooms before her.
Abigail sighed. “As far as I know, it isn’t for nutrition,” she said. “Part of being…what I am is healing. Most injuries I might take will heal themselves up, but that healing has to come from somewhere. More material, so to speak, more fuel for the healing. At least that how I understand it. Plus, it’s been explained to me that we — Reapers — have some kind of deficiency. Whatever changed us, it isn’t complete, our bodies don’t make something that it needs, so we need to get it from outside sources.”
“From doing the whole vampire thing.”
Abigail rolled her eyes. “More or less, sure.”
Roach nodded, considering. “Interesting. Strange, but interesting.”
“That’s it? Interesting?”
Roach shrugged. “Sure. What more do you want me to say? It’s strange, but we’re all a little strange. Everyone’s got their own thing. Even your little normal boyfriend. You’ve got mushrooms to pick, don’t you?”
Roach turned back to her own harvesting as Abigail watched, thinking.  This Roach was not what she expected. “You really know where that data drive thing is?” she finally asked.
“I said I did, didn’t I?” Roach said without looking up. “You’ll just have to trust me. I don’t lie. Not normally, at least.”
Abigail continued to watch her, nodding slowly. After a few moments, she returned to her own mushrooms.
“Ya’ll got ten minutes to get that food in you, then it’s the same as yesterday.” She didn’t go as far as to bang a pot, but Michelle’s brassy voice carried a weight many times the size of her small frame. That voice, along with the enticing smell of breakfast, quickly chased the last remnants of sleep from Sam’s head. “Rend, Sam,” she continued,” you’re moving the herd. You know the field rotation by now, or at least you better. Girls: You’ll be harvesting house two today. Corn and Icebergs. Remember, don’t pull up the lettuce. Pick the leaves—gently—then move on. If the roots don’t stay in the dirt, then the little guys aren’t going to grow more. Now eat up, and I expect to see four pairs of boots out front on time.”
She turned and exited the small kitchen, leaving them to the pans of eggs atop the wood stove and the tray of diced fried potatoes on the counter next to them. Sam would have thought that the same breakfast every morning would get old, but it somehow didn’t. He hadn’t eaten meals this tasty since he’d been back in the Colony. Maybe not even then.
The four of them lined up without a word, took plates, filled them up, then maneuvered to different positions around the room to eat. Roach ate standing, as she did each morning, her shoulders hunched possessively over her plate as she shoveled the food into her mouth. Rend leaning against the far wall, eating slowly with his eyes closed, methodically chewing and swallowing each bite. Abigail and Sam sat at opposite sides of the heavy wooden farm table, each glancing occasionally at the other, neither speaking.
Abigail was still upset with him, even if she wouldn’t admit it. Sam, for his part, just wanted her to get over whatever it was that was bothering her, though if she expected some kind of apology from him, she was just going to have to keep on waiting. Even if he knew what he did wrong — and he definitely did not — he felt, rightly or not, like he was always apologizing. He hadn’t done anything wrong, at least nothing he could think of – and he had thought about it plenty. He wasn’t just going to apologize for the sake of it. As far as he knew, if he apologized for the wrong thing, he was just as liable to make her even more angry. No, better to just keep his head down and wait for her to get over it.  That’s what I’m supposed to do, isn’t it?
You’re on your own with this one, kid, Vincente said. Women problems are above my pay grade.
“You think you’re going to be able to keep up today, Abs?” Roach asked. “If I remember right, last time we did lettuce I roasted you.”
“I didn’t know at the time that it was a race,” Abigail answered, without turning away from her food. “But yes, I believe I can avoid a roasting today.”
Sam had to keep his mouth from falling open. Not only had Abigail somehow tolerated being called ‘Abs’—something he would never in a million years be able to get away with—she had answered Roach’s teasing without more than a touch of annoyance. She practically smiled when she answered. Maybe she had gotten over whatever was bothering her. He didn’t know a lot about women, but he knew that this was his chance to smooth things over between the two of them.
“You’d better be careful who you challenge, Roach,” Sam said. “Not only is Abigail fast, but she probably won’t like losing too much. She’s liable to put you down, and you won’t have me to stop her this time.”
He smiled at Abigail, who answered with a stony stare. She dropped her fork hard against her plate and stood up abruptly. “You’re such an ass.” She turned, dropped her plate in the sink, and was storming out of the room before Sam could comprehend what he had done wrong.
“Smooth,” Roach finally said.
“What did I do?” Sam asked, shaking in head in confusion. He apparently still had a lot to learn.
The goats seemed to like him about as much as Abigail today. A dozen yards away Rend was having little trouble keeping his half of the herd moving in a tight, orderly procession across the reclaimed ancient parking lot and toward the eastern pasture. The only thing Sam’s half seemed to be able to agree upon was that they had no interest in listening to him. Sam tried pleading with the goats, and then swearing at them and kicking a few small rocks, but nothing seemed to work. He threw down his long hardwood crook and turned away from the beasts, his hands on his hips, fury and frustration filling his mind. No one would listen to him, damnit. Somehow, everything he did, everything he tried, it was always wrong. Abigail, these stupid goats, this whole mad city—the whole world, it seemed—was against him, and he didn’t know how to get things right. He’d been making decisions as situations arose for weeks now, getting by barely by the skin of his teeth, and he only seemed to be getting further away from his goals. Even these damned goats wouldn’t cooperate.
“Looks like you are having a little trouble.”
It took him a moment to realize that the voice speaking to him was real, and not in his head. Rend had made his way over while Sam had been lost in his frustrated thoughts. He was leaning on his own longer crook, looking over at Sam with an annoyingly serene smile on his face.
“I’m thinking real hard about having goat burgers for dinner tonight,” Sam said, glowering at the offending animals. They now somehow seemed to be regrouping in to something approaching a cohesive herd.
Rend chuckled at that, and then resumed the odd sort of conversation he was having with the goats. He clicked his teeth at them a few times, whistled, and knocked the butt of his crook on the ground a few times, which somehow seemed a clear and compelling message to Sam’s anarchic band of goats.
“How are you doing that?” Sam asked, half amazed and half annoyed at just how easy Rend was making their job look. “Is that some sort of, um, Howler thing?” He quickly added, with a flush of embarrassment, “Shit, sorry. Free-Person thing, I mean.”
“Just a person, now. The Free is more of a poetic saying; something the more militant of us would say to differentiate ourselves from people like you. Them. You’re not really like the rest of them anymore than I’m like a typical Free, anymore. Let’s just say I don’t particularly feel like a…” He turned and smiled. “Like a Howler today, and so the answer to your first question is no, what I am doing is not a Howler thing. Rather, it is a shepherd thing.”
Sam nodded. They were all just people, weren’t they? He didn’t think of Abigail as a Reaper, did he? She was just Abigail, but at other times he couldn’t set aside that she was a Reaper and well, that was still a lot to get past.
Just Abigail or a Reaper? She’s both and you need to figure out what
that means for you Sam, Vincente said.
Sam shook off the imaginary question, not liking the probable answer to it. “Well, in that case, how did you get so good at shepherding? Did you tend goats, before all of this?” He asked Rend.
Rend laughed. “No, I have never tended to an animal in my life before Jacinta showed us how this is done. We Howlers are hunters, not farmers. I’ve plenty of experience tracking deer, or boar, or rabbit, but none of this type of work. You do have to admit a Howler farm would look pretty odd, no?”
It would at that, Sam thought, especially a real—for lack of a better word—Howler walking after a line of goats. “If you haven’t done this before, then how come you’re so much better at it than me?” He turned to the goats and added, shouting, “Huh? How come you listen to him and not me? Am I saying the wrong thing, goats? Am I not apologizing the right way, huh goats? What do you want me to do?”
“Well, yelling at them like that can’t help things,” Rend added. Sam turned an angry glare at him and Rend shrugged. “The answer is that the goats listen to me because I listen to them. Goats, deer, people—they all respond better if you listen to them, put yourself in their place. With the goats, this is a bit more metaphorical, but with people—say perhaps, someone you care about—this is much more literal. Can I offer you a small bit of unsolicited advice, Sam?”
Sam shrugged. “It sounds like you already are.”
“Well, maybe it’s one part advice, one part observation. It seems to me that you are someone who leads by example.”
“I wouldn’t say I do too much leading at all,” Sam said.
“We may disagree there. Still, from what I have observed, you have gotten where you are simply by doing the right thing, and then expecting that everyone else will follow.”
Sam started to object and Rend raised a hand to stall him. “There is nothing wrong with that—on the contrary, there is a lot to admire in this particular leadership style, but it can only go so far. To go the rest of the way, you have to consider the needs and the wants and the perspectives of others. Maybe not as much when it comes to the wants of a goat, but the wants of, say, a partner?”
“You’re saying I don’t do a good job of putting myself in Abigail’s place? I won’t argue with you there. I’ve tried, but I can’t. She’s just too different from me. No matter how much I might want to, I can’t think like her because I don’t know how she thinks.”
Rend’s laughter boomed. “Of course she’s different from you. Not because she is a Reaper—that’s far less important than you think—but because she is a woman. Males of all species have been trying and failing to understand the thoughts of females since long before either of us was born. No doubt those same females could say the exact same thing about us dumb males. Goodness, I’m sure even Jacinta and Michelle have problems comprehending each other’s thoughts from time to time. No two people can ever really understand what it’s like to think like another. But you can still try, and just as important, you can look like you’re trying. Right now, you kind of look like a spoiled kid moping about because he can’t get his way.”
That last remark stung, but maybe that was because it had a bit of truth to it. “That’s a lot of thoughts,” Sam said with a weak smile. “Did you learn all of that in Howler school?”
Rend smiled back, making a ‘more-or-less’ gesture with his hand. “Ask yourself what you really want, Sam. And ask yourself if you can really achieve any of that by yourself. Or if you would even want to. Ask yourself that, think it over, and then try again. And occasionally nudging the goats with the bottom of this bent stick does that job. Though I wouldn’t recommend that same action with Reapers you might be trying to apologize to.”
Marcus sat in the waiting room outside of Roosevelt’s office and tried to stop his leg from tapping.
He told himself for the thousandth time that he had nothing to worry about. He had covered his tracks completely, and Roosevelt had no reason nor evidence to suspect that he had done anything wrong. Don’t panic, Marcus. Just stay calm.
“Marcus!” Roosevelt boomed, smiling wide and holding his hands out wide. “Come in, my boy.”
He was out of his normal dress uniform, leaning back behind his over-sized desk with his feet up on its surface. Off to the side, a fire roared within an ornate hearth, casting the room in a dim, dancing orange light. He noticed the crystal decanter on the desk, nearly three-quarters empty. He didn’t know if that was a good sign or bad.
“Lawbringer,” Marcus said, bowing as respectfully as he was able from the doorway.
“Close the door behind you Marcus. I don’t want to look at that hideous fluorescent light. I much preferred the fire, don’t you? More primitive, more primal. Real.”
“Of course, sir,” Marcus replied. He chose one of the leather-bound chairs opposite the fire and sat down, trying his best not to look nervous or guilty.
“Don’t start with that ‘sir’ talk with me Marcus,” Roosevelt said. Marcus’s heart skipped a beat. “You can call me Doug, Marcus. For god’s sake, I’ve known you since you were a baby. I think you can do that much for me.”
“Certainly sir. Roosevelt. Doug, I mean.”
“Bah, I can see it makes you uncomfortable. Maybe just Roosevelt is fine; split the difference. How are you, Marcus?”
“I am well, Roosevelt. As well as I can be, all things considered.”
“Yes, yes. Bad business, these Ravagers,” He swirled his drink around for a few moments, lost in thought. He downed the rest of it and leaned forward to refill it from the decanter. “We will handle them though, don’t you worry.”
Marcus nodded. “We will, sir.”
“Those damned Ravagers are the least of my problems, of course. Do you know the real problem with power, son?”
“I don’t suppose I do.”
“Once you have enough to try and do some damned good, everyone comes out of the woodwork to try and take it away from you.”
“I’m sure Ki isn’t stupid enough to try and move against you, considering the threat that’s coming,” Marcus said. Roosevelt was definitely drunk, which either meant he wouldn’t remember this conversation tomorrow, or he would, and he would be receptive to advice. It was worth the risk, Marcus decided, if he could do anything to dissuade Roosevelt from conflict.
“Ki is a creature of ambition. In that way she’s predictable. I can deal with Ki, assuming it comes to that. Oh yes, I’ll be able to deal with her. Our work with those two bizarre, filthy Infected is already producing results. Results that are extremely promising. Results you were invaluable in producing, Marcus. I’m glad I have you here, son. You have been invaluable. Important. Just like your father was.”
Marcus felt a pang of sadness hearing his father’s name. It had been nearly ten years since his father died, fighting for Roosevelt.
“God, I wish your daddy was still with us, Marcus. I could use him, in these trying times. My council is full of snakes, my Generals all working against each other and probably me as well. Your father, though, he was one I could rely on. He would know what to do. Yes, he would.” Roosevelt had almost nodded off there in his chair, but he caught himself and seemed to come wide awake again. “Cutter and those damned Company soldiers might be taking my money, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’m somehow working for them. I don’t trust that scar-faced bastard one bit, no matter how many big promises he makes. No matter how good his track record.”
The big man’s head began to bob lower and lower, and Marcus started to plot how to best sneak from the room without disturbing his imminent slumber. At the same time, the Lawbringer’s last statement stuck with Marcus. Roosevelt didn’t trust Cutter, and Marcus shared his distrust. The Company had access to too many resources, and they knew too much about too many things to merely operate as a mercenary company. If Marcus could ever gain access to the Company’s computers, he might be able to learn more. Roosevelt shook his head and returned to full consciousness. “I don’t trust those Old World bastards at all, my boy. Now you be sure and stay close, Marcus. I’ll need your help, in the days to come. Can you do that for me, Marcus? Can you help me? Are you loyal to me?”
“Of course, sir. I am, Sir.” Marcus felt frightened and guilty and unsure of himself and Roosevelt all at once. He considered coming clean to the Lawbringer right then, and he quickly dismissed the idea as foolish. He had started out on this course, and he had already decided it was the best way to help the city survive what was coming. He was still loyal to Roosevelt — he still believed in the man even if he was increasingly disturbed by his methods, but Roosevelt couldn’t be trusted to do what was best for the city now. He just hoped that he himself was up to the task. He certainly had his doubts.
“Good, good,” Roosevelt said. He looked like he was starting to fade again. “That’s enough, Marcus. Get some rest. Like I said, I’ll need you at your best. We’ll all need you.”
Marcus stood up, bowed, and left Roosevelt’s office. He truly hoped the city wouldn’t need him. He didn’t know what he was doing. The only problem was it seemed like no one else did either.
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“I need two of you to head over to Sullivan’s and pick up four cases of his number three whiskey,” Jacinta said.
Before they could respond, she was back out the half-flap door separating the floor of the bar from back, where all four of the group had been working the past week. It was a nice change of pace from the all-day farm work. At least once he was done here, Sam wasn’t too exhausted to take his nightly scouting walks through the market and the border districts. Not that they were working any less hard, per se, as Jacinta seemed to have an almost preternatural sense for when someone was standing around doing nothing. She’d be there in a flash to forcefully ‘remind’ that person of the many number of tasks that still needed doing. Bar work, however, was far less physically tasking than the farm work. It was also blessedly free of goats.
“If four of us go to pick up three cases of the number four whiskey,” Roach called back, “then who is going to wash that stack of plates?”
“That’s not what I said,” Jacinta shouted back, “I said two of you need to pick up four—are you messing with me, girl?” Jacinta was back in the kitchen, her hands on her hips, her expression stormy.
Roach smiled. “Me? I wouldn’t even know where to—”
“Can it. Don’t care which two, just needs doing. Don’t take too long.” And before waiting for a response, she turned, and in a flurry of flapping apron, she was gone.
“She’s going to throw a plate at you one of these times,” Abigail said to Roach, not looking up from the mugs she was methodically drying.
“Nah, she likes it,” Roach said back. “Keeps her on her toes.”
“I’ll go get the whiskey,” Sam said. After spending the past few days making every effort to listen and not speak, he had come to the unmistakable conclusion that Abigail’s present irritability was limited solely to things relating to him. She not only got along better than ever with Roach, who was nominally still their prisoner, but she’d been warm, if not friendly, with Rend, Michelle, and Jacinta. Even the few times when Roosevelt’s computer kid Marcus had stopped by, she had been unusually pleasant, despite the fact that there was still no reason to trust anyone from that organization. And yet, with Sam she had been, well, not angry—not any longer—but still cold. Quiet, standoffish. There certainly hadn’t been any kissing. He wasn’t too proud to admit that he missed that. He shuddered to think how she would react if he tried to kiss her now.
“Abigail, would you like to come with me?” His voice sounded far more tentative then he had wanted. “Or…you can stay here, your decision. I don’t want to try and tell you what to do. You can decide.” He immediate felt a warm flash of intense embarrassment, and he forced himself to stop talking.
“Roach, why don’t you go with Sam,” Abigail said, still focused on drying her mugs. “You’ve been mentioning how you felt cooped up in this tiny kitchen.”
Sam looked around the room, first up toward the ceiling which couldn’t have been lower than fifteen feet above them, then at the cavernous space that surrounded the three silver beer-brewing tanks past the dishwashing sink. This place had been an auto parts dealership back before the Horsemen, Jacinta had told him, and the kitchen had been a stock room the size of a decently-sized warehouse. Tiny was one thing it definitely was not.
“Are you sure?” Sam asked. “I’d thought maybe—”
She looked up at him without expression, her eyes steely. After a moment, she said. “I’m sure.”
“Ok then,” Roach said brightly. She dropped the dish she had been washing and pulled off her ankle-length apron. Bounding past Sam, she slapped him hard on the shoulder. “Come on, pretty boy, we’ve got booze to fetch. Don’t want to keep the chief waiting.”
Sam looked back to Abigail, who was again intently drying those mugs. He scowled, fighting back the urge to walk over to her and shake her by the shoulders and demand to know what she wanted him to say. It would almost be worth it, even if he was fairly certain it would end with several of his bones being broken.
“Alright, Roach,” he said with a sigh. “Let’s go.”
Sam and Roach walked wordlessly through the edge of the market, which was still bustling even now as day turned to night and the high-up fluorescent flood lamps began to blink to life. Finally, Sam’s frustration got the better of him and he spoke.
“Dammit, I don’t know what her problem is,” he began.
Roach threw up a hand in a ‘stop-right-there’ gesture. “Nope,” she said.
Sam stopped walking. “Nope? What does that mean, nope?”
“What it means is that, nope, I don’t want to hear about whatever it is you’ve been winding yourself up for these past few blocks to talk about. I don’t have any special advice to give you and I don’t want to listen to your whining. I don’t want to help you and little Miss Reaper with your love life, and I don’t want to know any more about it than I already do. So what do you say we just keep walking quietly and pick up that whiskey in peace?”
Sam scowled. “Why would I possibly ask you for any—wait, you know more about…has Abigail told you something?”
Roach barked a laugh. “She hasn’t told me nothing. I don’t know nothing and that’s already more than I want to know about all that messy business. I don’t care; not even enough to pretend I knew something and hold it over your head this whole damned walk. It’s tempting, but then I’d just have to listen to more whining and pleading, and that just sounds exhausting.”
“You’re really not very pleasant, you know that, Roach.”
“Me? I’m a ray of sunshine. You, on the other hand, seem to spend a lot more time brooding and being scowly. Not very pleasant. No it is not.”
Sam didn’t feel like arguing the point.  Sullivan’s was just ahead, two of eight letters on its red-neon sign lit up in the dusk gloom.
“You’re brooding and scowly,” he muttered.
He knew how weak it sounded.
“I hardly think this is necessary.”
Abigail scoffed, then tossed Rend the other oak staff.
Another gunshot sounded from the next field over, followed by another string of curses from Roach. Sam had been teaching her to shoot, and though she was no stranger to guns, hitting a target was apparently not one of the Ravager’s strengths. Taking inspiration from this, she decided to include Rend in her daily training exercises. So far, the results had been underwhelming.
“You don’t, huh? What do you think we’re going to be up against in a few days? Strongly worded disagreements? We’ll be facing some very bad people very happy to do some violence, and we’re going to need more out of you than smiling reassurances. We’re going to need the Howler in you, Rend. I intend to bring him out of you.”
Before he could object, she had raised her own staff and closed the gap between them. She brought it down, aiming a stunning blow at his temple, and with a yelp of surprise he was able to raise his own weapon in time to deflect the blow. It glanced off his shoulder, and though most of the strike’s force was gone, the hit was still strong enough to force him off-balance. Abigail spun and brought her staff low, sweeping Rend’s feet out from under him and putting him on his back.
“Not good enough,” she said, spinning her staff to a one-handed reverse grip and turning away from him.
“You didn’t say we were starting,” Rend whined from the ground.
“You know better than that.” She turned around, flipped the staff, and swung a vertical strike at her downed opponent’s chest. He’d learn from her words, or he’d learn from his bruises. It was the same way she had been taught, and he could take it. If a seven-year-old girl could learn from her wounds, then a fully-grown man could do the same.
Faster than she had expected, he rolled out of the way of her swing and was on his feet, his own staff back in his hands. He jabbed the near end of it at her exposed ribs.
Faster than she had expected, but not fast enough. She moved back just enough to let the staff’s tip pass before her chest. She freed one hand from her weapon and grabbed his
staff, then wrenched and pulled Rend forward and off balance. Using her neck as a fulcrum, she spun her own staff around, let go with her other hand, then re-grabbed it on the backspin, and used the momentum for a one-handed swing. It landed with a meaty smack on his upper arm. He yelped in pain, and she pulled his staff the rest of the way out of his hands.
If she had been Solomon, this would have been the point where a final blow to the head would have ended the day’s lesson. Instead, Abigail danced a few steps away and then stuck both staffs into the ground, then folded her arms behind her back and gazed down at Rend, giving him a version of the same serene smile he was so fond of flashing everyone else.
“I saw you move before, at Roosevelt’s” she said. “You’re better than this. Faster, stronger. What are you waiting for? Do you want to get yourself killed? I might be able to live with that, but you might get me killed in the process. That I can’t accept. You—we—need the Howler in you to come out if we’re going to survive what’s coming.”
“I don’t understand how it works,” Rend said. “I don’t know what I did, nor why I can’t do it now. Maybe if we just stop and consider—"
“Maybe I keep hitting you until you decide to actually fight back.”
“This is pointless. Your own anger isn’t going to make me do anything I don’t know how to do already. The best thing—”
“Have it your way.” She pulled up her own staff, spun it casually around as she loosened her muscles, then swung.
Rend’s hand snapped out and grabbed to weapon, stopping it in an instant. The impact sent a stinging wave back into Abigail’s shoulder. She looked at the hand that had stopped her strike, and she smiled.
A set of long, ivory-white claws were dug into the dark brown wood. She looked to Rend and saw that his face was scrunched up in an angry grimace. His irises were an amber color that seemed to glow.
“Well hello there, Mr. Howler” she said. “It’s about time.”
They spent the next hour alternating drills and sparring, and though he only had sporadic success re-summoning what she thought of as his beast-form, it was enough progress, and enough of a workout, that both of them considered it a promising start.
“I’m beginning to better understand my new nature,” Rend said as they walked back toward the farmhouse. “I’ll spend the evening in meditation, and in that, I expect to further deepen my understanding.”
Abigail shrugged. She didn’t particularly understand the value in such practice, but she could see that Rend did, and she nodded in agreement. “Well, you’re not completely useless,” she said, and then remembering that people didn’t always appreciate her sarcasm, she offered him what she hoped was an encouraging smile.
“I am trying,” he said. “And I appreciate that you see that. No doubt others are trying, in their own way. I’m sure they’d also appreciate you seeing the same things in them.”
She could think of some less generously sarcastic things to say to that. But she knew he wasn’t entirely wrong, so instead she just scowled and continued walking.
“Let’s just make sure we’re not late for dinner,” she said.
As they passed out of the fallow field and into the outdoor growing lands that surrounded Michelle and Jacinta’s farmhouse, they met up with Sam and Roach, who were just finishing what sounded like a long and unresolved argument about the value of target practice.
“You don’t need to aim when they’re right in front of you,” Roach said. “And if
they’re not right in front of you, then what’s the point. You’re still talking like I’ve never shot someone.”
“You know, I still try and pretend you haven’t,” Sam replied. “The less I remember that you used to be the craziest of Deacon’s crazies, the less insane I feel about giving you a gun in the first place.”
“You’ll be singing a very different tune if I’m the only one standing between you and one of those same crazies.”
“Not if you still can’t hit the side of a barn with that rifle.”
“Things went well, it seems,” Rend called out, smiling.
“Pretty boy here thinks he’s something because he can kill a soda can from a hundred yards,” Roach said. “I tried to tell him I’ve never been very scared of a soda can coming after me, but sometimes smart words just don’t have the right audience.”
Sam shook his head in frustration. His eyes found Abigail momentarily, and she felt a flash of nerves and immediately turned her attention to her own feet.
“Why don’t you explain the intricacies of long versus short range combat to me, Roach,” Rend said, gesturing for her to walk ahead with him.
“The what, of what combat?” Roach asked.
With a tilt of Rend’s head, she seemed to read the meaning behind his request, and jogged over to him, leaving Abigail a few steps behind with an awkward looking Sam.
Her first thought was to leave him there, but Rend’s words from earlier stopped her short. She’d fallen back into old habits, imagining the worst in people, and assuming without evidence that their every action was somehow taken at her expense. There was no real reason to think that Sam was taking her for granted, even obsessed as he seemed with first recovering that stupid data drive and now with helping this foreign city. If she really thought he cared so little about her, then she wouldn’t still care what he thought; he wouldn’t be worth it. Like Rend said, he was trying his best, in his own sheltered, idealistic way, to do the right thing.
And it wasn’t like he wasn’t making efforts to reach out to her.
Maybe what bothered her was that her survival was linked with his and she needed to trust him rather than remaining separate and alone. It was unfamiliar position for her, but not an entirely unwelcome one. She was part of a group now, strange as it might be. Despite her best efforts, she was settling into this city, despite her original misgivings and damnit, despite everything ahead of them, she felt happy.
It had been her own fear, more than anything else, that made things so difficult. And she had control over that fear. She couldn’t force Sam to widen his perspective, but she could try and widen her own. She could let go of her fear.
So she did. She let it all go. She met Sam’s eyes and she smiled.
“Sounds like things went well with the Ravager,” she said.
“Well, she’s not going to be worth much in providing sniper support anytime soon,” Sam said. “She’s still good at smashing things, which is worth something, I suppose.”
“Things are probably going to be needing smashing in the days to come. That kind of thing never seems to go out of fashion.”
Sam laughed, weakly. “No, no it does not. How did, um, things go with Rend?”
“They are going,” she said. “He’s going to meditate on it, whatever that means.”
“Right, right.” They walked for a while, in silence. Sam looked like he was trying to put something into words, and not having much luck. She wanted to say something to him, but she couldn’t think of the right words.
Finally, he spoke. “I’m sorry, Abigail. For all of this. For…I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“You’re doing your best,” she said, hoping it came across as sincere, and not as patronizing as she feared it might. “I know that. I’m with you.”
He smiled, then looked back at the ground in front of him. “I never doubted that, I just wish I deserved it.”
“I don’t know what we’re doing either,” she said. “But we’ll do it together, if that’s what you want.”
“But is that what you want?” He asked.
“I want…I don’t know what I want, Sam, but I want to do it with you.” She felt herself blushing. She felt weak, and for once she didn’t really care. She nudged her shoulder into him, met his eyes, and smiled.
“That’s all I want, Abigail,” he said. “I just..”
“Sam,” she said, cutting him off. “Just shut up and walk with me.”
“I can do that,” he said.
It was nearly fall now, and the evening air was cold. She knew that, but still, in that moment, she finally felt warm.
Abigail sat again on the same roof she had ran off to on the first night they had arrived at Jacinta and Michelle’s farm. It was difficult to imagine, now, just how angry and lost she had felt that night, and that realization struck her like a Ravager’s right hook. How angry she had felt, how lost--how sad she had been—that wasn’t shocking. She had felt that way her whole life. No, what so stunned her tonight was that she had somehow let all that pain go.
She felt like she was right where she was supposed to be. She knew she would see this through, that she would fight and even perhaps die to save this city. No, not to save this city. To save her friends. Even though there was nothing stopping Rend and Roach and even Sam from betraying her, from leaving her alone, she knew they wouldn’t. And she wouldn’t leave them. She was part of something, and that should have terrified her, but it did not. She almost smiled, thinking what Solomon would say if he could see her now. Almost.
Movement below caught her eye. Approximately two hundred yards away, the watcher she had earlier identified exited the building they had been holed up within. She marked the time in the small notepad, below the other records she had been keeping these past nights, and she got to her feet. This particular watcher had arrived at the same time and left at the same time each evening like clockwork.
Enough waiting around. It was time to see who this particularly studious watcher reported to each night.
Sam had just flopped down on the couch, exhausted from a day’s worth of farm work, expecting to have his dreams haunted by visions of cauliflowers when the apartment door burst open.  It was Abigail. For a change, she didn’t look upset to see him. If he didn’t know her better, he’d say she almost looked excited.
“I’ve found our window,” she said. “I’ve found our way out of the city.”
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Abigail was the last to take her seat at the table. She had just gotten done with her daily five-mile sprint and was barely beginning to sweat when she returned to the farmhouse. Sam had known better than to try and keep up with this part of her daily routine, and Roach had no interest in running if she wasn’t chasing something. Rend had offered to run with her, once.
Rend fancied himself something of a long-distance runner, based on his previous Howler hunting experience. Sam wagered he wasn’t and bet a full week of chores if he was able to best Abigail. He lasted a little more than half a mile at Abigail’s pace before collapsing in exhaustion.
Compared to the chill of the early-autumn air outside, the interior of the farmhouse, with its large central woodstove, was pleasingly warm and strangely comfortable. In the kitchen, Rend, Sam, and Roach were sitting at the large wood-slab table joking with each other while Michelle and Jacinta stood at the counter, finishing the last of the dinner preparations. Abigail stood just beyond the room’s threshold for a few moments, taking in the scene. The three younger ones were laughing and smiling, the married couple standing off to the side, shoulder-to-shoulder, leaning almost imperceptibly toward one another. Roach said something that elicited a surprised bark from Rend, followed by Sam lightly tossing a dinner roll at her. Jacinta looked back toward them and shook her head before returning to her cooking; Michelle wrapped an arm around her wife and then leaned in an gave her a kiss.
Abigail almost didn’t want to disturb the group-everyone seemed so content, despite the danger ahead of them—and she worried that her presence would just ruin things. At that moment Roach caught her eye, followed by the rest of the group, and they beckoned her in to join them. Abigail did; after all, this was where she belonged.
Sam’s eyes followed Abigail as she seemed to glide around the table and into the seat next to him. Her face was full of color, and her dark hair was slightly mussed from her run, and she was smiling. He was struck once again by just how beautiful she was. He reached over and took her hand, and she squeezed his hand back.
Roach was finishing a story that she seemed to be making up on the fly about a duel between Sam and a feral dog that was both thoroughly unflattering and completely untrue when Jacinta and Michelle came over with the food. They set down a bowl of mutton stew and a huge loaf of freshly baked bread in the center of the table, then took their seats. The four of them looked on in silence, their gazes alternating from Michelle to Jacinta and back again. The quiet was broken by someone’s stomach growling loudly.
“Well, what are you kids waiting for,” Michelle asked. “Dig in already.”
All at once, everyone went for the food.
Sam watched as everyone filled their plates and bowls, and he tried not to worry that he and his plans might get everyone in this room killed before the week was out. Things were a lot easier, he thought, when he was on his own.
Of course, he had never really been on his own, had he? First there was Vincente, and then Abigail, and now the rest of this group. Maybe things would all go south, and maybe he would make all the wrong decisions, but then again, maybe not. He reminded himself that everyone here had chosen to be here, or at least chosen to be together, and to face what was coming together. Sure, things would be simpler if he was on his own, but right now, he was certainly glad he was not. This might not be the people he expected to be with, but he was certainly happy that he was. And now that he thought of it, it had been his stomach that had been growling. He reached for the stew and filled his bowl.
Roach tried to compare this meal to the last one she had eaten with her fellow Ravagers, and she found that she could not. It wasn’t that she couldn’t visualize the many differences –eating at a table, with dishes and silverware, for one—but that she could no longer remember the person she had been. She’d always been her, of course, but the her she was now was so different from the her she was that it felt like another life. Another group, another goal, another whole way of life—she would have never guessed that this was something she had, on some level, even at her most vicious, always wanted. A group that wasn’t constantly trying to establish status, establish dominance, over one another. A family that wasn’t looking for the first chance to backstab one another, often literally.
A family. The thought brought a rueful bark of laughter to her lips. It was so sappy that if someone had described this to her back at Deacon’s camp, she probably would have looked for the closest heavy object to smash them with. But that’s what this felt like, sitting at a table with five other people that somehow not only didn’t want to kill her but didn’t even seem to dislike her. More surprising still, she didn’t want to kill any of them.
A family: it was so ridiculous. But she didn’t hate it. Rend nudged her and pointed toward the bread; his mouth was too full of stew to ask for it with words. She laughed at him, and then she handed him the bread.
No, she didn’t hate it at all.
Rend took the loaf from Roach, pulled off a piece for himself, and then handed it back. Here, even with a roof over his head, he felt at home. It had felt like home for a while now, and these people felt nearly as much like his pack as the ones that he had lost. Rend liked to think that he knew himself well, and he knew that he’d always been able to accept people how they were. They would never be the family that raised him, but they were a family he could be content with, despite their many differences. Because, despite how they might each think about themselves, they were good people. And despite what they might think about each other, they were all trying.
They had all been fighting their feelings and he knew that was natural. Even better, they all seemed to have let go of their many worries and demons, sensing how lucky they all were to be here, together. He took in the glow and the warmth and the company of his friends, and he felt content. And he knew that he wasn’t the only one. He knew the moment wouldn’t last, and there was certainly more fighting of all kinds ahead of them, but he knew they would face it together. He took in the glow and the warmth and the company of his friends, and he felt content. And he knew that he wasn’t the only one. 
The stew wasn’t bad, either.
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It was barely mid-morning and Cheyenne's central market was already bustling. Hundreds of people, many wearing robes, heavy coats, and cowls in a kaleidoscope of color that seemed to be the common dress of the city's common folk. It was a dancing mass of shifting shades and hues, constantly moving in swirling, chaotic eddies of humanity.
Sam walked alongside Rend as they weaved their way through the outer edges of the shoppers and sellers. Even more so than the storm of colored shawls and the mélange of smells — foods, spices, perfumes — the sounds of the market seemed to be its defining feature. The shouts of a dozen different merchants, the hum of a hundred different laughs, shouts, and conversations, and the discordant mix of at least three different musicians blended into a sort of heady stew of noise all around them. Even this far from the market's center Sam felt that the sheer scale of the chaotic activity threatened to overwhelm his senses. He kept his eyes peeled for Abigail and Roach, though it was difficult to pick out anything in the bustle of the market.
Hopefully, their tails were having just as difficult a time as him.
Bringing up the rear of their group, Sam focused on the four groups of watchers who were discreetly following their progress into the market crowds.
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of one of the spies, a newsletter seller who was particularly uninterested in trying to move any of the bundled papers hooked underneath his arm. Sam looked away quickly, hoping the man hadn't noticed Sam's interest. No sooner had he turned his head than he saw another of the spies to their other side; a woman carrying a well-bundled baby that an astute observer would note hadn't moved in her arms once. He forced himself to look forward and tried to look natural, something much easier said than done when you know you're being watched.
"Eyes forward," a terse and familiar voice said from just behind his shoulder. "Making eye contact with one of them is as good as waving hello."
Abigail. She and Roach had fallen in beside him and Rend. She obviously had a much less difficult time picking him out of a crowd. A small smile formed on his lips, and he had to force himself to continue looking forward. He wasn't surprised that she was better than him at this. She was better at most things.
He lifted a hand to itch his nose — and obscure his mouth, trying to look as casual as possible. "Time to move?" he asked, just loud enough for her to hear.
"Not yet. They still think we're up to something. We need to convince them we're just out for a stroll."
"I don't know, pretend to buy something," Abigail said.
Ahead of him were three market stalls. The first offered a variety of spices sold by the scoop out of large canvas sacks. The second had an array of makeshift cooking pans, dented metal dishes, and crudely made ceramics set out on its counter. The third was selling a variety of simple, handmade jewelry.
Sam stopped in front of this one, looked over the different offerings, and settled on a simple necklace, which he picked up and inspected. It was a single quartz crystal bound between two turquoise-colored beads, all strung on a thin black-leather cord. The milky white crystal of the quartz caught the sun and sparkled in his hands, casting off tiny glimmers of multicolored light as he turned it back and forth.
"How much for this?" Sam asked the seller, an old, grizzled woman with weather-beaten skin who couldn't have weighed more than eighty pounds.
"Four marks," she barked, not looking up from her single-sheet newsletter.
"Two marks," Sam said. He had been told that market sellers expected you to barter, a prospect that both excited and frightened Sam. The only time he had ever seen negotiations like this were in Old World entertainments. Colony goods were the possession of the whole, and they were divided up by the Elders. Markets like this simply didn't exist where he had grown up.
"Five marks," the merchant responded.
"That's more than your first price," Sam said.
"Fine, four marks."
"Agreed, four marks." Sam pulled the roll of notes from his pocket and counted off four marks. He handed them to the merchant, who took them without looking up.
"Pleasure doing business with you," she said. Sam sighed, took the necklace, and walked away.
"I'm not sure you did that right," Rend said. "I think the goal is to lower the price through negotiation."
"Thank you, Rend," Sam said. Before the fear caught up with him, he turned to Abigail and held out the necklace. "This is for you," he said. "I thought it would...look nice on you."
Abigail took the necklace, her face scrunched up in a mixture of surprise and fear. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but instead closed it and took the necklace without a word. She put it in her pocket and looked away, her eyes scanning the crowds.
"How sweet," Roach said. She then mimed throwing up.
"Alright, I think it’s time," Abigail said. "I hope all of you remember what you're supposed to do."
"You just worry about you, miss Reaper," Roach said.
The group stopped in the middle of a thick patch of crowd, opened the bags they had been carrying over their shoulders and got out their contents.
Each of them had a set of three shawls, and each shawl was a different color. All four of them put on the shawls in the order they had planned: yellow on the inside, then brown, then a bright red on the outside.
They sped up, walking fast and taking less care to avoid the people they passed. To the ones following them, not only would this catch their attention, but it would also make it nearly impossible to lose them in the crowd.
Sam glanced right and saw that the suspicious newsletter salesmen had indeed taken notice and was discreetly but forcefully moving in their direction. A quick look the other direction showed him the other watcher was similarly moving toward them.
He bumped into a tall man in a cowboy hat carrying a lumpy sack of potatoes. The impact knocked the man sideways, and Sam flashed out a hand to catch one of the falling vegetables before it hit the ground. He apologized to the irritated man and kept moving, picking out the next person to conspicuously run into. To his right and left, Rend, Abigail, and Roach were similarly bouncing off and apologizing to other members of the crowd. To the people watching them, the motion would hopefully look like the red hoods where being semi-randomly shuffled among the more drably colored heads in the scrum of the market.
Sam exchanged a quick nod with Abigail, who did the same with Roach. He cut behind Abigail, each of them bouncing off of a third person, shuffling all of their positions, as Rend and Roach did the same a few feet away. At the same time, Rend and Roach executed the same maneuver a few feet away.
Sam straightened up from the jostling, lightly grabbing the bystander and apologizing. While he did this, Abigail removed her red shawl, revealing the dusty brown one underneath as she ducked down and dashed off into the crowd.
Sam resumed his forceful, quick walk through the multitude, now side-by-side with only Rend. The pair continued forward; maybe ten yards later, Abigail and then Roach reappeared at their sides, again wearing their bright-red shawls. A discrete look to his right showed him the newsletter seller was no longer following them. No doubt if he looked the other way he would see the other watcher was gone as well. He hoped that Abigail and Roach had held to the agreement and simply incapacitated the spies. Roach didn't seem like one for restraint, and Abigail had never been a fan of half-measures.
Still, he could worry about that later. It was time for the second part of the plan. The last of their watchers wouldn't be fooled by the trick they had just pulled. The only way to take them out was to go right at them. Unfortunately, that would be easier said than done, because the last watcher was one of Ki's giants, Highmane.
Sam switched to his brown shawl along with the rest of the group. They switched their walking directions at the same time, with he and Rend now walking directly toward Highmane, and Roach and Abigail toward the group's ultimate destination.
The big man had appeared near the front of the market soon after Sam and the group arrived. He no doubt had been alerted to their movement by one of the watchers they had just taken care of. Unlike the other spies, he made no effort to hide, not that he very easily could. He was meant as a message, just as much to Roosevelt as to them, that Ki would always know where they were.
Well, hopefully not for long, Sam thought.
Switching back to their red cloaks, Sam and Rend continued toward Highmane, both now looking straight at the big man, making no effort to hide.
As they approached him, Highmane smiled, uncrossed his enormous python-like arms, and cracked his knuckles. He obviously knew what was coming, and seemed far more excited by the prospect than Sam. The taser in Sam's belt felt pathetically small this close to Highmane; he hoped Rend indeed learned how to summon the Howler within.
They were no more than a few feet away from Highmane when the big man's predatory smile suddenly turned into a grimace of surprise and pain. He coughed, and a line of bright scarlet blood spilled from his mouth. Sam and Rend stopped short as Highmane fell to his knees and then collapsed in front of them. Behind him, wiping the giant's blood from the serrated blade of a long knife, stood the scar-faced Company leader from Roosevelt's office.
Cutter.
The crowd around them, already thin at this far end of the market, instinctively shrunk away from them. Two more black-jacketed Company agents stepped forward from the receding crowd behind Sam and Rend.
"Good to see you again, Sam," the Cutter said. He wiped the last spot of blood from his knife with a thumb and sheathed the blade. "Just the man I've been looking for. I think it's time we had that talk."
Vincente's voice whispered a single word in Sam's ear: Run!
He didn't have to be told twice. He exchanged a look with Rend, nodded, and they ran.
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"Where the hell are they?" Roach wondered aloud. She stood, her head now hidden under a golden-yellow shawl, the red and the brown versions already cast aside. Next to her, Abigail scanned the crowd under her own matching shawl and said nothing. They waited now near the back of a loose line of people gathered in front of a pair of armed, black-masked soldiers at the base of the city walls. Every one of these people wore the same golden-yellow traveling clothes. The semi-official uniform of the city's contract freelance coal miners.
"This group is going to start moving any second," Roach said, trying to keep her voice low. "If those two don't show up soon, they're going to miss our window."
She and Abigail had insinuated themselves within the morning shift of Roosevelt's coal miners. Matching the outfit of the other miners had been the easy part; Marcus had acquired four one-day mining licenses, which each of them now carried. With the threat of the coming siege of the city, Roosevelt had ordered round the clock mining teams. Once they were out, it would be relatively simple to lose themselves from the rest of the group and make their way toward the spot Roach had previously stashed Sam's precious data drive. And Roach was pretty sure — like at least 75% percent sure — she remembered where that spot was.
"What do we do if the boys don't show up?" Roach asked. The Reaper ignored her, continuing to stare out into the middle distance without expression. "Hey," Roach added, louder, "are you deaf? I'm talking to you."
Only Abigail's eyes moved, casting an ice-cold glare over at Roach. "If they don't show up, then we move without them. They'll either show up or they won't. There's nothing we can do about it right now except to wait and not draw attention to ourselves."
"You're not even a little concerned about the guys?" Roach asked. "I mean, that Highmane is a hefty. I imagine he can hit pretty hard. Might ugly up that face of —"
"If you're trying to provoke me, you are doing a poor job," Abigail said, rolling her eyes. "Sam can take care of himself; of that, I have little doubt. If you are trying to start a fight, maybe wait till we're not trying to avoid detection. I'll be happy to relieve you of a few of your teeth another time."
Roach turned away from the Reaper and spat. She found herself strangely worried about Rend; even about Sam. Of course, she would never admit that, any more than she would admit she was a bit frightened about going into the woods alone with Abigail.
Would the Reaper re-emerge once they were again in the Wilds?
Ahead of them, the gate began to crack slowly open, revealing the plains beyond. "The line's moving," Abigail said. "Looks like the boys are on their own. Looks like we are as well."
Great, Roach thought, just us girls.
Rend collided with a fruit vendor's cart, spinning himself sideways and knocking free a few dozen apples. He lost his balance and watched as the cracked Old World pavement rushed up to smack him in the face. He was kept on his feet at the last moment by Sam, who grabbed his arm and pulled him upright.
The three Company men continued to chase them as they turned and ran down a narrow alley that had been turned almost to a tunnel by the leaning tenement towers on either side. As he ran, shadows and midmorning sun streaked across his face in alternating patterns. Rend leaped over an overturned trash can, and a moment later sidestepped around a man backing out of a doorway carrying a stack of empty crates. His chest burned, and his legs ached — the last bit of lingering symptoms from his transformation — but he continued to run. Behind them, the Company men showed no sign of slowing.
"This way," Sam said, tugging on Rend's sleeve. They careened around the corner and onto a wide, crowded street. They darted around bike-pulled carts and construction workers, groups of school children and heavy-robed religious pilgrims. The traffic slowed them, but it would slow down their pursuers too. Hopefully. Rend stole a look back and saw just two of the three Company men still gaining behind them.
"Where are we going?" Rend asked between ragged, winded breaths.
"I don't know, away from those assholes," Sam said. "I doubt they want to ask us anything nice. Stop here."
They had ducked around another corner. Sam melted into a mass of people that had formed around a pair of jugglers. Rend followed him in, ducking down and doing his best to hide among the crowd.
"We just need to lay low for a second," Sam said. "If we're lucky, they'll run right by."
As if on cue, the pair of Company men came around the corner. They slowed and looked around, trying unsuccessfully to locate their prey.
"It's working," Rend said, peering around a bystander's shoulder. "It looks like —"
One of the Company men locked eyes with him. He pointed Rend's way and yelled to his companion.
"They see us!" Rend shouted.
Sam swore. "Let's go!" They pushed their way free from the crowd and took off.
They led their pursuers down another side street, and then into an alley heading back in the direction from which they’d originally come. Rend’s legs had passed burning and were turning numb. He couldn't keep this up much longer.
As they came to a corner, he caught a flash of movement just in front of him, coming right for his face. His head exploded in a white flash of pain: he found himself lying on the ground, an angry buzz filling his ears. His thoughts clouded and then cleared as he emerged from his daze. A black-jacketed figure came into focus standing over him, thumbing back the hammer on an enormous revolver and pointing it down at Rend's face. Rend tried to lift his hands up to ward off the shot — as little good as that would do — but even his muscles seemed to betray him. His arms felt numb and refused to move correctly.
Sam slammed into the Company man, knocking him to one side and off of his feet. The revolver went off, its roar barely audible to Rend's still-ringing ears. Bits of ancient asphalt sprayed the side of his head, hot and angry. The bullet couldn't have hit more than a few inches from Rend's skull. There was little doubt the Company man had intended to kill him, just as he had killed Highmane. But Sam had saved him.
Rend worked, frustratingly slow, to first sit up and then get to his feet.
Beside him, Sam and the Company man wrestled in the dirt. Rend looked back the way they had come and saw the second and third Company men round the corner, closing fast. Sam was quickly losing his fight, and once those reinforcements arrived, it would all be over. Rend should be able to easily kill the man and free Sam. He just had to, as Abigail had phrased it, summon the beast. He’d had limited success in gaining a better understanding of how the process worked, but then he’d also had very little time to practice.
If there ever was a time to try again, though, it was now.
He focused his mind. He threw out an arm, flexing his fingers and trying to will his claws to extend. I just have to
believe, he thought.
Nothing happened.
I guess I'll just do it the hard way. He jumped onto the Company man's back and swung a fist down, hammering at the corner of the man's jaw from behind. The Company man shrugged off his blow, did a sort of half-twist, and connected with an elbow to Rend's nose. The blow caused his eyes to well up with tears and knocked him back onto his ass.
Sam recovered enough to grab the Company man's ankle and pull, causing the attacker to lose his footing. Rend used this brief distraction to get on his feet, preparing to rush the man before he could recover.
Before he began his charge, the loud crack of a gunshot stopped him short. Whipping his head in the direction of the noise Rend saw the other two Company men, both with pistols drawn and trained on him.
It was over. Rend raised his hands in surrender.
The first Company man got to his feet and dusted himself off.
"Damn, boys," he said. "You really make things a lot harder than they need to be. All I said was we need to talk. So now, we're going to talk."
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It hadn't taken much to detach themselves from the caravan of miners and lose themselves in the Wilds just outside of the city. As tightly as the city authorities seemed to control who passed through its front gates, once those same people were outside, they seemed to care little where they got off to. It made a certain kind of lazy sense to Abigail. After all, who in their right mind would leave the safety of the guards, not to mention the fat pay a mining job brought, for the uncertain violence of the Wilds.
Once the group had passed out of the open ground and into the foothills west of the city, Abigail and Roach shed their rusty-gold cloaks and melted away into the same rocky woods they had emerged from so many days ago. After waiting a few minutes to confirm they weren't being followed they continued deeper into the woods, hopefully toward where Roach had stashed her stolen data drive.
"We're getting close now," Roach said. She had crouched down to inspect the base of a fallen tree and a ragged-looking bush that grew near it. What she could possibly be learning from those unremarkable pieces of forest detritus Abigail wouldn't even try to guess.
"How close?" Abigail asked. "We don't have all day to play out here in the trees."
"If you want to find this thing yourself, be my guest."
Abigail rolled her eyes. "I'm starting to think I'd have better chances if I did just that."
"And who's stopping you, blood-guzzler?" Roach asked. "Being out in the woods alone with you isn't exactly my idea of a relaxing nature walk. You know, I think I heard a campfire story that started just like this. A pretty young girl and a Reaper walked into the woods...I don't think it ended well for the girl."
"Keep talking," Abigail muttered, more to herself than Roach. "See how well it ends for you."
"Ahh," Roach said, popping up to her feet. "It just came back to me." She pointed past Abigail. "This way."
"Well, then by all means, lead the way."
They walked for a few minutes in blessed silence before Roach again decided to speak. "You know, I half-expected you to bring me out here to kill me."
"The day's still young," Abigail said.
"Yeah, well, now that we're out here those fears seem pretty silly. See, I think you're way less scary than you try to act. I think if things went sideways out here, not only would you not kill me, you'd probably go out of your way to save my life. Not far out of your way, of course, but a little bit out of your way."
Abigail stared at the back of Roach's head and imagined for a brief moment proving her wrong right then and there. "Really?" she said. "And what led you to this conclusion?"
Roach laughed. "Mainly it's because you haven't killed me yet. Not me, not Rend, not either of those assholes Ki and Roosevelt, and not that bitch Elena, even if she seems to always be daring you to try. That's not very Reaper-like behavior, little miss Abby."
Before Abigail could decide on her response to that, Roach stopped at an ancient-looking, half-dead tree and let out a satisfied grunt. She reached into an oblong-shaped hollow in its trunk, and rooted around in it for what seemed like forever. Her tongue was poking slightly out of the corner of her mouth as she concentrated, shoulder-deep into the tree.
Finally, her eyes lit up and she withdrew her arm, holding a leaf-caked but otherwise unharmed white data drive. She waved it toward Abigail.
"And you thought I didn't know where I was going," Roach taunted.
"Looks like I won't have to kill you today," Abigail said, her smile holding tightly enough to turn her lips nearly white.
Roach weighed her expression for a few moments, unsure whether she was joking or not.
Finally, Roach smiled and let out a weak laugh. "Ahhh, you almost had me going for a second," she said, her voice slightly less sure of this conclusion than her words.
Abigail rolled her eyes. "The truth is," she said, "I half-thought you were going to try and kill me once we got out here. I'm glad to see you weren't that stupid."
"Well...I wouldn't say I never considered it," Roach said with a smile, "but I figured this play had better odds. Not that I don't like my odds against you, if it came down to that. I'm stronger than I look, you know."
Abigail shrugged. "Maybe, but still not strong enough. Let's head back while we've still —"
A twig snapped behind them. Abigail spun around, pulling free a pistol from the holster at the small of her back. Roach fell into a crouch and rose with a knife in one hand and a heavy, melon-sized rock in the other.
A man stood atop a small ridge a few dozen yards away, frozen in step, wincing at the noise that had given him away. Seeing the pistol pointed his way, he slowly lowered the hunting rifle he was carrying in one hand so that its barrel pointed at the ground.
"Damned twig," he said, slowly raising his empty hand in a gesture of surrender. "It must have been under a foot of leaves, otherwise I would have seen it. Pardon my interruption, ladies —"
"Shut up," Abigail said. "Who are you, and what are you doing here?"
"Me? I'm just a hunter, out tracking a deer. I didn't even know you were here. If you'd just put the gun down, we can talk like —"
Her Reaper hearing picked up the sounds of two sets of footsteps coming their way from deeper in the forest behind the so-called hunter. At the same moment, she realized why the black jacket underneath his outer brown canvas one looked so familiar. This was no innocent hunter. He was with the Company.
He noticed her eyes flick toward the sound of his reinforcements. "Good ears," he said. "Now put down the pistol...Abigail, is it? I can't say I expected to find you outside the walls." She watched his hands grip slightly tighter around his weapon. "Give up now and this will go better for —"
Abigail squeezed the trigger and put three rounds into the Company man's chest before he could raise his rifle.
"That's one way to handle things," Roach said. "A bit extreme, maybe."
The spray of blood as he spun and went down confirmed he hadn't been wearing a vest. Satisfied he was dead, Abigail turned back toward Roach. "We need to go now," Abigail said. "More are on the way."
She had just taken her first step toward Roach when the former Ravager's eyes, looking past her, went wide with shock.
A hand fell heavily onto her shoulder and spun her roughly around.
"That's not a very nice way to deal with one of your kind, now is it?" the Company man said.
She glanced down at his gaping chest wounds just in time to see them finish closing up.
"Time to teach you some manners," the Reaper said, his fingers digging into her shoulder.
"Are you two going to keep being stupid, or are we going to start speaking like adults?"
Sam nodded toward his own already-raised hands. The Company man nodded and lowered his weapon slightly. Now it was only pointing toward Sam's chest, rather than his face. Perhaps not quite the deescalating gesture the man thought it was, but Sam wasn't in a position to argue.
"See, isn't that better than fighting, or running through the streets like a crazy person?"
"What do you want?" Sam asked. With the Company agent's attention off of him, Rend took a small step toward him, no doubt getting ready to strike. Sam met Rend's eyes and gave him a slight shake of the head.
"I already told you, Sam, I — we just want to talk. We tried to be patient with you, but everyone's patience has a limit. We want that drive, Sam, and we're done asking nicely."
"I don't remember you asking at all," Sam said.
The Company man shrugged. "A figure of speech. What I mean is we tried all the...we've tried taking a lighter approach, and well, it's just not working out. So, direct it is. You give us the damn thing, right now, or things become very bad for you. The boss may have said he didn't want you hurt, but I refer you back to what I said about patience."
"Your boss is an idiot," Sam said. "Or maybe it's just you that's the idiot. Roosevelt says he doesn't want me hurt, but he's okay with you stabbing one of Ki's main people? When you killed Highmane, you started a war. You realize that, don't you?"
The Company man shrugged again. "You're not wrong, at least not about Roosevelt being an idiot. The man is also vain, pompous, and shockingly easy to manipulate. But him being our boss? Now there you are wrong. Don't worry about that, though, it's an understandable mistake. You'll meet the real boss soon enough. In fact, we're going to take you right to him. You can explain to him exactly where you've been keeping that damnable drive."
You probably don't want to meet this guy's boss, Sam, Vincente's voice told him.
No, Sam thought, I don't think I do.
What he needed was a plan. You know, V, it would be nice if you pulled your weight once and a while, instead of just telling me what I already know.
Sorry, Vincente's voice replied, but as I'm just a manifestation of your own guilt and unresolved grief, I can't do a whole lot more than that.
What Sam needed to do, he decided, was to stall for time. Keep the man talking.
"I'd love to know how you're planning on getting us to this mysterious boss of yours," Sam said. "Ki knows what's happening a hundred miles away. She's got to know by now that a Company agent killed her man. You're not going to get out of this market alive."
"Oh, you don't need to worry about that," the Company man said. He looked down at his watch. "Ki and Roosevelt are about to have some much more immediate problems than us."
He nodded to one of his fellow agents, who then reached a hand into his jacket.
A moment later, the explosions started.
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You're going to teach me some manners, huh?
Abigail brought her wrist up and into the underside of the Company Reaper's arm, breaking his vise-like grip on her shoulder. At the same time, she leaned back, raising a foot off the ground, her knee tight to her chest. She pushed her foot forward with all of her strength, and her front kick lifted her opponent off the ground and launched him away from her. He hit spine-first against the trunk of a nearby tree, the crack of the impact like a gunshot, the powerful collision dislodging leaves, dirt, and small twigs which rained down around them like falling ash.
"How is that for manners?" Abigail said. She raised her pistol, aiming for the Reaper's head. The bullets in his chest may not have put him down for long, but she was hoping a couple in the brain would have a more lasting impact. She fired two quick shots; the Reaper ducked to the side, and the rounds buried themselves into the tree.
She caught motion out of the corner of her eye: either the fight or the gunshots had attracted the attention of the Company Reaper's companions. They were shouting and running straight for them, any attempts at stealth now abandoned.
"Roach, handle them," she called, pointing toward the newcomers. She hoped these weren't more Reapers. Her threats to Roach previously hadn't been empty boasts; Ravager or no, Roach wouldn't have much chance against a Reaper.
Roach cast her a wide, very Ravager-like smile. "I thought you'd never ask." She turned toward the approaching soldiers and took off at a sprint.
A leg that felt more like a swinging iron rod struck Abigail's ankles, knocking her feet out from underneath her.
Right, she thought as she fell, nearly headfirst, there's still that small matter of the Reaper trying to kill me.
Rather than fighting her momentum, she swung into it, kicking her feet further into the air and extending her arms past her head and down toward the ground. Her hands caught the ground and she flipped backward, landing in a crouch facing her opponent.
"Damn it, girl, quit wasting my time," he said. "Do you really think I came alone? Your fight is hopeless." He pulled a small, curved blade from a sheath at his back and took a fighting stance.
She glanced over toward where Roach had engaged the Company man's companions. She had one lifted nearly off the ground by a single arm, the limb bent upward at an unnatural and quite painful-looking angle. Roach wrenched his rifle from his grip and fired a wild shot at the other one, causing him to dive to the ground to avoid the bullet.
"You might need better help," Abigail said.
He laughed. "You think those idiots are the only ones with me? There are more where they came from. Many more." He began to advance, toward her, blade first. "Don't worry, you won't be around to see them."
"One of us won't," Abigail answered. She had four knives stashed at various points on her person. She pulled out the two largest, smiled, and prepared to dance.
The head Company man, Cutter, led Rend and Sam quickly through Cheyenne's alleys and side streets, while the two others held pistols on them to make sure they didn't try to run or fight. All around the sounds of chaos wracked the city. In the west plumes of inky black smoke rose against the sky; minutes earlier a series of three explosions had come from that same direction. Rend could hear sounds of people screaming and windows breaking in the distance, oddly enough in the opposite direction.
They came to the end of a narrow alley and the leader raised a fist, signaling the group to stop. He peeked his head around the edge of the nearer building, checking as he had at the last three corners to make sure their path was clear. Unlike the last three corners, this time shouts and a short burst of gunfire greeted the Company man's glance.
He swore and pulled his head back behind the corner of the decaying brick building. "Hostiles left, at least three. Small arms. Martinez, forward. O'Brien, keep the package secure."
O'Brien grabbed Rend and shoved him face-first up against the wall; a second later Sam was up next to him.
"This is probably our best chance," Rend said.
"And probably when O'Brien there is most likely to get spooked and accidentally shoot us," Sam said.
"As opposed to intentionally shooting us?"
"Hey," O'Brien barked. "Quiet, both of you."
"All I'm saying," Sam whispered, "is we may only have one shot at this. We need to pick our spot carefully."
Ahead of them, the pops of distant gunfire had begun to intensify. Cutter and the third Company man, both of whom had been returning fire, were forced back by the fire of an increasing threatening opposition.
"Though you may have a point about this being our best chance."
Cutter produced a grenade from his jacket. He tore the pin away with his teeth and tossed the explosive blindly around the corner. There was the low thump of an explosion, and the gunfire temporarily ceased. The Company men resumed their fire ahead.
"What the hell is going on?" Rend asked.
"I wish I knew," Sam said. "Though it sure seems like these dicks are behind it. Maybe behind everything."
Sam grunted as O'Brien shoved the end of his pistol into the back of his ribs. "Shut your mouths. This is your last warning."
Rend cast Sam a smile and shrugged, turning slightly away from the wall and toward him. "You know, Sam, sometimes it’s better to make your own opportunities."
O'Brien frowned, his brow furrowing. "Alright, I warned you." He swung the butt of his pistol at Rend's eye.
Rend still hadn't figured out how to regain his hunting form, but he wasn't exactly helpless in his current condition. In his initiation hunt, he had taken down a full-sized Elk with only an ancient hunting knife. Just a year later, barely twelve summers old, he had fought and killed a grizzly bear with nothing more than his own half-grown claws. He may not have even those claws at the moment, but he still remembered how to fight.
And this O'Brien was no grizzly bear.
Rend ducked and got a hand underneath the Company man's pistol, forcing it up and to the side. He swung with his other hand, landing a fist just under the man's ribs. A counter-punch collided into Rend's nose; it knocked his head back and caused an explosion of white to fill his vision momentarily. Still, Rend kept a hold on the man's gun hand, using all of his strength to keep the pistol pointed harmlessly up in the air.
Sam grabbed the Company man from behind, hooking one arm under his gun hand and the other around his throat. O'Brien yelled for his comrades before Rend hit him in the mouth with two quick overhand lefts, and the man's head slumped to the side.
Shouts drew Rend's attention toward the other Company men. More had arrived, what looked like a whole platoon. "Get on the ground or you're getting a bullet!" the leader shouted, pointing his pistol their way and advancing toward them in a half-crouch. Behind him, the other one, Martinez, was still trading fire with whoever was around the corner.
Sam let O'Brien go and raised his hands, letting the unconscious Company man slide to the ground. Rend held his own hands up as well, though slightly lower, just in front of his face: he wasn't about to surrender again. With a low growl he prepared to rush his approaching captor.
Suddenly, Cutter's eye went wide, and he shifted his aim past Rend and fired a quick volley of shots. A burst of return fire caught him in the chest. The impacts staggered him back, but he was otherwise unharmed – he was obviously wearing a bulletproof vest under his black Company jacket. He swore, and reaching across his body, grabbed an enormous steel dumpster nearby. He gritted his teeth and swung the entire thing around, sliding it to the other side of the alley, near Martinez's firing position.
Rend looked on in disbelief: the thing must have weighed a few hundred pounds, and the Company man had tossed it around like it was made of cardboard. More gunfire came from behind them and pinged off the side of the dumpster as the Company man ducked behind it.
Rend felt a hand grab him from below. Sam had already dove to the ground; he pulled Rend down to the pavement next to him. Shots whizzed by above them in both directions. The attackers firing on them now had them from two angles: Rend could only hope that whoever they were, their interest was limited to the Company men.
"This isn't over, Sam," the Company leader yelled from behind the dumpster, his words interrupted by a few final incoming rounds. "If the boss wants you, he's going to get you. Don't think you've seen the last of us."
Rend looked over just in time to see the two Company men scramble around the corner, firing their pistols as they moved. He looked back in the other direction and was surprised by what he saw. He didn't know if he should be relieved or frightened.
Alongside a group of mismatched, oddly dressed gunmen, each armed with automatic weapons, walked Highmane's giant partner Hydra. Next to him, also carrying an automatic weapon, walked Madame Ki.
"You are two very lucky boys," she said as she reached them. "If I hadn't received a call from an astonishingly unexpected source, I do believe you would still be heading to your deaths. Now, I'm afraid there's no time to stand here and chat. The city's situation is evolving very fast right now, and we need to move just as fast if we hope to survive."




39
Roach pulled the trigger of her newly acquired rifle and frowned as nothing happened. A closer look at the thing revealed that it was a bolt-action model, and it would take two hands to reload and fire.
She shrugged. Guess I don't need to keep holding this guy up anyway, she thought. She was standing next to the first of the two reinforcements. A few moments earlier, before he could realize how close his quarry had drawn, Roach drove a fist into his chin, twisted his arm around and upward, and disarmed him. She was now holding him up by an obscenely wrenched arm while he screamed in pain and tried fruitlessly to strike at her with his free hand.
She tossed the hunting rifle — which she had been holding by its grip — up into the air and caught it halfway along its body. She held it with her elbow underneath, like she was about to throw a javelin. She spun around to face the weapon's previous owner and smashed its stock into his nose. There was a satisfying crunch, and the man went limp. She released him and he crumpled bonelessly to the ground.
She still had one more opponent to deal with. She spun the rifle around and back into a firing position. She worked the weapon's bolt back and then forward, loading a fresh round into the chamber as she scanned the forest for the second soldier.
A shot rang out: she felt a bullet sizzle past her ear.
So that's where you went. She took aim at him as he ducked back behind the tree he had taken for cover. Roach, however, had never intended to fire.
Instead, she ran toward his position, making for the opposite side of the tree he had ducked behind. By the time her opponent peeked out to try for a second shot, she had reached the tree. Now behind him, she leveled her gun and gave him a quick whistle.
Roach expected that, seeing himself bested, the hunter would give himself up: she would content herself with knocking him unconscious, as she had with his friend. Mercy was not something she was familiar with — far from it, really — but at that moment it felt natural. Right. Stranger still, that obvious mental weakness no longer bothered her.
As it turned out, she didn't have the chance to choose mercy. The hunter, rather than surrender, instead tried to swing his rifle around toward her, and Roach squeezed her trigger. Her shot struck him between the eyes with a wet crunching sound, just audible below the gun’s report. He died instantly.
Roach shrugged. She supposed that was still progress.
Back in the direction from which she’d come, Roach could hear the sounds of a fight. The two Reapers were still going at it. Abigail better appreciate this, she thought, turning and heading back to help.
Roach stopped about twenty yards from their fight and sighted her rifle, hoping for a clean shot at the Company Reaper.
Let’s see if Sam’s target practice pays off. Armed with three knives between the two of them, the Reapers exchanged one flurry after another of slashes, thrusts, and counter-thrusts. Their forms seemed to blur, so fast were the two of them moving. If her own life didn't depend on its outcome, Roach would have felt grateful to witness such a display of speed and precision. As it was, she was mostly just frustrated: there was no way she could get a clean shot at the enemy Reaper.
She scowled. Trying to help fight hand-to-hand was more likely to hurt Abigail's chances for success than help. Screw it, she thought, anything is better than just standing here. She ran toward the fight.
Abigail winced as she caught a slash across one of her thighs. She returned two quick counter-slashes, the first sending up a shower of sparks as it was parried, the second scoring a deep line across the black leather of the Reaper's jacket at the chest.
As Roach closed within five yards, Abigail swung with both knives at the Reaper’s face, sending a thin spray of blood into the air. The other Reaper spun around and brought his own knife down in an overhand stab.
Abigail screamed as the blade buried in her upper arm, just below the shoulder. The Company Reaper backhanded her across the jaw with his free arm, knocking her to the ground.
Then, Roach lowered her head and threw herself into the Reaper.
It felt like trying to tackle a tree. The impact rattled her bones, her mouth filling with the hot iron taste of blood as she bit deep into her tongue. She wrapped her arms around the Reaper's torso and, roaring at the top of her lungs, lifted him off the ground and drove him back down.
Now on top of him, she rained down one blow after another. For a few moments, she actually thought she was winning. Quicker than she could have hoped to counter, the Reaper grabbed hold of one of her wrists and tossed her to the side. She rolled to her feet, but the Reaper was already on her, grabbing her by the throat and squeezing the blood flow off from her brain.
"Another short-sighted halfwit," he said. Roach's vision had already gone black around the edges; now it was rapidly narrowing to points. Well, she thought, I tried.
Suddenly the hostile Reaper's grip jerked to the side. Then, she was free. Abigail, one arm hanging limp, swung a second looping hook that landed like a wrecking ball against the Reaper's skull. Gasping and trying to regain her strength, Roach stood up just as the Reaper struck back at Abigail. She ducked her head and caught the blow on her forehead; the punch knocked her down on one knee. Roach moved to throw a punch of her own at the Reaper. Before she could swing, Abigail pulled the blade free from her own arm and stabbed it upwards into the Reaper's heart.
Abigail's forward motion rammed the Reaper backwards into a tree. He slid down into a sitting position at the tree's base, and Abigail slid down with him, her good hand still clutching the knife’s hilt. She grunted and wrenched the blade up further, and the Reaper's eyes rolled back in their sockets. She pressed it in a third time, and his head fell limply forward.
Roach leaned against the tree and tried to catch her breath. Satisfied the Reaper was dead, Abigail rolled off of him, fumbling for the small canteen that hung from her belt. "Watch that asshole," she rasped to Roach. "Make sure he doesn't wake up."
"He's got a knife in his..." Roach began, then stopped herself. She thought back to the hail of bullets this very Reaper had taken to his chest. She’d heard plenty of unsettling stories over the years: Reapers were common fodder for campfire tales. But now, it all seemed disturbingly plausible. She nodded to Abigail and watched the maybe-dead Reaper with eagle eyes, expecting at any moment for him to come alive and attack.
Abigail worked the lid of the canteen with one hand and brought it to her lips, drinking deeply of its contents. Roach blanched and looked away. She could guess what was inside the canteen — campfire tales, and all that — but her stomach was unsettled enough as it was.
"How is your arm?" Roach asked, wincing as she eyed the bloodied limb from the corner of her eye. "It doesn't look...great."
Its contents empty, Abigail tossed the canteen aside. "It will be fine," she said. She got to her feet, looking down darkly at the limp Reaper. "Now, let's see how well you heal without a head." She pulled the curved blade free from the man's chest and looked toward Roach. "Hold his head back, would you?" she asked, as casually as if she was asking Roach to pass the salt. "My other hand still isn't working properly."
Roach looked at Abigail, then at the Reaper, her eyes going wide — half with horror and half with curiosity. "You're not really going to —"
Abigail's body stiffened, and a moment later Roach heard the sound of people approaching. A lot of people.
"What happened to that rifle?" Abigail asked.
They heard shouts, and then gunfire. Strangely, it was coming from both behind them and in front of them.
They both dove to the ground.
"They're shooting at each other. I think," Roach said.
Abigail nodded. "Five shooters on one side," she said, cocking her head and listening. "Six on the other. Now five on that side."
Roach realized Abigail was able, even with her injuries, to pick out each individual shooter solely by her sense of hearing. She could've probably pointed out where each of them was located, too. Roach wondered what else this small, strange person was capable of. If they made it out of this, perhaps she would ask her.
"Three now on that side," Abigail said. "The good news is that's the side our friends came from."
That doesn’t mean the other side is friendly, Roach thought. She was unarmed, and she had no idea how much mettle Abigail had left. She looked around and found the rifle she had just lost; it lay only a few feet away.
Scrambling low along the ground, she made her way to the discarded weapon. She scooped it off the ground and rushed back toward Abigail and cover. Easy as that, she thought. Then, something hard and hot smashed into her shoulder.
She stumbled and lost her grip on the rifle. It was too late to try and pick it up; she needed to get back to cover before —
She lost her footing and fell forward, colliding headfirst with the very tree she was trying to hide behind. She found herself lying on the ground, with damp, musty-smelling leaves pressed against her cheek. She suddenly felt very tired. Maybe she would just rest her eyes for a few seconds...
Her vision returned, though she could only see out of one eye. She understood that the other was pressed into the dirt, along with that side of her face, but she found that she didn't have the strength to move.
The shooting had stopped. From her vantage point on the ground, she could see Abigail standing a few feet away. She had her injured arm cradled to her chest and was looking at something past Roach's eye-line. Roach heard footsteps approach. She wanted to turn herself over, to get up and see who Abigail was staring at with a typical mix of wariness and contempt. She wanted to do all this, but she found she was just too tired to move. No, she would just lie here a bit longer...
"I'd say thanks for the help, but I'm not sure help is what you came here to offer," she heard Abigail say.
"Come on now," the other voice, female, answered. "Where is the trust? Without my help, you'd probably already be dead." Roach recognized the voice, but she couldn't yet place it.
"What are you doing out here?" Abigail asked.
"Well, as you said, it wasn't exactly to help," the other voice said. To someone else, she called, "Is the other one still alive?"
Roach felt a foot tap her in the stomach. The first time gently, the second much harder. She closed her eyes and played dead.
"She's not moving," the one just above her said. "She's got quite the hole in her back, doesn't look like it’s bleeding anymore. Seems like she's dead."
"Why don't you check and make sure," the first voice sneered. "If it's not too much trouble, that is."
The one above her scoffed. A moment later Roach felt something small and hard — likely the end of a rifle barrel — prod at her wound. An electric shock of pain bloomed and erupted out to the ends of her body; it took every bit of control she had not to react. If she hadn't already been so weak, she wouldn't have been able to keep still.
"Yep, she's dead."
Roach realized her weakness might have just saved her life — a strange, unfamiliar concept. She continued to play dead.
"Abigail, how about you hand over that data drive so we can all get back to civilization?"
"What data drive?" Abigail said.
"Come on now, love, we both know you have it, just like we both know that no matter how much you'd like to, you can't get to me before my men fill you full of holes. So, let’s say we skip this whole song and dance and just go right to the end?"
"When did you switch sides, Elena?" Abigail asked. "Was it after you and Sam went into Roosevelt's, or was it before?"
Elena. Of course, Roach thought. She had never liked that bitch.
"It was before, wasn't it," Abigail continued. "I thought you got out of there way too easy. Now here you are, trading out Ki's tattooed lackeys for Roosevelt's black-masked thugs. I'll tell you what, you want the data drive? Why don't you come over here and take it?"
"Fair enough," Elena said.
A single shot rang out. Abigail let out a slow breath through her mouth, like she was relaxing some long-held tension. She coughed, and blood dribbled down her chin. She raised a hand to her neck, just under the jawline. Blood, bright and red, flowed through the gaps in her fingers, slowly at first and then in great waves. She fell to her knees, then pitched face-first onto the ground.
Elena walked over to Abigail's body, scrounging around in her pockets until she located the data drive. She took it, stood up and looked it over. "Like I would really work for Roosevelt," Elena muttered. She shook her head and walked away, chuckling to herself.
"What about the bodies?" one of Elena's soldiers asked.
"Eh, leave them. Our great and wise benefactor will be here with his army soon enough. If he wants the remains, he can clean them up himself."
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Solomon looked over the burning remnants of the city and felt nothing.
Upwards of one thousand Uninfected had lived inside Boulder's walls. Now they were all dead. Perhaps a small handful had escaped the chaos and destruction Solomon's Ravager army had brought down upon them, but he doubted it was many. When it came to killing, Ravagers were nothing if not thorough.
"The city is destroyed," Deacon told him, somewhat superfluously.
"Yes, Deacon," Solomon replied, "I can see that."
"What now?"
What now indeed. Now, it was nearly time to move on to the true prize: Cheyenne.
Still, no reason not to placate the Ravagers somewhat. It would only cost him a day, and according to his sources, he was still running ahead of schedule. That was the nice thing about Ravagers. Promise them mayhem and plunder, and they get moving in a hurry.
"Give the Ravagers one day to finish their revel, and then we march north," Solomon said.
North, toward his destiny. North, toward his revenge.




PART FOUR
THE FIRE RISES
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Before
"Today, Dr. Solomon, the fire rises."
With a gasp he lurched awake. Somewhere high above, the alarm siren sounded, again and again.
Every time the klaxon blared, Dr. Solomon was reminded of the fact that their lab contained the most dangerous bio-engineered agents in the entire world. And now with project director Walker apparently having gone insane... Solomon hesitated to even imagine a worst-case scenario.
Jed's lackeys — two of the larger scientists, Gibbs and Wilkerson — had shoved Solomon in a storage closet and locked the door about a half hour ago. Fifteen minutes ago, the alarm had started its whine.
Solomon decided he was through waiting for a rescue he was increasingly certain was never going to come. If he wanted to get free, and to have any chance of stopping whatever was happening, he would have to do it himself.
Bracing himself on the knob, Solomon lowered his shoulder and slammed into the door. It didn't budge. He tried again, and then a third time, still without success. He decided he would have to take a different tack. He rifled around the storage room's contents until he found objects that were close enough facsimiles to the tools he needed. Then he proceeded to disassemble the door’s handle, and the lock within.
Ten minutes later, Dr. Solomon was free from the storage closet. The lab beyond, which he expected to be in chaos, was instead seemingly abandoned. He dashed across the lab's main room and toward the viral storage vaults. Along the way, he passed another scientist, Dr. Abaddon: for a brief moment he worried that he would have to fight off his colleague. Dr. Solomon had never been in a fight before, and aside from some light jogging and an exercise video he sometimes followed at home, didn't really engage in much physical activity. It turned out that he needn't have worried. Dr. Abaddon was in the midst of a hacking coughing fit that had him nearly incapacitated. He was only able to wheeze out two words when Dr. Solomon stopped to attend to him: "Testing area."
There was nothing Dr. Solomon could do for his colleague beyond helping him to a comfortable sitting position against one of the lab walls. He needed to get to the testing lab, everything else was far less important.
In retrospect, he probably should have been more concerned with why Dr. Abaddon seemed so sick. Normally, he would have. Right now, though, blinded by fear and adrenaline, all he could think of was getting to Jed and stopping whatever the director had set into motion.
He had just entered the testing labs when his coughing began. Heavy, wracking things, each cough rattling his whole body, as if his lungs were trying to dislodge from his chest. A particularly hard cough caused him to fall to his knees; his vision briefly turned red, but he marshaled his strength and forced himself back to his feet. He had to keep moving forward.
He staggered to the glass wall enclosing the testing labs, his head spinning and his vision blurring in-and-out of focus. Jed was inside, along with six other scientists, all members of Project Zeus. They were each lying on a medical table, their eyes closed, IV lines running into their arms.
He's not testing the agent, Dr. Solomon realized, he's using it on himself. Madness suddenly seemed too feeble of a word to describe what was happening. But what could he do to stop it? Perhaps there was one thing, if only she —
The lab spun a final time, and then went black as Dr. Solomon lost consciousness.
Now
Solomon had gone out on his own three days ago. He was ranging far ahead of his slowly moving Ravager army. It would be some time before it arrived at Cheyenne, but before it did, Solomon had someone he very much wanted to speak with.
Now, in the deepest part of night, he walked slowly through the thin forest, which was as well-lit to him as it would look to an Uninfected at noon. He couldn't see Jed's army, but he could hear it, and he could smell it. It was close. Cheyenne was close as well, close enough that Solomon's target was likewise certain to be out in front of his forces alone. Alone was good; the conversation he was to have with Jed was long overdue, and it was one that needed no distractions.
A familiar scent, underneath that of the forest and the distant army, caught Solomon's attention. He was here. Solomon looked around as surreptitiously as was possible. It wasn't that he was worried about Jed attacking him; Solomon's concern was much more mundane, and much more petty. He didn't want to appear weak or frightened in front of his one-time supervisor and current enemy.
"Is that you, Epimetheus?" The voice spoke from behind a tree a half-dozen yards away. Solomon winced, frustrated that Jed had located him first. Well, no matter; the important thing was the man was here, and he was alone.
Solomon abandoned stealth and strode toward the source of Jed's voice. "Still using those ridiculous Greek names, I see. What did you like to call yourself? Prometheus?"
Jed stepped out to face him. The two stood just a few feet from one another, staring at each other in the pitch dark, each knowing quite well the other could see them just fine. "They're more appropriate now than ever, I think," Jed said. "Perhaps you're just upset you were saddled with the name of the foolish brother. No matter how apt the moniker may be."
Solomon regarded Jed without emotion. The man hadn't changed one iota in all these years. Not in appearance, and not in attitude. "So we're brothers now, Jed?"
"Well, it is a figure of speech. We did help usher this world into being together, did we not? Perhaps that makes us brothers of a kind. Albeit estranged."
"Estranged is putting it lightly," Solomon said, working hard to maintain his calm. "And as I recall, it was you, and you alone, that destroyed our world."
"Oh, don't be melodramatic," Jed scoffed. "The world is no more destroyed now than it was the day I pulled the trigger on the great fire that was Project Pandora. This isn't the world I made, my dear Epimetheus. No, that world is yet to come. All I did was light the fire, burning down the dead brush so overdue for cleansing."
"You still think that was what you did?"
"Of course. Yes, the younger ones might believe the Old World was better, but we know the truth. That world was ready to die on its own, to collapse into chaos due to nothing but its own tangled, flawed web of decadent, decaying systems. I merely hastened its demise. I harnessed it so that the coming troubles would not be for nothing. They would serve to usher in a better world."
"And that's what this is?" Solomon asked. "A better world?"
"You seem to be thriving, despite your pessimistic attitude," Jed noted. "I see that hasn't changed in the intervening years."
"And I see your arrogance hasn't lessened any either," Solomon said.
"You always had a lack of vision, Epimetheus; even Project Mars needed my help to truly make it sing."
"And you always had a lack of restraint, Prometheus, which is why you're still flailing in the dark, trying to perfect a formula that will never be perfected. If you live a thousand years, you will never achieve what you are after. You do know that, right?"
Jed raised an eyebrow. "Are you quite certain of that?"
"So, you have perfected it?" Solomon asked, before realizing the answer to his own question. "No, you haven't. That's why you came to Cheyenne. It comes back to that damned data drive. Those experiments, in that pit beneath Jackson. The boy still has it.  Is that the only reason you are so insistent on getting your young Scout back, Jed? Hmmm, I wonder."
"Enough," Jed said. "I assume you came here for a reason. So, out with it: what do you want?"
Solomon smiled thinly. "Maybe I came here to kill you, Jed."
"You're welcome to try if you really believe you can," Jed answered, unfazed.
It was a hollow threat, and they both knew it. Even when Solomon had fought Abigail for the last time, he hadn't really expected that either of them would be killed. If he fought Jed right now, the opposite was likely. The two of them, quite likely evenly matched, would tear each other apart: they would both be dead by morning. Still, Solomon was tempted. But no, he had a plan, and he would stick with it. That didn't mean he couldn't needle his old rival a bit first.
"Perhaps I only stopped by to say 'hi' on my way to see another old friend," Solomon said. "When is the last time you spoke with Pandora, Jed?"
"If you just came here to threaten me, Epimetheus, you should have stopped with the threat to kill me. It's more believable. You would no more volunteer to see her alone than I would."
This was also true. Dr. Prometheus here might be a deadly adversary, but at least he was one that could be predicted. Pandora, on the other hand, had passed through insanity and on to something far more frightening since the Horsemen outbreak. In fact, the only thing Solomon thought could really threaten his ultimate plan was if the coming conflict roused her down from her mountain and into the fray.
"That's what I thought," Jed said. "I knew you were uncouth, Solomon, and ultimately a coward, but you never struck me as suicidal."
"I suppose that is still to be determined, Prometheus. The truth is, we both know war is coming. I just wanted the chance to look you in the eyes one last time. Before."
"Well, I won't say it's been a pleasure, Epimetheus, but it has been interesting. I suspect we will see each other again soon. Yes, the war is coming. Soon now. As I told you, once upon a time: the fire always rises."
"It rises, yes," Solomon said. "And it burns. More, perhaps, than you may intend." He nodded to his onetime colleague, onetime friend, his expression neutral. "See you at the war, Dr. Walker."
But Jed was already gone.
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A horrible, ragged gasp pulled Roach back to consciousness.
At first, she thought the noise had come from her. Considering the pain searing her shoulder and pounding inside her head, she certainly felt capable of making it. But then she heard it again, sourced somewhere to her left.
Was Abigail still alive? Considering the amount of blood she’d lost from Elena's gunshot, that didn't just seem unlikely, it seemed impossible. Yet someone was alive over there, and they — like her — were definitely waking up.
With a heavy grunt and a good deal of fresh pain, Roach lifted herself off of her stomach and sat up into a kneeling position. She had no idea how much time had passed since Elena had left them for dead, but a quick glance upward showed that the sun hadn't moved far across the sky. She wiped free the dirt and leaves that had stuck to her face and decided she should probably check on Abigail. At the moment, another hike sounded like about the least pleasant activity she could imagine. Unfortunately, they needed to get back to the city and alert everyone to what had happened. For all she knew, Elena was on her way to kill Rend and Sam right now.
She looked over at where Abigail fell, and her body froze. It wasn't Abigail that had woken up. It wasn't Abigail looking around with wild eyes and trying drunkenly to stand up straight. It was the Company Reaper.
"Damned Reapers," Roach cursed. She needed to move fast: once that thing recovered his strength, she wouldn't have a chance against it, even if she wasn't already half-crippled. She struggled to her feet, hissing against the fresh wave of pain flowing from her shoulder wound, and looked for something she could use against the cursed creature. A knife, or even a heavy rock. She would settle for a sharp stick at this point.
Her eyes settled on something better. A rifle that one of the man's companions had dropped. She stumbled toward it, at one point losing her footing and falling to one knee.
"Stop moving," a deep, halting voice commanded. "Get down on the ground." So the thing had woken up enough to talk — she was about out of time.
She fell to her knees by the rifle and scooped it up with her good hand. She turned, the wet leaves cool underneath her knee, and swung the weapon toward the Reaper. She pulled the trigger.
It clicked but didn't fire. The Reaper was now on his feet, clutching his chest and lurching toward her. He was maybe ten yards away and closing.
Roach suddenly remembered that the damned rifle was bolt action. With considerable effort, she raised her other hand to the weapon and took hold of the bolt with a numb forefinger and thumb. Her shoulder screamed in protest as she pulled back the action and pushed a fresh round into the chamber. The Reaper had closed to within five yards now. Roach took aim and fired.
The shot took him in the chest, just above the heart and where Abigail had driven her knife in, apparently not killing the monster. He staggered back a step but did not lose his footing.
Roach cursed and reloaded. Her shoulder was now pulsing with incandescent pain. Her vision, likewise, was growing red around its edges with every breath she took. She ignored the pain and discomfort as best she could; she had been a Ravager, and for a Ravager pain was a fact of life. She could handle it now. She fired again.
The shot missed the Reaper entirely. He smiled a half-mad, half-mocking smile as he lurched forward, faster now. She had time for one more shot at most, and that was only if her shoulder kept cooperating.
She worked the bolt, half-expecting to be out of bullets. Luckily, she had at least one more left. From the weapon's weight, she doubted she'd get another shot; this was it. She raised the rifle, aimed for the center of the Reaper's bloody face, and pulled the trigger.
The bullet punched a tiny black hole in the middle of the Company Reaper's forehead before exiting and burying itself high in the trunk of a tree some distance behind him. He took one unsteady step to the side and then collapsed face-first into the dirt.
Roach exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she had been holding. She worked the rifle's bullet, keeping the weapon trained on the Reaper's unmoving form. She had been right; the weapon was empty.
"It had enough left to put you down, though," she yelled in triumph, before falling into an infernally painful coughing fit. She didn't think her shoulder wound was particularly bad, as far as gunshot wounds went, but it sure as hell hurt.
"Nice shot," a voice croaked from nearby. Roach scrambled to her feet in surprise, losing the rifle in the process. Looking up at her from a short distance down the hill, her face white as a ghost soaked in bleach, was Abigail.
The tiny Reaper was still very much alive. "I don't think he'll get up from a bullet through the brain," Abigail said, working herself slowly up to a seated position, "but then again, I've also never been shot in the head. So you better keep an eye on him."
Roach ran over to Abigail and bent down at her side. "Are you..." she began, trailing off when she realized she was crouched in a literal pool of blood, "...okay?"
Abigail managed a weak laugh. "Okay might be pushing it. But I'm still breathing. Somehow. I can still move my toes, so that's good. I hate to admit it, but I might be feeling a bit weak. I think I lost a lot of blood."
Roach let out a nervous laugh. Reaper or not, she had lost a lot of blood. It was clear Elena's shot had hit one of the main blood vessels in Abigail's neck; what was less clear was how she had any blood left. It shouldn't be possible for anything to lose this amount of blood and still be able to function. And yet, Abigail was talking to her, so Roach supposed she had to redefine what was possible.
"Can you walk?" Roach asked. "We need to get back."
"And I need to have a long talk with Elena," Abigail said, before letting out a weak-sounding cough. "Unfortunately, standing might be a bit too tall of an order at the moment."
Roach wondered if she would be able to carry Abigail the entire way back to the city on her back. Even if her shoulder didn't currently have a bullet hole in it, she wasn't sure she would be up to the task. Her old Ravager strength only returned to her in short bursts, and even then, it seemed to come only in the middle of a fight. She’d have to figure out another way.
She laughed, shaking her head. "What's so funny?" Abigail asked.
"It's just that, even a few days ago, I wouldn't have thought twice about leaving you out here to die. Now, here we are, both shot all to hell, and I'm wracking my brain trying to come up with a way to rescue your grouchy ass."
"Why Roach," Abigail croaked, "I didn't know you cared."
They both laughed, there together in the dirt and blood.
"If you really want to help, I think I've got an idea," Abigail said. "I need three things from you."
"Alright, let's hear them."
"First, I need you to track down that knife I was using. Then, I need you to drag me over to the guy you shot, near his head and neck."
"Okay..." Roach said, unsure. "And what is the third thing?"
"I need you to the leave me alone for a few minutes with the body. I'd really prefer not to have an audience for what I need to do."
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"I am starting to get real tired of people grabbing me and telling me what to do," Sam said.
Since Ki and her gang liberated them from the trio of Company men, Sam had been trying to figure out if they had really been freed, or whether they had just traded one jailer for another. Ki had never outright betrayed Sam or his friends since their arrival in Cheyenne — at least, not that he knew of — but she hadn't exactly been honest with them either. And now he and Rend found themselves in the middle of a small army of Ki's gangsters, moving through a city that seemed to be in the middle of tearing itself apart.
He could hear screams in the distance to his right, and sporadic bursts of gunfire in the distance to his left. Closer to their group, the streets were quiet, the normal crowds having wisely sought cover from the emerging chaos. He wished Abigail was here with him; he hoped she was safe outside the city walls.
"What the hell happened?" Sam asked Ki. Even ignoring everything else, the mere fact that Ki was out on the streets carrying her own submachine gun told him that things had gotten serious.
"Roosevelt has made his move," Ki said. "We assumed it was coming, but we didn't think it would be this thorough. Or this reckless. Rather than attack me, he has decided to attack the entire city."
A block ahead of them, someone ran across the street, casting a frightened look behind as they passed. A few seconds later, two more figures gave chase. The way these two moved was instantly familiar to Sam, and the sight turned his blood cold.
A pair of weapons beside him barked with fire, and the two Infected were taken off their feet by the resulting bullets. They hissed and writhed on the ground before getting up and running toward Ki's group, utterly unafraid of the weapons pointed their way. Two fresh bursts of gunfire tore through them and put them down for good.
"There are Plague-Heads inside the city?"
Ki nodded, her normally placid expression clearly furious. "A number of small Plague-Head groups, between two and four in each group, were released into my district just over an hour ago. Already, the infection is spreading. We are attempting to contain the outbreak, but the situation is critical. This was a criminal act without precedence, and one Roosevelt will pay for severely."
Ki didn't have to explain to Sam why a group of Plague-Heads loose in the city was so dangerous. Plague-Heads only had one function, one overwhelming drive, and that was to spread the Horsemen Virus to new Uninfected hosts. Despite the infection robbing the host brain of all higher function, Plague-Heads were very good at accomplishing this task. One Plague-Head could easily become a horde if not dealt with immediately.
"Why would Roosevelt do this?" Rend asked. "Burning down the city with Infected doesn't seem like a smart way to take power."
"It's not," Ki said. "I assume Roosevelt believes I can contain the outbreak, knowing the effort will sap the strength of my forces. Lucky for the city, my militias are up to the task. Still, it is an incredibly reckless strategy on his part, one that seems out of character for him. But, it is a better possibility than the alternative."
"What is the alternative?" Sam asked.
"The alternative is that Roosevelt has gone completely insane," Ki said. "We're here."
They stopped at a seemingly nondescript corner, and Ki's forces took positions all around them.
"And where is here?" Sam asked.
"My center of power has been overrun by Infected, and my surface safehouses may have been compromised," Ki replied. Beside her, Hydra bent and took hold of a gap in the resurfaced brick of the road. "We have but one refuge left to us." Hydra lifted his arm, and a wide section of the road came up with it. The brick was revealed as a facade covering an Old World manhole cover. At their feet, a slimy-looking ladder descended into the dark depths of the sewers. "We are heading to the Shadow Market."
She thought she would hurt more.
Even more than the lack of pain, the fact she was still alive was perhaps the biggest surprise of all. Abigail had been shot before, but never so badly. It was almost funny to think about: she wasn't even twenty years old and not only had she been shot, with a gun, on multiple occasions, but she’d also shrugged off these incidents like a normal person would shrug off a twisted ankle. She wasn't normal people though, was she? Normal people didn't get up after a bullet tears through their neck; they didn’t keep fighting with blood leaking from them like water from a cracked canteen.
She leaned into Roach's shoulder as she took one exhausting step after another. Roach, in truth, was doing most of the walking for both of them, as Abigail had barely regained enough strength to stand under her own power. Roach held her up on her feet with a strong arm wrapped around Abigail's back and under her shoulder. Roach hadn't escaped their run-in with the Company Reaper and the traitorous Elena unscathed herself, but even with a bullet in one shoulder, she was still able to help Abigail out of the literal woods and back toward civilization and Sam.
Abigail was never going to hear the end of this from Roach.
Despite Abigail's pride, or maybe because of it, she was glad Roach had given her privacy with the dead Reaper. It had taken more marrow and blood than she had ever consumed in the past, and she had thrown up more than once in the process, but her Reaper constitution — and her will to live — pressed her forward and brought her back from the brink of death. She wondered if she still had some of the dead Company Reaper's fluids on her face.
"Look at that," Roach said, pointing forward with her free hand. "We can already see the city. Only about...well, we've still got a ways to go. But we're making progress."
"We just have to keep moving forward," Abigail said. She was still having trouble raising her voice much past a whisper. Sloping plains stretched out before them, and past that the towering city walls of Cheyenne. Plumes of black smoke were rising from the city, looking less like the controlled exhaust of the coal plants and more like a fire.
"Keep moving forward," Roach repeated. "That's why I kept you around. You're the brains of this operation."
"Something is happening in the city," Abigail said. "We need to get there."
"Yeah, and something is happening outside the city too. Like us getting jumped by not one, but two groups of assholes. Not to mention that entire asshole army of Ravagers arriving practically any moment now.”
"Of course," Abigail said. “Them.” She’d almost forgotten what Elena had said about her boss — her real boss. The Ravager army had nearly reached Cheyenne, and with it, Solomon.
Of course, Elena had to be working for Solomon. She was undoubtedly his advance agent in the Free City; she’d probably been working for him since before Abigail met her. How Elena fit in with these Company agents, she still didn't know. But if they were working against the city as well, that meant they had to be working for Solomon. She wanted more than ever to turn and run from Solomon's impending path of destruction, but she knew she wasn't going to do that. Cheyenne might be a pit of vipers, and its leaders the worst of the bunch, but she couldn't just leave them to their fate. Without her, against even a normal Reaper, much less someone like Solomon, they didn't stand a chance.
Of course, with her they also didn't stand much of a chance.
"I'm not sure what you're talking about," Roach said, "but I assure you we don’t want to be outside the walls when that army gets here. I have a bit of experience with Ravagers, in case you forgot. I know what they're capable of."
"This will be worse than normal Ravagers," Abigail said. "You don't know what he is capable..."
She trailed off as she saw a small plume of dust in the near distance, coming their way. Roach saw it as well; a moment later Abigail was able to squint her eyes and make out a small vehicle heading towards them. In addition to the driver, the vehicle had three other occupants: each of them carried a black rifle. As it drew closer, it became increasingly clear that not only had it spotted them, but it was heading right for them.
"There's no way we can get back to the woods in time," Roach said. "I hope you're feeling a lot stronger than you look, because it seems we might be heading for another fight."
Abigail laughed weakly. "Yep, I'm ready to take on the world."
The vehicle skidded to a stop a few feet in front of them, and the passengers hopped out. They fanned out around Abigail and Roach, but they didn't raise their weapons. Instead, they did a quick visual sweep of the area. By how they were dressed, Abigail was immediately able to identify them as Ki's people.
"Kowalski," one of them called to another, "get over here, they need help." He stepped closer to the pair and offered them what he probably imagined was a comforting smile. "Abigail and Roach, I can assume," he said. "We need to get you back into the city ASAP. We have an emergency."
Roach looked over at Abigail and shrugged. Normally, Abigail would argue with the man as a matter of course. Beyond that, there were a million reasons why she shouldn't believe him, why she shouldn't even consider going with him and the rest of his motley group of street soldiers. But she’d just had a very long, very tough day, and was too weak to argue. If they were going to kill her, they could do it here as easily as anywhere else, and she wouldn't be able to stop them. At least if they were telling the truth, she could get off of her feet and rest.
"Alright," she said. "Take us back to the blasted city. And try not to make the ride too bumpy."
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"So, you're telling me Roosevelt controls all of the surface?" Sam asked. "Even if your people were busy dealing with the Plague-Heads, I didn't know he had the manpower to control the whole city."
It had thankfully only been a short walk through the sewers before they reached yet another hidden door and entered the higher portions of the Shadow Market. Their group descended from one ramshackle platform to another as they made their way toward the larger open caverns below. Sam remembered what Jacinta had told him about this place, and even though he was safely in the center of Ki's party of thugs and killers, it seemed a much darker, much less welcoming place than he remembered. He made a note to keep himself in a position where he wasn't at risk of being separated from the group.
"He hasn't taken control of the surface as much as dislodged our control of it," Ki responded. The severity of their current situation had obviously convinced her to take a more relaxed view on her control of information. "In reality, chaos seems to have firmer control of the surface at the moment than either Roosevelt or myself."
"But down here is fine?" Rend said, looking uncertainly over the thin railings toward the orange flickers of gaslights far below. "I was under the impression this is where the Infected normally lurk."
"Yes Rend," Ki said, "but I'm sure you of all people are aware that one Infected is not the same as another. There are some emaciated, half-alive Plague-Heads occupying the abandoned mines, but that area is securely closed off. The Infected in the Shadow Market are a different kind of Infected altogether.
"What kind of Infected?" Sam asked.
Ki smiled. "My Infected."
They were met at ground level — or rather cavern level — by another small group of hard-looking men and women. Two of them at the back, in particular, caught Sam's eye. It was their heavily scarred, granite-like faces (as much as their enormous frames) that stood out. It took him a second to realize what he found so strange about them. They were Ravagers.
Unlike Roach, they still had the heavy-looking, exaggerated bone structure and vaguely ape-like musculature of a typical Ravager. Unlike a typical Ravager, blessedly, the pair seemed more concerned with Madame Ki's next order than destroying and killing everything around them. A domesticated Ravager, Vincente's voice said. Now I've seen everything.
I Somehow doubt it, Sam thought.
"With us, everyone," Ki said, acknowledging the new group with a small nod. "We are on a tight timetable." She turned to the nearest of the new group. "What about our source? Have your people collected him yet?"
The street soldier — a pale-skinned woman who had an elaborate set of scalp tattoos in place of hair — nodded to Ki. "I just got word of his arrival at the northwest tunnel. There was a complication, however." She leaned in closer to Ki and whispered something in her ear.
Whatever she said got Ki's attention: the crime boss's eyes widened in surprise, and a small smile crept onto her lips. "Interesting. Bring them both. And obviously, keep them under a tight watch."
The street soldier nodded and walked off to the side, talking into what looked like a handheld radio.
"Have you heard from Abigail?" Sam asked Ki. "She and Roach —"
"Traveled beyond the walls, in search of your mysterious data drive," Ki said, finishing his sentence. "I am aware, despite your considerable efforts to evade my sight. We located the two of them just before we recovered you: I have dispatched a team to collect them and bring them to us."
Sam breathed a sigh of relief. "That's great," he said. He hoped Abigail didn't get the wrong idea and kill Ki's team. "Where exactly are we heading?" he asked.
"Right here, as it happens," Ki said. They had come to a large but otherwise unremarkable stone building carved into an outcropping of cavern wall. It was on the edge of the lit portion of the Shadow Market, and it had no markings or exterior features beyond a single heavy door, which was flanked by two very tall, very hairy guards.
Sam did a double take, and had to stifle a gasp, when he saw who the two guards were. Or rather, what they were. They were each about six-and-a-half feet tall despite the matching hunches of their upper backs. They both had exaggerated jaws and lips that puffed out like they were holding enormous bunches of chewing tobacco between their gums. Sam realized those bulges were teeth extending behind the pair's lips; he knew then that underneath their leather gloves he would find large, claw-like nails at the ends of their fingers. Ki wasn't exaggerating about having her own Infected. These guards were both Howlers.
One of them wordlessly opened the door and the group filed in. Sam tried not to gawk; he took note that while Rend nodded in greeting to the nearer of the two Howlers, the Howler ignored him. Seeing Rend side by side with a Howler, Sam realized just how different he was. Unless you looked closely, Rend was nearly indistinguishable from a normal Uninfected. These two, however, though considerably less...beastly than the ones Sam had fought back in the Wilds, would not pass for Uninfected under any circumstances.
"We found Abigail and the Ravager for the same reason we needed to regroup down here," Ki said, drawing Sam out of his reverie. "One of our agents was compromised, to put it delicately. As she knows the location of all our surface refuges, we needed to withdraw to safer ground."
"Compromised?" Sam asked. Inside, the room looked a bit like an office back at his home Colony. It had nondescript tables and chairs, a whiteboard and a large projector screen. Ki gestured them forward, leading Sam and Rend toward a set of chairs to one side of the room.
"Betrayed us, killed a number of my own people, and did her best to kill young Abigail," Ki said. "To put it a bit less delicately, Elena has double-crossed us, which I consider a more damaging blow than the outbreak of Infected above. Lucky for both you and me, I was not the only one who was betrayed today. Speaking of that —" she turned toward Hydra and raised a finger to get his attention. "How close are they?"
"They are arriving now, ma'am. Under guard, just like you ordered."
"Excellent. Bring them in. Sam, I believe you know young Marcus; I also think you have met his unexpected companion, and will be as eager to hear what he has to say as I am."
The door on the far side of the room opened, and two dirty, bedraggled people were brought in. They looked like Sam imagined he himself looked: they had obviously been through a good bit of running and fighting. The first of the pair Sam recognized as Marcus. The second he also immediately recognized, though he was perhaps the last person Sam expected to see here.
His hair was disheveled, and his uniform was torn, but there was no mistaking who it was.
Roosevelt was here, and he didn't look the least bit happy about it.
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"Those bastards betrayed me!"
Roosevelt's shouts echoed off the room's smooth stone walls, which almost gave the impression there was a small crowd immediately agreeing and bellowing along with everything he said. Among this crowd, Roosevelt was no doubt going to have a hard time finding a sympathetic ear.
"Calm yourself, Roosevelt," Ki said, her voice low and confident, in contrast to her counterpart's furious roars. She had set aside her weapon when they entered the room, and she was now standing near Sam with her arms crossed, regarding Roosevelt with a calm, even expression. "Our time is short, and you have a lot of explaining to do."
"Explaining?" Roosevelt spat, straightening and taking a heavy step toward Ki. Immediately a handful of the room's larger occupants moved threateningly toward him, and he wisely stepped back and slumped against a table. After his anger subsided, he looked very tired; to Sam he almost seemed to shrink in size, like a deflating balloon.
He sighed. "My own people. They turned their guns on me and ran me out of my own damned citadel. Like a beaten damned dog."
"So none of this —" Ki gestured up toward the surface, frowning, "— was your doing? That seems a convenient excuse."
Roosevelt laughed weakly. "If I was lying, why the hell would I come down here myself? That would be an awfully elaborate deception, Ki. Even for you."
Ki thought about it for a few moments. "No, I suppose that doesn't sound like you. We will take you at your word, at least for the time being. Now, please explain what happened on your end of all this."
"It was those Company bastards," Roosevelt said. "It had to be. None of my lieutenants would’ve dared something like this on their own, and if they were plotting among themselves, I would have found out. Marcus, of my eight lieutenants how many do we know are still alive?"
The room's focus shifted to Marcus, who looked up from his tablet, surprised by the sudden attention. "Ummm...according to our latest reports...Simmons, Hughes, and Wing were killed in the citadel fighting on our side, Remington and Hayes were killed fighting for the opposition —"
"Traitors!" Roosevelt roared. "Call them what they are."
"Of course, they died fighting for the traitors. Doctor Gottfried and General Fitzhugh we know were leading the oppo — the traitorous forces, and at last report had consolidated command in your office."
"I will carve the skin from their bones," Roosevelt growled.
"That just leaves General Westbrook unaccounted for," Marcus finished.
"I don't believe Westbrook would turn on me," Roosevelt said, seemingly to himself. To Sam, the names of the lieutenants were meaningless, but he noticed that Rend's ears seemed to perk up at mention of Dr. Gottfried’s name. At that moment, Rend looked as close to angry as Sam could ever remember seeing him.
"And why do you think this has to do with the Company?" Ki asked.
"I should have never listened to them," Roosevelt muttered. "They came asking for help, offering their services at a discount...I should have known it was too good to be true. Every step of the way that oily one-eyed bastard took more control, made more decisions himself, and somehow convinced me those decisions were my own. How did it go so wrong..."
"Douglass," Ki said, trying to refocus Roosevelt's attention. "Please, we need you with us if we are going to plan our next move properly."
"It was those damned kids," Roosevelt said, waving his hand vaguely toward Sam and Rend. "Before they even showed up at the gates, the Company knew they were coming — they must have — and were already positioning themselves to get everything they needed out of them. They wanted samples from the one with Howler blood, and the Ravager’s blood as well. Said they knew people that would pay good money for the data, that it would finance my final push to take over the city." He laughed. "I guess I can tell you that now, Ki. It's not like you didn't know my ultimate designs, they're the same as yours."
Ki nodded in acknowledgment.
"They kept an eye on that other one, too. The one the Colonies wanted. They kept him safe and under surveillance. The only reason I agreed to pass up that fat bounty was their plan to give you the fake disc with the worm on it. I guess I shouldn't be surprised that didn't work out as I expected either. The last straw was giving them access to my data networks." He patted Marcus on the shoulder. "Marcus here told me I shouldn't, but like the damned fool I am, I let myself be fooled by big promises. We were going to lose the coal, Ki; you have to know that. We still are. I needed a quick victory to save the city, and the Company said with full access to the networks they could give me a surprise attack. It was a surprise, alright. I should have known something was wrong when Fitzhugh pushed so hard for the plan. The man's never shown a bit of initiative his whole career...until that moment. How could I not have seen it?"
"It appears we've all failed to see a great many things," Ki said. "What is important now is —"
"Um, sorry, I hate to interrupt," Marcus said, raising a couple shaky fingers into the air. "But I don't think this can wait." He was staring down at his tablet with wide, frightened eyes. Ki nodded to him and he continued. "I've been trying to keep up with what feeds we still have access to. One of the exterior cameras is showing...well, it looks like an army just showed up on our doorstep."
"So the Ravagers are already here," Ki said. "I had hoped...hoped we still had some time."
Marcus cleared his throat. "Well, yes and no, ma'am. Sir. I mean...Madame. I don't believe the timing could be a coincidence; the odds are just too great. But the army, well..." He pointed to the projector screen on the wall. "Does that thing work?"
Ki gestured to one of her people, who retrieved a remote and turned on the screen. Marcus tapped at his tablet a few times and the image transferred to the projection. It was indeed an army, its front line positioned at the edge of a forest atop a gently sloped ridge. Sam recognized immediately the flag flying at the column's head.
"This isn't a Ravager army," Marcus said.
"It's a Colony army," Sam finished. "It's my Colony's army."
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Sam stared in stunned silence at the Colony army on the projector screen. The rest of the room reacted similarly. It seemed no one quite understood what the image meant, and even Ki and Roosevelt didn't have anything to say about it for a long while.
Finally, it was Roosevelt that spoke. "Well, this has to be good news, right? I mean, under normal circumstances, seeing a whole mess of those fancy mole-men outside our gates would just about ruin my day. But it’s got to be better than a Ravager army, right? And last I heard we still have one of those bearing down on us. We could use any help we can get."
Sam looked over at Marcus. He’d come to them, had wanted Sam to contact Elder Jed and ask — beg, really — that the Colonies send relief forces to Cheyenne. However, Marcus looked as surprised as anyone at the Colony army's sudden appearance, and he certainly didn't look happy about it. He glanced rapidly back and forth from the projector screen to his tablet, furiously tapping at his device while turning an unsightly green color, like he was about to throw up. Sam couldn't blame him; there was no logical reason why that army should be here.
And yet, here they are, Vincente's voice said. Jed came, and leading an army at that.  Why are they here? And what is their plan?
It was a good question. The size of the Colony force was many times larger than anything the Black Hills Colony could field by itself. It had to be a combined effort of multiple Colonies from all over the Great Plains, plus a huge number of Wilds mercenaries. Sam recognized the white and pale gray Colony uniforms many of the soldiers on the screen wore, but he also saw old, mismatched overcoats on others. There were a couple armored Old World military vehicles near the center of the front line, next to his Colony flag; cobbled-together and re-purposed cars and trucks lurked near the army's fringes, vehicles that clearly did not originate from any Colony motor pool. It would take considerable time to put a force like this together, much less march it all the way to Cheyenne. Whatever was happening, it had been in the works for a while. There had to be a connection to the chaos Company forces had wrought within the city.
Madame Ki seemed to have the same idea. "I don't believe this force is here to help," she said. "As young Marcus said before, the timing of their arrival is extremely suspect. Furthermore, we all know about the long-standing, if informal, connection between Company mercenaries and the Old World Colonies. All of this has the smell of a Colony plot about it. How secure are the city gates?"
"We lost contact with all our forces soon after the traitors played their hand," Roosevelt said. "Still, as best we can tell, they only represent a small portion of my overall forces, and last we checked," — he looked down at Marcus, who nodded briefly to him — "they were limited to the citadel itself. If we hadn't been locked out of our damned network, I'd know more."
"We will need to figure that out for sure, and work to reestablish communication among what forces we still have."
"That we have?" Roosevelt said. His tone was more surprised than angry, and Sam wondered if he was finally beginning to understand how bad of a situation this was. "Is it 'we' now, Ki?"
"Once we establish the intentions of this Colony army and secure the safety of the city as a whole, I am more than happy to go back to trying to kill one another. But until that time, yes, I believe it is imperative we work together."
"I...fine, we have a deal," Roosevelt said. "So, step one, re-establish comms. I believe that’s a logical place to start."
At that moment they were interrupted: the room's outer door flung open. Roach came in first, holding a bloody bandage to her shoulder. Behind her emerged the rest of the group, two of them carrying a barely conscious Abigail between them.
Abigail could tell the mercenaries planned to lay her on an empty table in the corner and be done with her. She hadn't come this far, her bones rattling in agony at every bump and tip of the dune buggy, to just be dumped in a dark corner like a bag of turnips.
"A chair is fine. I'm weak, not dead."
The one holding her up on the left, the one with half her face covered in black grease-paint, shrugged and gestured toward a nearby empty seat. They moved toward it, and with surprising gentleness, turned Abigail and set her down in a hard-plastic chair. It was a good thing they had: despite her protestations, Abigail doubted she had recovered enough strength yet to even sit down on her own. It was bad enough she herself knew how little strength she had left; she didn't need everyone else here to know it as well.
And what an odd group it was. Madame Ki, along with one of her giants, she expected to see. Rend was here as well, along with a motley group from Ki's coterie of thugs, cut-purses, and killers. She noted that a couple of them seemed to be Ravagers, which was interesting but less surprising since she had passed the two Howlers at the door. She had not, however, expected to see Roosevelt here — and apparently here of his own volition — nor had she expected to see his young computer expert Marcus. Their presence lent some credence to Elena's taunting statement that she was, in fact, not working for Roosevelt. Ideally, someone here could give her clarification on that particular detail. Hopefully she could get some clarification on a lot of things, but at the moment all that was far less important to her than the room's final occupant, who had just rushed breathless to her side.
"Abby, God; are you alright?" Sam asked, crouching down and putting a hand gently to her, just below her ear. "What happened?"
She laughed weakly. "Oh, you know, just a minor case of a bullet to the neck. I'll be fine. And don't call me Abby."
Sam smiled, though he still looked frightened, which in turn frightened her. "Right, I forgot," he said. "Wait, did you say you were shot in the neck?" He turned her chin upward a fraction of an inch and looked at her neck. She was just about to tell him to stop inspecting her like some kind of science experiment when he spoke. "Shot? In the neck. With a bullet?"
"Well, it wasn't a squirt gun," she said. "It stopped bleeding, but there should still be a hole there somewhere. From the bullet."
Sam laughed, weakly, the skin of his face ashen. He suddenly leaned in and kissed her with a passion she hadn’t known him capable of. He was warm and he in turn warmed her, and for a moment she forgot that she’d been lying half dead with a bullet hole just beneath her chin. She forgot everything but him.
After what could have been a second or an hour he pulled back, his cheeks now flushed, his face a mixture of terror and relief. He brushed a finger lightly against her neck and she winced, more so because his fingers were cold than any sort of pain.
"Sorry," Sam said. "You should see your neck."
"Is it bad?" she asked. One more scar wasn't the end of the world, sure, but a permanent fist-sized pockmark in the neck was no one's idea of a beauty mark.
"No, that's not what I meant. It's the opposite of bad. You've got a tiny pink welt — more like a spider bite than a bullet wound. It's amazing."
"Well, it doesn't feel amazing," Abigail said, rolling her eyes. "But I'm glad that you're okay as well. Now, maybe you can tell me what exactly is going on here?"
"It's a long story," Sam said. "The short answer is things have gone all to hell. Abigail leaves for an hour, and the whole city falls apart: this place can't run without you."
They both laughed at that.
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"I think I have something."
Marcus's voice cut through the din of a half-dozen conversations that had sprung up at Abigail's group's arrival. Even with the majority of Ki's soldiers, mercenaries, and cutpurses dispatched to combat the Plague-Heads, the improvised underground command center felt almost oppressively overcrowded. Sam figured it was due to the low ceilings. In any case, the room went immediately quiet when Marcus spoke, all faces turning toward the group's youngest member.
"We said we didn't know if the Colony forces were friendly or hostile, right?" Marcus continued. "I've been cycling through the camera feeds again, looking for any potentially useful information. I've even been able to break through some simple encryption and bypass —"
"For God's sake, son," Roosevelt said. "Just tell us what you've got."
"Right," Marcus said with a quick nod. "Well, since we lost control of the citadel systems, we also lost access to the Lawbringer's half of the key to Warren Air Force Base. So, I checked the feeds from there, and... well, here is what they show."
He tapped his tablet, and the image flew up to the projector screen. The projector showed a small group pausing briefly at the outer gates of what must’ve been Warren Air Force Base while the automated defenses — two very large machines gun turrets and doubtlessly many other hidden systems — powered down. Apparently satisfied they were no longer in danger of dying by the Old World AI defenses, the group continued into the base's interior. The projector then switched to a new image, this one taken inside the base and better zoomed in so the group's individual members were easily identifiable. Most of the group were dressed in the gray-and-whites of the Colonies, but Sam could pick out at least four black Company jackets within the group. If there’d been any doubt that the Company was working on the Colonies' behalf, that image put it to rest.
This revelation wasn't what disturbed Sam about the video, however. What disturbed him were the two faces on the screen that he recognized. The first belonged to Elena; while Ki had told them Elena had betrayed them, seeing direct video evidence was still disheartening. The other familiar face belonged to Elder Jed, the chief Elder and leader of the Black Hills Survivor's Colony.
Sam's surprise at seeing his Colony flag had taken a backseat when Abigail arrived, injured and weaker than he had ever seen her. Now, though, his mind had been freed up to resume being confused and frightened by his home's appearance at Cheyenne's gates. What were they doing here, and why would Jed, who Sam couldn't remember even leaving his underground compound in their Colony's command center, come here in person?
"Well, that settles it," Roosevelt said. "Those Colony bastards aren't here to help. Please tell me they don't have your half of the key codes, Ki."
Ki didn't answer immediately.
"Unfortunately you were not the only one to be betrayed today, Lawbringer," she said. "You see my agent Elena Rostov up on the screen, no doubt. When she made her...defection, she took with her my half of the key. It is no exaggeration to say her betrayal was devastating to my operation. Now, knowing the Company and the Colonies have taken your half of the key, devastating is an understatement."
Roosevelt sighed heavily and rubbed the ends of his mustache. "So they have both halves of the key, and they're already at Warren," he said as he began to pace. "Then it's only a matter of time before they boot up all the old drones, and then we're finished. If we weren't already. How did it come to this?"
"I know that guy," Abigail whispered to Sam, pulling his attention away from Roosevelt's spiraling despair and his own profound confusion. "I thought he looked familiar, but I couldn't quite remember from where. Now I do."
Sam turned to face her. "Which guy?" he asked.
"Him." She pointed up at the screen. "The one in the middle. Solomon knew him, from way back. Before the Horsemen outbreak, I think. He brought me along one time when they met to discuss something; I don't remember what it was. But I remember how Solomon reacted to him."
"Wait, so your Reaper...boss, I guess, knew one of those people. One of the Company men?" It had to be. Company agents operated all over the Wilds, mostly on shadowy errands. He could definitely see them crossing paths with someone like Solomon.
"Solomon was a bad guy, but he wasn't an angry guy," Abigail said, continuing to look up at the projector. Her eyes were unfocused, like she was re-living the memory as she spoke. "Not usually. But he got angry then, and the other guy got angry right back. It was about five years ago. They nearly came to blows, which would have been something to see. It...has a strange sort of logic, him being here now." She sighed, one hand trailing up to toy with the faint bullet-blemish marking her neck. "Yet another Reaper with an army...we’re getting thick as flies, it seems."
Sam's eyes had drifted back to the projector and Jed, but his head snapped back to Abigail as she finished speaking. "A Reaper? One of the Company men is a Reaper?" At least one. He remembered how Cutter, the Company captain, had hurled that giant dumpster across the alley with one arm. A normal person could never have managed that, but a Reaper might’ve been able to. He hadn't had a chance to think about it till just now, but it made sense. Of course, Cutter wasn't in the video, which meant the Company had multiple Reapers in its employ. That thought was frightening enough, but Sam had begun to suspect the truth might be even worse.
Go on,
kid, Vincente's voice urged. Ask her.
"Abigail," Sam said, his blood beginning to turn cold. "Which one of those people are you talking about, specifically? Which one is the Reaper?"
"The one in the middle," she said. "In the Colony gray and white. I wish I could remember his name, but he’s the one with the bushy brown beard and the creepy eyes. He's the Reaper."
Sam felt his head begin spinning counterclockwise. She was talking about Elder Jed.
Elder Jed was, and had always been, a Reaper.
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"As you so eloquently stated, Roosevelt," Madame Ki said. "If the Colony army takes control of Warren's drone forces, we will have little chance of keeping them from taking the city."
The room took on a silence that to Roach felt a lot like defeat. She made her way over to stand beside Rend. He nodded at her and flashed a smile, apparently as immune as ever to the pessimism wafting through the air.
"Therefore," Ki continued, "we have but one course of action. We must attack the group at the air force base immediately, with everything we can throw at them. Lawbringer, if you were able to muster the remainder of your loyal troops, what kind of numbers would we be looking at?"
"I would have to...I don't truly know how many remain faithful," Roosevelt said, shaking his head. "It could be a few hundred, or it could only be a few dozen. Marcus, do you have any solid numbers for me? God, even if we could pull a respectable number we would just be abandoning the city to the traitors and their Company allies. We lose either way."
"I have already sent word to my outside sources for any assistance they might be able to provide," Ki said. "Unfortunately I have yet to hear back."
"Funny how that works," Roosevelt sneered. "Why don't you just tell us, once and for all, who your mysterious 'outside source' is? I've always wondered how you stay so well-informed about what goes on outside the city."
That detail is irrelevant. We are, for the time being, on our own," Ki retorted.
At that, the room again fell into a dejected silence.
Roach looked toward Sam and Abigail. Abigail, appearing no less weak and half-asleep than she had in the woods, was whispering something in Sam's ear. Meanwhile, Sam was staring at nothing like someone who’d just been told his parents had died. Neither looked like they had any answers. She looked to Ki, who stood with her arms crossed, dressed for battle but for once in her life seeming off-balance and hesitant. She looked at Lawbringer Roosevelt, who was staring at the floor, all of his former bluster and confidence evaporated, its void filled with hopelessness and impotence. None of them seemed to know the right thing to say, much less to do. Well, Roach thought, I guess it's gonna have to be me then.
She took a deep breath and stepped forward. "In all my years fighting in the Wilds, I —"
"I think I have a solution," Marcus said, looking up suddenly from his tablet.
Oh, thank god, Roach thought. She really didn't know where that speech was going.
"It's a long shot," Marcus continued, "and we'll only have one chance at it, but I think there might be a way to turn the Colony's plan against them without giving up the city. It will take a lot of coordination, and more than a little luck, but if it works, I think we can steal the drone army right out from underneath them. Even better, we'll be able to get our comms network back online in the process."
Roosevelt stopped pacing and turned to Marcus. "Just speak plain for once in your life," he said in an exhausted huff.
"Well. As you said, if we send everyone to the air force base, the Company and their agents will come out of the citadel and take the city for themselves. If we don't attack the air force base, the Colonies will eventually re-activate the Old World drones, and then they will
take the city. But if we can re-take the citadel, I might be able to use Roosevelt's half of the key to gain a backdoor access to the base's network. If I can do that, we might — might — be able to utilize Madame Ki's half of the key to control the drone army ourselves."
"Intriguing," Ki said. She tapped her lips with a finger, working the plan out in her head. "But if the Company agents and the Colonists are already at Warren, wouldn't Roosevelt's key be with them as well?"
Marcus shook his head. "It can't be with them. A few years back we hard-coded it into the citadel's systems and destroyed the drive it had been stored on. There is no way to physically remove it from the citadel's hard drives, and no way to move the hard drives from the citadel. I headed that project myself, and I'm sure there is no way around it. That was part of the reason we weren't worried about Sam and Elena stealing that drive, interestingly enough."
Ki scowled at him. "I suppose, uh, that's not important at this...juncture, however," Marcus said, "so I'll just move on. The point I was trying to make is that I designed those systems, and I know them inside and out. If I can gain access to a terminal, I will be able to defeat anyone on their end who tries to stop me from taking control of the network. And once we have the network we also have Ki's uh...key, and then we have the drones."
"An elegant plan," Ki said. "So all we have to do is take control of Roosevelt's heavily occupied citadel, defeating the rogue faction of his forces and the Company agents within."
"Yes!" Roosevelt said, his energy and volume returning to him all at once. "We crush the traitors, and then we crush the invaders. Marcus, my boy, I knew you could do it!"
"Well, there is, uh, one more tiny thing," Marcus said. "We need someone to physically be at the air force base to ensure my code goes through. Otherwise, the Colonists can manually terminate the network connection and try again later, and we're back to where we started."
"So we need to assault both the citadel and Warren at the same time?" Roosevelt asked.
Marcus rubbed the back of his neck. "Theoretically, we only need one person to do the job at Warren, so the word 'assault' might not technically be accurate. Though in actuality...yes, that is what we have to do."
"I'll go," Sam said suddenly, stepping forward from where he had been crouching by Abigail. "I'll go to the base and do whatever needs to be done.”
"You will not, however, go alone," Ki said. "I think I speak for everyone when I say this plan is simultaneously our best, worst, and only option. Let's work out the details, and then make it happen."
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Abigail watched the others gear up, getting more and more frustrated by the second.
"This is ridiculous," she spat, to no one in particular. Her shout brought on a fresh wave of dizziness. She gritted her teeth, inhaling slowly before continuing. "I won't be left behind like some sort of...damsel in a tower."
Sam, who had been in the process of strapping on a black bullet-proof vest, smiled and walked over to her. "Abigail, you are a lot of things, but damsel is definitely not one of them. That doesn't change the fact you can still barely stand up."
To prove him wrong, she pushed herself up from the table she had been leaning against. "Hmmm?" she said. She immediately began feeling wobbly and had to grab the edge of the table to keep from falling over, which somewhat undercut the point she was trying to make.
Sam took her lightly by the shoulders and helped her ease into a nearby chair. "It's okay, Abigail. Believe me, I would love to have you with me out there — hell, we'd all be better off if it was you heading out rather than me — but we will be okay, just this one time, without you. Really, I think by now you've earned a little rest."
"Rest?" she scoffed.
"A little rest. Trust me, Abigail. We can do this."
Abigail sighed and looked around the room, watching Rend, Roach, and even Marcus as they gathered arms and armor alongside Ki and Roosevelt's soldiers. Ki had stashed a small arsenal within the many rooms connected to this cold, stone safe house. She wondered how many places like this the crime boss had scattered around the rest of the city. In any case, it was more than enough to outfit everyone for battle. Abigail would have thought it interesting if she wasn't so incredibly frustrated. She hated that everyone was going off to fight and she was not.
She hated that Sam was going into that Old World military base with a damned Reaper waiting — a Colony Reaper, something she’d never expected to see — without her to watch his back. And she hated just how helpless she was; how useless she was. The last time she had felt like this she’d been a child, stumbling on short, uncoordinated legs after the long strides of a strange, cold man who was all that stood between her and a quick death in the Wilds. She felt even more helpless now, because instead of being unable to protect herself from the world's dangers, she couldn't protect those she cared about. Not Sam, not even the others, who (though she would never admit it) she had grown almost fond of.
Sam was right though. She would only be a drag on anyone she went out with; a burden instead of an asset. Not that Ki would allow her to leave anyway. She had been quite clear on that, and Abigail wasn't up to challenging even a small middle-aged woman at this point.
She took Sam's hand and locked eyes with him. "Fine. But just make sure you come back, Sam Brennan, or I will find you, and I will kill you."
Back behind them, someone was calling for the groups to form up in anticipation of moving out. Sam smiled; stepping forward, he placed his hand on the side of her head and kissed her.
"Of course I'll come back, Abigail," he said, stepping back with his hand lingering on her face. "How could I possibly stay away from you?" He grabbed his rifle from the table beside her, flashed one last smile, then turned and jogged away.
Abigail hoped this wasn't the last time she would see him.
After traveling through a long section of dark, grotesquely smelling sewers — hopefully for the last time, though she wasn't optimistic about that — a heavy door was thrown open, and Roach was greeted by the bright burnt orange light of the newly setting sun.
She stepped out onto an unfamiliar patch of street next to Rend, who like her was carrying a rifle and wearing a light brown tactical vest. Behind them, dressed similarly but armed with only a holstered pistol that Roach really hoped he would refrain from drawing, came Marcus. Marcus was continuously looking down at the tablet in his hands, and each time he did so, his poorly fitted combat helmet would slip forward over his eyes. Every time this happened Marcus would sort of growl in frustration and push the helmet back into position, only for the whole process to repeat again soon after. It was funny the first dozen times it happened, but by now it was starting to get on her nerves.
"Tighten up that helmet or just lose it altogether," Roach said. "You need to keep your eyes open once the bullets start to fly; by then I won't have time to babysit you anymore."
She nodded forward toward the rest of their small group. They had been dispatched near the north-most entrance to Roosevelt's district with a half-dozen of Ki's people, including the two Howlers from outside the safe house. They continued to jog down the abandoned streets toward their rally point. All around the city, groups like theirs were similarly taking up positions for the assault.
"Don't you think I want to fix this stupid thing?" Marcus replied. "I don't like — really don't like — the idea of going into a gunfight, but I like the idea of going into one blind even less. Of course, I don't like the idea of being shot in the head much, either."
Roach shook her head. "Well Marcus, if you think that helmet is going to stop a rifle bullet, I've got some bad news for you."
Marcus's eyes went wide.
"Roach, come on," Rend said. "The kid is just scared." He put a reassuring hand on Marcus's shoulder. "Just stay with me, and everything will be fine."
Ahead of them, Ki’s troops came to a stop and took defensive positions. They were about a block away from the high fence enclosing Roosevelt's district.
Marcus took a series of deep breaths and nodded his head in a slow rhythm. "Okay," he said. "Okay. I will be okay. I feel like it will be less frightening once things actually start." He looked around, taking in their surroundings for seemingly the first time since they’d come to the surface. He drew in a quick gasp when he saw the armed guards at the border gate. "What do we do now?" he asked Rend.
Roach laughed. "Now," she said, "we wait."
Sam really hoped his driver could tell where they were going, because he certainly could not.
The vehicle sped through the network of abandoned mines and tunnels, the high-pitched whine of its engine filling Sam's ears, the cold cavern air whipping him in the face. Three nearly identical machines — Old World cars stripped down to the frame and rebuilt for maximum speed and maneuverability — followed close behind them. Darkness surrounded them, settling onto Sam with an almost palpable weight.
The vehicle took a hard right, and Sam was thrown to the left. His harness dug deeply into his shoulders. A few seconds later, they cut back to the left, and Sam was thrown right. This time he knocked his head against the vehicle's low frame, just hard enough to sting. Both turns felt like they’d been at least 90-degree changes of direction; both turns had been taken at full speed.
"You can see the path, right?" Sam asked, leaning toward the driver and shouting over the sound of the engine.
The driver’s only answer was a grunt and a small movement of his head that might have been a nod. Or, it might have been the result of a bump in the rocky terrain.
The plan was to take a small, fast-moving team out to Warren Air Force Base, which was just a few miles west of the city. The majority of their group would attack from the front, making as much noise and causing as much havoc as possible, while the smaller group went in the back, quickly and quietly. Sam's vehicle — the driver, Hydra, and another of Ki's soldiers with him in the backseat — were the second team. Their goal was to infiltrate the base without alerting Jed, Elena, or any of the others and wait for a signal to be sent from Marcus. At that point, Sam would be responsible for making sure Marcus's hacked key code went through. Then, Marcus could take care of the base's drone force.
It wasn't an ideal plan, but considering how quickly they had put it together, Sam was cautiously optimistic.
Sam was thrown forward against his harness as the vehicle hit its brakes and slowed to half-speed. Before he could ask the driver about this, a crescent of light appeared before him. It rapidly resolved into a half-moon, and then a circle of dim evening light as a wide, circular door opened ahead of them. As quickly as it had slowed, the vehicle accelerated forward, shoving Sam into his seat and snapping back his head.
Compared to the mines, the dry air and low light of the high plains at twilight nearly overwhelmed his senses. Once they were on open ground, the four small vehicles spread out side-by-side and accelerated even faster as they flew west toward the setting sun and their heavily fortified target.
Sam again felt the absence of Abigail profoundly. He felt far less comfortable with the quiet giant Hydra and the two disreputable-looking thugs watching his back, but more than that he felt both guilty and disappointed in himself for leaving her when she was so obviously hurt. He had come to think of her as indestructible, so it was disconcerting seeing her injured and weak. Furthermore, the idea of going anywhere without her seemed more alien and wrong to him by the day.
He wasn't sure anymore how he did it before he met her, and he definitely didn't want to imagine going forward without her.
Again, the driver jammed the brakes, this time bringing the vehicle to a skidding, fishtailing full stop.
"What is it now?" Sam protested, as the dirt and dust kicked up by their tires caught up with them and enveloped the vehicle in a brown-gray cloud.
"Time to go," Hydra croaked from behind him. The driver grunted in assent.
"What, here?" Sam asked. On either side of him, the other vehicles had come to a stop, and a few of their occupants were already getting out. "I don't even see the base."
"We go on foot from here," Hydra said. "Less conspicuous."
Great, Sam thought. Whether he was going to die today or finally get some answers, he was going to do it tired.
Sure, Vincente's voice said, but at the end of this hike, we get to stick it to Jed for everything he's put us through.
Well then, Sam thought back, let's get moving.
"Is it time yet?"
"Not yet," Rend said. He looked up at the sky, then forward toward the gates and the guards. Crouching beside him, Marcus tucked his tablet computer underneath his armored vest. His hand drifted down to the pistol holstered at his thigh.
Roach placed a hand on top of Marcus's, then shook her head when he looked up at her. "Not unless you absolutely need it," she said. "We're going to have enough bullets coming from the front; I don't want to have to worry about one coming from behind."
"I've shot a gun before, you know," Marcus said.
"And if things go right today, you'll have plenty more opportunities in the future," Roach said.
Suddenly, Rend cocked his head to the side, as if he had just registered a sound no one else heard. "Time to get ready," he said. He patted Marcus reassuringly on the shoulder. "Remember, stay close to me."
Ahead of them, the rest of their group began cocking their weapons. A moment later, Roach heard a faint whine begin somewhere behind them, rapidly becoming louder and louder. The whine became a shriek, then a legion of shrieks. She looked up as one, then dozens of glowing points of light flew across the sky, each trailing a thin line of white smoke.
She rolled her head to one side and then to the other, cracking her neck like she had a hundred times before in her previous Ravager life. A small bit of that old thrill filled her as she stood and prepared to go to battle. This feeling was different, though: It wasn't a lust for blood and destruction, merely a desire to protect her friends and put down a threat. There was more fear within her than before, as well.
But not much.
"We'll get you to the citadel," she told Marcus, staring down at him with a slightly deranged smile, "and you do the rest." She raised her rifle and jammed a clip into it. "Now, if I'm not mistaken, it's time to go to work."
Ahead of them, the mortars crashed down to earth, and Roosevelt's district was filled with explosions.
She flashed a toothy smile at Rend, and then they went to battle.
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Abigail didn't want to know where Ki had gotten this particular blood cocktail, but that didn't mean she was going to stop drinking it.
Slowly but surely her strength was returning to her. Not that it mattered anymore, now that Sam and the rest of them had left. Still, feeling useless and semi-normal was better than feeling useless and nearly dead.
Even after feeding on the Company agent, she had barely been able to stand unassisted. Perhaps Reaper marrow didn't have the same healing properties as human marrow. Solomon had never explained how that worked. Halfway through the second of Ki's three metal canteens, though, Abigail had regained enough energy to start pacing nervously around the nearly empty safe house. She noticed also that some color had returned to her arms: her skin no longer resembled semi-translucent tissue paper. Unfortunately, Ki's potion did nothing for the helplessness Abigail felt as she watched the mission unfold across the projection screen, knowing she could do nothing to help her friends.
Half the screen showed grainy footage of what had formerly been Roosevelt's district. The view was from a distance; the camera was likely located atop one of the taller buildings in the city's market area. Small explosions went up all over the occupied district as the mortars Ki's people had launched ahead of the assault came crashing back to earth. Near the edge of the image tiny flashes lit up, accompanied by strings of popping sounds, which indicated the attack had begun in earnest.
The other half of the projector interested her more. This footage was from a small, slowly moving drone flying high above Warren Air Force Base. Its camera was shooting in night vision, so the image was mostly black and dark greens, with small brighter areas within the base, and even smaller bright areas — little more than dots — moving toward the base. One of those dots, she knew, was Sam.
"The maneuver toward Roosevelt's citadel is going well," Ki said, moving to stand at the foot of the screen next to Abigail. She raised a hand and pointed toward different points on the video image. "The main force, there in the center, has pushed nearly to the target, and Marcus's group — up there at the top — has thus far avoided serious resistance. If all goes according to plan, they should reach the citadel in the next few minutes."
"If all goes according to plan," Abigail echoed. She swallowed the last bit of ichor in her canteen and tossed it to the side.
Ki smiled faintly. "We have no reason to think it will not. The same goes for the second group, the one moving toward Warren. I know you are worried, child, and I know you wish you were there, but trust me when I say this is truly our best option. Sam and the rest have every chance of success. We just have to wait, and to hope. Sometimes that is the hardest thing to do."
"It's not hard at all," Abigail scoffed. "We are literally doing nothing. Those people, out there, are doing the hard work. You might be used to sitting back and letting others risk their lives for you, but I'm not."
"You have to give up control," Ki said, her voice remaining low and calm. "You have to put people in a position to succeed, and then you have to trust them to carry out their task. That is what real leadership is, Abigail. You would be wise to learn that now, when you are still young."
Three larger points of light — the dune buggies — entered Sam's half of the screen from the bottom and sped quickly toward the air force base. They came to a stop just outside the walls, and smaller points of light spread out from them as the occupants of the vehicle disembarked and began their attack. Bright flashes began dancing like Christmas lights on both sides as they exchanged gunfire with the Company and Colony defenders. On the far side of the base, Sam and the rest of his group moved slowly into the facility, so far apparently unseen. Pain began to throb at the corners of Abigail's jaw: she realized she had been grinding her teeth together harder and harder.
"Why would I possibly need to know about leadership?" Abigail said, her eyes never leaving the screen. "I'm a fighter and a killer. Why do I need to know about anything else?"
"That might be what you see when you look at yourself," Ki said. "But when I look at you, I see more. Far more. In time, perhaps you will too."
"If this plan gets Sam killed, you will definitely see something more from me," Abigail said. "I doubt you will like it."
Ki stood in silence, nodding while she considered Abigail's words. On the screen in front of them, there was a flash of light as one of the dune buggies burst into flames. On the other half of the screen, Abigail watched as a large group of soldiers — their side, she thought — formed up on either side of the citadel's court, firing on the building itself. Sam's small group had disappeared into the interior of the base, gone now beyond Abigail's sight.
"You know what I did for a living, before all of this?" Ki asked her suddenly.
"Before you became a shadowy, morally ambiguous crime lord?" Abigail asked.
Ki laughed. "Before everything. Before that, before the virus, before the Old World crumbled and fell away."
"I never gave it much thought," Abigail said.
"I was the director of human resources for a medium-sized insurance company," Ki said. "Before that, I was an assistant manager for the same company's computer help desk. I had a small two-bedroom condominium, a certified pre-owned sedan, and a fairly large amount of student debt."
"I never saw the Old World," Abigail said, "and I only understand about half of those words. What point are you trying to make?"
"The point I am trying to make, Abigail," Ki said, "is that back then, I would never have imagined myself capable of becoming the type of person I am today. It wasn't until the situation — my situation — changed that I was able to become who I was truly meant to be. The outbreak of the Horsemen Virus was my chrysalis, and I believe this city, these events, may fulfill a similar function for you. If you will let it.”
"This new world is one of chaos, of constant change," Ki continued. "Roosevelt and I adapted to it better than most, but our time soon will pass. If this city and this world are to survive, it will be because capable people can build something better from the foundations we created. I believe you are one of these capable people, Abigail, and when it comes to these things, I am rarely wrong. But you have to choose to become that person."
Ki straightened, adjusting her sleeve and giving Abigail a curt smile. "So, what you can do now is sit and watch the screens, stay ready, and wait. And maybe try to whine a little bit less while you’re at it."
Abigail opened her mouth, ready to tell Ki where she could jam her sage advice, but the words died on her tongue. She looked back up at the screens, crossed her arms, and she watched.
And waited.
Bullets carved out a ragged line in the brick wall, inches above Roach's head. She had just finished brushing the crumbs of mortar out of her hair when an explosion a few yards away threw her back against that same wall and set her ears to ringing.
"We've got to get off this corner," Rend shouted.
"You think?" she shouted back, twisting a finger in her ear.
The first few blocks of their advance had been relatively easy. After they got close enough to actually see the citadel, however, the rebel forces began to fight in earnest.
She raised her head up out of cover, then immediately pulled it back when her movement was answered by a fresh hail of bullets.
"There are three to the left, and two more to the right," Roach said. "Pretty sure all five know where we're hiding."
"What do we do?" Marcus asked. He’d kept his head down and stuck by Rend while staying out of the way, and he hadn't cried or screamed or done anything else to distract her from her current task, which was not getting shot. That didn't make his question any less annoying, however.
"I don't know, she shouted. "I'm open to suggestions." She held her rifle around the corner and blind-fired two shots, then popped out to the left and fired where she had moments earlier spotted her targets.
She ducked back to cover before she could be targeted for return fire. She doubted she had hit anyone.
"Can we signal one of the other teams?" Marcus asked.
"They seem like they have problems of their own," Rend said.
Roach looked to her right and saw Rend was correct. Their nearest allies were about a block south of them, crouched down behind a wall of rubble that had been a building a few minutes ago. Across from them, in the citadel's courtyard, a heavy machine gun, encircled by a wall of sandbags and cement blocks, was pounding them with bullets.
Those people weren't going to last long. Worse still, neither were Marcus, Rend, and Roach. She decided it was time to start taking some risks. She punched Rend in the shoulder, getting his attention. "Wait here," she said. "I'm going to do something stupid. When those bastards start shooting at me, you take them out. And if you can, umm, try and do it before they kill me."
Rend looked at her, confused. He opened his mouth, probably to tell her not do whatever crazy thing she was planning on doing, but before he could speak Roach was already up and moving.
They were behind the edge of a raised cement plaza that had likely been the outdoor dining area of a restaurant twenty years ago. On the other side of the plaza — no more than twenty feet, she guessed — was the entrance to the restaurant's interior, which was likely now the residence of one of Cheyenne's upper-class residents. Roach ran across the length of the plaza, moving as fast and low as she was able, trying to ignore the trail of bullets following her. At the last second, she lowered her good shoulder and slammed into the door, hoping it was less secure than it looked.
Her luck held, and the door came completely off of its hinges. Roach slammed down to the ground inside on top of the door, a tiny cloud of dust rising around her. Any trailing bullets were stopped by the building's brick walls. She got to her feet, gritting her teeth against a fresh bloom of pain in her injured shoulder, and scouted her path to and up the stairs. She may have just avoided certain death outside, but the hard part of the mission was still ahead of her.
She dashed to the second floor, scanning for any defenders; there were none. That was the good news. The bad news was that the wall facing the citadel — and its many, many guns — was composed entirely of glass. She was a sitting duck.
Roach dove behind a nearby couch, expecting at any moment for a fusillade of gunfire to crash through the glass. She pulled a blanket free and draped it over herself, hoping to present a less obvious target to the citadel's defenders. She crawled slowly to the window and moved her rifle into position, taking aim across the road toward the citadel and the soldiers pinning down Rend. She wrapped the blanket around her as best she could, then proceeded to bring the window crashing down around her.
Her first shots caught one of the rebel soldiers in the side. She shrugged off the shards of window all around her, wincing against a small army of fresh cuts, and took aim again at the enemy. She managed to bring a second defender down before the rest of them took notice of her.
The edge of the floor just beyond her hands, the ceiling above her, and the larger pieces of furniture began erupting like they were packed with firecrackers. All she could do was tuck her head under her arms, stay low, and hope Rend was taking advantage of her newfound popularity.
After a few moments, the torrent of incoming fire slowed and then stopped altogether. She waited a bit longer before venturing a look down toward the citadel. The farther pair of rebels were slumped over their cover, dead. The nearer trio, two of which she had shot herself, were also dead, their position taken by Marcus and Rend.
Roach couldn't help but laugh. I can't believe that actually worked.
Rend was firing on the heavy machine gun further in. The gun's operators, now aware they had been flanked, were desperately trying to re-position their enormous weapon. If they managed to swing it toward Rend, he was as good as dead. To make matters worse the weapon was shielded on its sides, so despite Rend's position, he didn't seem to have a clear shot.
But Roach did.
She stood up and took aim at the two machine gunners. From her elevated position, she could see both of them clearly over the weapon's shields. She took a breath, steadied her aim, and fired. The first few shots pinged off of the gun's heavy metal plating, but not the next handful. Roach fired two more quick bursts before she was satisfied they’d been taken out. It looked like their path to the citadel was clear.
Rend looked up at her and waved, a wide, relieved smile plastered on his dirt-coated face. Roach ejected her spent ammo cartridge and was patting down her vest looking for a fresh one, when a flicker of motion from high on the citadel caught her attention.
Someone had appeared in a window, holding what looked like a giant tube over their shoulder. Roach swore as a cloud of smoke appeared behind it, the rocket coming her way.
As soon as the rocket fired, she dropped her weapon and ran toward the incoming projectile. She dove forward past the remains of the building’s glass wall
and was falling toward the ground far below when the building exploded behind her. A second later she hit the ground, rolling awkwardly head over heels before skidding to a stop in a mess of limbs and pain.
If she had tried to retreat back to the stairs, she would have been killed. If she had done anything besides exactly what she did...well, she didn't want to think about it. She also didn't want to think about how much her shoulder, hip, and back hurt at the moment, nor the fact that she still had more fighting ahead of her.
Roach groaned in pain and seriously debated the merits of spending the rest of the day just laying where she was. Marcus appeared above her, and she realized she still had work to do. She wiggled her fingers and her toes; satisfied that they all still worked, she reached up and offered a hand to Marcus.
"Bad news, kid," she said. "I'm going to need to use your gun."
The sounds of gunfire, the explosions, and the screams all became quieter and quieter as Sam made his way further into Warren Air Force Base. The dim, golden light of dusk was replaced by the dimmer, sickly green of the base's interior emergency lights. Much like when they were speeding through the mines earlier, Sam hoped his companions could see better down here than he could.
Hydra led their group through a series of metallic, pipe-lined hallways. Sam did his best to remain focused on the mission, and not let his mind wander in unproductive directions. Like how Abigail was doing, or the fact that at any moment the base's automated defenses could start back up, or that he was heading further by the second into an enclosed space occupied by at least one Reaper.
The hallway came to a stop ahead of them at a sealed metal door. Hydra moved up to the door and raised a fist, silently giving the signal to stop while he inspected the lock. Sam checked his radio again to make sure it was still on and tuned to the right band. Marcus had insisted the device Sam wore would have no problem receiving communications from Roosevelt's citadel — something about relays and piggybacking signals that the kid wouldn't stop going on.
So many things that could go wrong, starting with this giant henchman taking on this lock...
Hydra removed a sophisticated-looking set of lock-picking tools from his pack and went to work on the door, his fingers working quickly and nimbly despite their sheer size. After a flurry of small, precise movements, the lock chimed, and a tiny light above it turned green. Hydra nodded back to the rest of the group, and they raised their weapons. He turned the door's handle and pushed it open.
As soon as he did, the door's electronic hinges took over, swinging it open 180 degrees into the wide, dark room beyond. "Sam. Hydra," a cheery female voice said from within the dark. "Glad you could come. I was wondering how long it’d take you to open that door." Twin flood lights clicked on, blinding them and bathing the room in bright, white light.
Elena. She stood behind a line of square metal crates, flanked on either side by armed Company agents.
"Come on in, loves, and bring your friends. How about we have a little chat."
There was nothing but straight, empty hallway behind them. If they tried to retreat things would become a shooting gallery. There was also no way of closing the door they had just opened. Sam didn't see any other move besides lowering their weapons and doing what Elena said.
Hydra did not share Sam's assessment of the situation.
The giant roared and opened up a spray of automatic weapon fire toward Elena and the Company agents, dashing forward into the room as he did so. Alright, Sam thought quickly, it looks like this is happening.
He took aim at the far-left Company agent and squeezed off a shot from his rifle, missing as the agent dove behind cover. Sam ducked around the edge of the door and into the room, scrambling low and trying not to lose his footing. He quickly identified a column near the room's corner and slid behind it for cover. A half-second later a hail of gunfire cut away a chunk of column not more than a few inches from his ear.
"Is that any way to greet a lady?" Elena called across the room, her voice crackling with malicious glee. "It almost seems like you people aren't happy to see me."
Sam looked back toward the entrance and saw one of their teammates lying there dead. Past the corpse, Hydra was hiding behind a column on the far side of the room, and their fourth member was crouched behind him, her hand over a bullet wound in her leg.
"What, Sam, no more clever comebacks?" Elena said. "Your little girlfriend at least showed a little bit of spirit. Before I gunned her down, that is."
"Yeah, she mentioned that," Sam called back. "She also mentioned how eager she was to see you again." Elena didn't answer immediately, so Sam added a quick bluff. "She should be here any second, now that I mention it. Might want to keep an eye out behind you."
"Bullshit," Elena said. After another long pause, she laughed and added: "Nice try, though. But I know what I saw." She didn't seem as sure as she sounded, however, because Sam could hear her whispering to one of the Company agents to watch their rear. Sam took advantage of the brief opening to quickly shoot first one and then the other spotlight, eliminating their blinding glare and returning the room to a greenish dark.
"Not cool, Sam," Elena said, just before she and the Company agents opened up again on Sam's position. In the strobe-like illumination from the muzzle flashes, Sam watched as Hydra took the opening and ran forward, firing his weapon as he went.
One of the Company agents caught a handful of Hydra's bullets in the chest, arms, and head. Immediately, Elena and the second Company agent swung their weapons around: their fire pounded into Hydra's vest and tore through his exposed limbs.
Hydra must have absorbed a dozen shots, but they barely slowed his advance. A final shot from Elena's submachine gun cut a red line across his face as it grazed his skull; he ignored the wound as he threw his weight into the row of crates and sent them — along with Elena — back and into the air.
A metallic clatter nearby drew Sam's attention. He looked toward the noise and saw that a pineapple-shaped object had come to rest at the feet of his injured team member. He had only a moment to meet her fear-stricken eyes before the grenade exploded.
Sam rolled forward into a crouch, now exposed in the room's center. Luckily for him, his opponents were still very much occupied with the angry, injured giant in their midst. Hydra had lost his rifle, but in its place he had produced a giant Bowie knife and was slashing at the Company agents, forcing them backward with a series of vicious strikes.
Sam hurried forward, taking a new position behind one of the forward columns. He was now behind the Company agent, flanking both him, Hydra, and Elena. He rotated around the column and raised his rifle toward the agent, aiming low so an errant shot wouldn't hit Hydra.
Before he could fire one of Hydra's cuts caught the Company agent in the neck, killing and nearly decapitating him. Hydra was halfway back around and moving toward Elena when a burst of gunfire caught him in the forehead. He fell lifeless to the ground, the impact rattling the walls and setting up a huge cloud up dust.
Sam spun back behind the nearest column; across the room, Elena did the same.
"Alone at last, Sam," she said. "Don't pretend this doesn't excite you, just a little bit."
"That Abigail is going to get here any second and literally tear you apart?" Sam answered. "Yeah, that is pretty exciting."
He heard a slight rustle and saw Elena dash away from her column, re-positioning herself at the far corner of the room. "You can't really expect me to believe that story, can you?"
"I don't need you to believe anything, Elena," Sam said. He peeked a single eye around the column’s edge: once he saw Elena wasn't pointing her weapon his way, he moved behind the overturned metal crates and took aim at her position. "In fact, I kind of hope you don't. Abigail will be so disappointed if you run."
"Hey, I killed her once," Elena snorted. "If she wants to die again, she's welcome to join the party."
She feinted one direction, then ran in the other, toward Sam's original position. She fired a burst of rounds Sam's way: they pinged harmlessly off of the walls behind him. They now found themselves occupying the exact opposite spots from which they’d started.
"So now you believe me?" Sam said. "Because if you do, you probably should run. You don't want to tangle with an angry Reaper."
Elena laughed. Unlike her almost giddy laughter earlier, this mirth was cynical, weary. "You have no idea," she said. "Maybe I should just leave you all to it; you deserve each other. Somehow, though, I doubt that bearded psycho will pay me the bounty if I bring you to him now. What do you think, Sam?"
Sam tuned out her jabs, trying to focus his thoughts. Marcus was going to call any second; he didn't have time to continue jawing in the dark with Elena. Sam checked his weapon, confirming he still had plenty of rounds left in his clip. It was time to finish this.
"Elena, I don't know what to think, anymore," Sam said. "I do know, however, that you picked the wrong side." He picked up Hydra's fallen knife and tossed it toward the column he had just vacated, then dashed as quietly as possible to the opposite side of the room. He took a deep breath and popped from cover, taking aim for Elena.
She was gone.
He looked the room over carefully, circling around and confirming she wasn’t hiding in any nooks or crannies. He checked the hallway he had entered from, stepping carefully over the dead guy in the doorway, and saw that it too was empty.
Whether he had successfully frightened her with the prospect of Abigail's return, or if she had just gotten tired of risking her life down in the dark, Elena had turned tail and run. That, combined with the dead Company agents in the room and the defenders fighting off the assault force on the surface, meant there was now only one other soul down here with him.
Just him, Vincente's voice said, resigned. We should probably get on with it.
Sam couldn't argue with the voice's reasoning. He walked forward, toward the base's center, ready as he would ever be for his reunion with Elder Jed.
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Part of Roach — the foolishly optimistic part — had assumed the fighting would be over once they breached the citadel. Once they were inside, this optimistic part of her was quickly proven wrong.
No real surprise there.
The main entrance to Roosevelt's citadel led to a wide reception area. Behind this were twin staircase leading up to a balcony and a high glass atrium further above. As Roach entered the citadel, just behind Roosevelt's fire team and just before Rend and Marcus, she saw that the entire balcony was lined with soldiers, each of them aiming weapons down at the invaders.
Half of Roosevelt's ten men went down in the first volley of fire. The survivors fanned out into the reception area, firing back and moving desperately toward what meager cover was available. Some of the survivor's return fire hit their targets, but more missed. The defenders had an elevated position, as well as good cover, on the balcony, and hitting any of them cleanly would be incredibly difficult. So Roach didn't try.
Instead, she aimed higher, targeting her pistol at the angled glass of the atrium roof. By the time her clip was empty, huge, deadly shards of glass were raining down among the rebel forces, killing more than a few and scattering the rest. This gave her team, as well as Roosevelt's, the opening they needed to push through to a safe rally point further inside the citadel. Roach pushed the now-empty pistol back to Marcus and picked up one of the dead soldier's rifles as she made her way to relative safety.
"This is going to take months to clean up," Roosevelt said, looking over the wreckage all around them.
"I wouldn't worry about that yet, mustache," Roach said. She checked that the rifle she had picked up was the same model she’d lost outside: once she confirmed that it was, she fished a new clip out of her vest and reloaded. "Odds are still about even the Company will be the ones cleaning this place up, and we'll be the ones out in the trash heap."
Roosevelt's face flashed with rage, but instead of screaming at her, he just laughed. "I don't think so, my little Ravager soldier. We've already made it this far. I think that Cutter is probably already wetting his pants, along with planning his retreat."
Roach shrugged. "I sincerely hope he's waiting for you above us, and not below."
They heard shouts coming from above just before a few rebel soldiers rounded the edge at the top of the stairs. A volley of gunfire from Roosevelt's soldiers forced them back.
"You're certain about this plan, Marcus?" Roosevelt said, looking down at the young man as he, in turn, looked down at his tablet. "Once we split up, there is no going back."
Marcus looked up at him and nodded. "I am sure," he said. "The labs are the best place to access the mainframe. They're also less likely than the executive offices to be full of soldiers. That’s always a plus for me."
Roosevelt looked almost sad as he leaned down and patted Marcus on the shoulder. "Well, good luck then, Marcus. I have always...appreciated your loyalty."
"Thank you," Marcus said. "I won't let you — I won't let anyone — down."
"Well then," Roosevelt said, straightening and looking to Roach and Rend. "Good luck to you both as well. For what it’s worth, I'm sorry for —"
"For torturing us?" Roach finished. She shook her head. "Yeah, don't mention it. Just take care of your half of the job, Lawbringer. And don't forget that Cutter is almost certainly a Reaper, so make sure you shoot him in the head. A few times, just to be safe." She turned away without waiting for a response. "Rend. Marcus. Let's head to the labs."
The hallways beneath Roosevelt's citadel looked a lot like she remembered them.
Unlike last time, however, Roach wasn't on the run. Today, she was the predator rather than the prey. She would storm the same labs they’d held her in, putting down any of her jailers foolish enough to still be there.
"Marcus, which way?" she asked, scanning the dark corridors ahead of them with her rifle, eyes peeled for any trace of enemy movement.
"A right here, and then another right at the next intersection," Marcus said. "After that, the lab is —"
"The third door on the left, correct?" Rend finished.
Roach glanced back at him, incredulous. "You remember that?" she asked. "After all this time, and in the condition you were in? I wasn't in half as bad of shape, and all these halls look the same to me."
"Maybe you just have a dead-nose sense of direction," Rend replied, smiling wide in the low light.
"Dead-nose?" Roach began. She was about to tell him exactly what direction he could start heading in when she caught a flicker of motion in the gloom ahead.
She thought she saw someone dash across the hallway up at the next intersection, but if they had, they were moving far faster — and far quieter — than any normal soldier would have been able to. It was possible that her eyes were playing tricks on her, but it was also possible one of those Company Reapers was down here with them.
Stop trying to scare yourself, she thought.
She held up a hand, bringing the three of them to a stop. She met Rend's eyes and pointed forward, signaling there was a possible bad guy ahead of them. They tip-toed up to the corner and, after a harrowing pause, quickly swung around the bend, aiming their weapons in either direction.
She expected to find herself staring down a charging Reaper, or to hear Rend firing his rifle. When neither of those things happened, Roach realized she was holding her breath. She exhaled, the sound of it impossibly loud in the eerie silence of the dark halls.
"Clear," she finally said, feeling more than a bit foolish at how frightened she had been. Though, better frightened and alive than brave and dead, she thought. "Just a little further now," she said.
Again she saw a figure dash across the intersection ahead of her. She swore as it disappeared down the hall. She was certain she hadn't imagined that one.
"What?" Rend said in a harsh whisper.
"We need to move," Roach said. "Now."
The latest movement came from the direction opposite where they needed to go — the left, rather than the right — so they moved as quickly as they were able to the next corner, Roach walking backward now, bringing up their rear.
"Right again," Marcus said. "We're almost there."
Roach found his tone almost shockingly composed. Somehow, Marcus sounded less frightened than Roach felt. Fear was still a relatively new emotion to her, one she was finding she didn't care for in the least.
Rend checked the path ahead before they rounded the corner. After that, it only took them a few yards of quick, furtive travel before they were at the lab's door. Roach wondered what they would find inside.
"Crap," Marcus said.
"Crap?" Roach repeated, still scanning the darkness behind them for their mysterious pursuer. "I don't like the sound of that. What's wrong?"
"The door's locked," Marcus said.
"Well, get it unlocked," she replied. She heard a series of clicks coming from behind them, quiet but getting progressively louder. "Quicker would be better."
"I'm doing what I can, but I'm no locksmith," Marcus said. The clicks were getting louder; Roach was pretty sure she was also starting to hear a low growl in the dark. "It might take me a sec —"
"Rend, can you please help him?" Roach said, trying to keep composed. "Now," she added, spoken through gritted teeth.
"Yeah...about that," Rend said. "I think I'm about to be a little busy."
She glanced over her shoulder toward Rend, who was facing the opposite way down the hall, rifle up and aimed at —
Shit. There were three of them, side by side. Though they were only armed with machetes, she didn’t think it was going to matter.
She looked back toward her half of the hallway and saw three more of them. They were dressed in the armored uniforms of Roosevelt's troops, but they were definitely not regular soldiers. At least they're not Reapers, she thought.
The optimist in her did have one final insight to offer: these freaks answered her questions about why the Company was so interested in obtaining her and Rend's blood.
All six of the approaching rebel soldiers were Howlers.
Ki had drifted to the back of the safe house, where she was busy coordinating what seemed like a dozen different conversations through three different radios. Abigail remained near the projection screen, unable to tear herself away as the twin battles played out.
Not that there was much to see at this point. Sam and the others with him had long since infiltrated the interior of the air force base. The distraction attack had ground to a standstill, as most of the fighters on both sides were dead. The few left alive seemed unwilling or unable to leave their cover.
On the other side of the screen, the attackers, aided by the mortar bombardment, had fought their way through the rebel defenses all the way to the citadel itself. She watched as Roosevelt placed a charge on the citadel's main doors: a moment later the huge portal was blown off its hinges, Roosevelt's team storming inside. Following just behind them were Roach, Rend, and Marcus.
Now that both groups were inside, not only couldn’t she help them, but she couldn't even tell what was going on. She thought about what Ki said, about letting go of control. The woman had been right about one thing, at least: it definitely wasn't easy. Now that she could actually move under her own power, it felt even worse to be just standing here, waiting. She picked up the projector controls that Ki had left her and began cycling through the remaining camera feeds, looking for something — anything — they might have missed. Maybe there would be —
She lost her train of thought when she saw the feed from a camera looking out toward the Colony army. Three vehicles, each loaded with Wilds mercenaries, had broken off from the front line and begun streaking west, cutting a path south of the city toward Warren Air Force Base.
"Ki," she shouted. "You need to get up here, now."
When she didn't hear Ki moving, Abigail turned and scowled at the woman. Ki was talking into the largest of her three radios, her normally placid face showing deep lines of concern.
"Ki, dammit, we have a problem," Abigail said. Once those mercenaries reached the base, Sam wouldn't have a chance. Abigail marched toward the supply rooms, hoping there were some weapons and equipment still inside.
She was stopped halfway there by Ki, who grabbed her arm. "What do you think you're doing, Abigail?" Ki asked.
"More bad guys are heading to the air force base," Abigail said. "You would know that if you were paying attention. I'm going to go and stop them."
"I see," Ki said, letting go of Abigail's sleeve. "You are going to defeat what looks like...eighteen armed combatants, still barely halfway recovered from exsanguination?"
"Exsangui-what?"
Ki ignored her question. "How do you propose getting there in time? Are you going to drive a vehicle there yourself? Do you know the way? Do you even know how to drive a vehicle?"
Unfortunately, Ki was right.  "I need to do something," she yelled, clenching her fists and wanting to scream. She took a deep breath and tried to calm herself; she wasn't going to help anyone like this. "I need to do something," she repeated, quieter this time. "Though I don't know what it is I can do."
"I believe I do," Ki said. "You can't help Sam, unfortunately, but you can help someone. I just received word from Jacinta that the remaining Plague-Heads within the city have converged on the market. Jacinta gathered a small group of survivors at her bar, attracting the full focus of the Infected swarm. Jacinta tells me her makeshift fortifications are holding for now, but they will not for much longer.
"I would far rather you stay here and continue to recover, but all of my forces are either already engaged or dead. I know it isn't what you want, but you will have to trust me to do what I can for Sam, from here. I have already engaged in communication with my outside source, and I believe she will do what she can to aid Sam. But those people need you now, Abigail. Without your help, they will all die. If you truly want to help, that is what you can do."
Abigail still didn't trust Ki. Unfortunately, she had no choice but to take a leap of faith and hope Ki would surprise her. Besides that, Jacinta had helped them when they first arrived, and Abigail appreciated that.
"Alright Ki," she said. "I'll play hero for you. Get me a gun and point me where to go."




52
At first, Rend was certain there was something wrong with his eyes. The soldiers approaching him looked...wrong, after all. Not true Howlers, but something like a madman’s fever dream of a Howler. Like they had been created by someone who had done the job incorrectly: not by accident or ineptitude, but out of some purposeful need to mock the natural order of things. Their facial features were jumbled: a stunted snout turned up and to the side on one, fangs jutting through the lips of another, a third with one eye and a hollow, rotted socket where the other should be. Their breathing was wet and ragged, hitching in the middle, like an engine that would almost turn over but not start. These soldiers—the malformed almost-Howlers — were so off-putting that they made him almost physically ill.
He wondered if that was how people saw him.
"Sorry, kids, but this is the end of the line," a voice called out from beyond the approaching monstrosities. A moment later, Rend saw the distinctive black jacket and one-eyed face of the speaker. Cutter.
"You know, I was hoping I'd get to see your ugly mug again, Colonel Cyclops," Roach said. Her voice was drippy with amused bravado; Rend had noted before that she tended to sound that way when she was at her most frightened. "Let me ask you: do you want to die before, or after we kill your dogs? Because I saw what happened to your friend, the one you sent into the woods. I know you freaks can die."
A clicking noise came from Cutter's direction — Rend wasn't sure if he had vocalized the noise or used some device — and the approaching soldiers halted.
"How is that door coming?" Rend whispered out the corner of his mouth, his eyes and weapon never leaving the enemy in front of him.
"Just a little more time," Marcus answered. Rend could hear him scraping furiously at the lock with his tools.
Cutter shook his head, “It started here and now it ends here.”
He clicked his device again, and the three malformed Howler hybrids flexed their free hands as one. At the tips of their fingers, glistening moldy-green claws extended, each nearly the length of the curved knives the soldiers carried in their other hands. Rend had never missed his own claws quite so much as he did at that moment.
"Before we begin, I suppose I should thank you," Cutter said. "Jed will appreciate I was able to take our newest projects out for a test run before he rolls out the full production line."
Three more clicks, and the hybrids attacked.
Growing up, Rend had never had much use for firearms; none of the Free had. Your pride and your standing in the tribe rested on your skill with the bow, the knife, and above all the teeth and claws. Guns weren't shunned, per se, but their use wasn't encouraged either. Because of this, Rend had never developed much of a knack with rifles: it would probably have taken him a full clip of ammunition to hit a target even ten yards away.
So, it was good for him that the charging Howler hybrids were only a few feet from his gun when he squeezed the trigger.
The lead hybrid absorbed the majority of Rend's bullets. They traced a line of bloody holes from his waist to his chin. His flailing body caught the mutant to his right, knocking the thing off-balance. Rend managed to plug it once in the shoulder.
The last of the hybrids avoided Rend's flurry of shots altogether. It kept coming at full speed, its wet snarl a sick mockery of a true Howler’s call. Rend swung the stock of his rifle around, aiming to club the terrible creature in the jaw, but the hybrid crashed into him before he could complete his swing, nearly knocking him over.
The rapid beat of Roach's rifle shots went from loud to deafening as the hybrid pushed him back, nearly into her. The thing's slavering jaws snapped at his face, its yellowish teeth only vaguely sharp, unlike the razor fangs of a true Howler in hunting-form. They were still plenty sharp enough to do damage, however. Rend held its jaws at bay as best he could, his arms and shoulders burning with the effort, but the hybrid was unyielding: inch by inch the beast closed the small distance between them. If that wasn't bad enough, the hybrid he had winged was getting back to his feet, ready to re-enter the fight.
Rend hoped Roach, still at his back, was faring better than him.
As if in answer to his wondering, Roach let out a series of angry curses followed by a tremendous roar. This was followed heartbeats later by the meaty thump of a body hitting the ground. Rend risked a quick look downward and saw a hybrid sprawled at his feet, its dead eyes looking up at nothing, Roach's hand fixed around its throat.
Rend moved without thinking, turning and heaving his opponent toward Roach. The thing flew forward off-balance, hitting the top of Roach's shoulder and flipping into an awkward, flopping roll over the top of her.
Rend let the thing go and turned to face the last hybrid, the one with his bullet in its shoulder. The hybrid was at a full charge, barely a few yards away, holding its knife up and primed for a killing slash.
The hybrid was fast, as fast in its primal, mindless rage as its fellows, but Rend was faster. He spun and ducked under the blade, catching the knife-wielding wrist as it passed just above his scalp. He used a technique one of his pack-mates had taught him long ago, one not intended for prey but for fighting off the Uninfected that would often hunt his kind. He turned the hybrid’s leverage against it: from there, a quick simple motion pulled the knife around and in toward the hybrid’s chest. Rend pushed and drove it in.
He let go of the knife. The hybrid took a single step before it fell lifeless to the ground. Rend let out a sigh, suddenly exhausted. I may not have the strength or the reach of my old hunting-form, but at least I still remembered how to fight.
He turned to see Roach finishing off the last of the hybrids. Just past her, Marcus was still crouched in front of the lab door, hard at work on its electronic lock.
Rend nodded toward Roach as she stood and wiped her knife blade against her pants. "That wasn't as bad as I feared," he said.
Roach looked past him, down the corridor. "Just how bad were you fearing?"
Rend turned to see Cutter walking toward them. The Reaper looked irritated, but otherwise unconcerned by the mass butchering of his hybrids. Three more of the ungainly things followed closely behind him.
"Marcus," Rend said as calmly as he could manage. "We need that door open. Now."
"Just a few more seconds," Marcus said.
Cutter continued to advance, his lips curling into a hungry smile. The hybrids behind him began to charge.
"Marcus..." Roach said.
"There! Got it!" Marcus said, laughing. He looked up and saw Cutter. "Oh, crap."
There was a small beep and then a hiss as the lab door slid open.
An inch.
Rend sighed and turned to face the advancing hybrids. "Roach, get Marcus inside and shut the door." Hopefully she’d be able to wrench the thing open and closed: moments he could give her, even if he wouldn't be joining them inside. He knew he wouldn't be leaving this dark cement corridor alive.
That was okay, as long as the others made it. He balled his hands into fists. He was ready.
It was at that moment Rend felt a tiny, familiar fire light deep within his chest. It was, for an instant, just a tiny spark, but it spread quickly into an inferno that burned out to his fingertips, his toes, his jaw.
His arms and legs extended pleasantly, each of his fingertips erupting into claws. He let out a roar of exultation as his fangs grew to razor points. All the pain, disorientation, and weariness that had overwhelmed him disappeared.
Rend had almost forgotten how good this felt.
He bent his legs and swung an arm in a low, upward swing. His claws caught the hybrid in the chest, cutting cleanly through its armor and into flesh beneath. The hybrid roared in pain and flashed its teeth at Rend. They looked so small and weak compared to how his own felt. He pushed upward and pulled the hybrid up and off of Roach, slammed it into the hallway wall, then turned and threw the now-lifeless thing off to one side. He faced the last remaining hybrid and roared, giving the thing a full show of his claws and fangs. The hybrid hesitated for a brief moment before it turned and ran away.
He turned and faced the approaching Reaper. His blood was fully up now, and though a small and far-away part of him knew he should be afraid, all he wanted to do was continue fighting. He flicked the remaining hybrid blood off of his claws and waited for Cutter to reach him.
A hand came out of nowhere, grabbing him by his jacket collar.
"For god’s sake, furball," Roach said. "Get in here."
She yanked him into the lab, her grip far stronger than he would have expected. Then, Marcus slammed the door shut and re-engaged the lock.
Roach put a hand on his snarling face and forced it to look at her. "That's enough now," she said. He took a breath and felt himself begin to calm. Begin to cool.
Roach laughed. "I swear," she said, "we can't take you Infected anywhere."
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Still no word from Marcus.
Sam checked his radio again, confirming it was still operational. It was well past the target time. On the one hand, it was good Marcus hadn't yet called, since Sam was still a few rooms away from the base's server room. On the other hand, the lack of transmission could mean the citadel team had lost the ability to send out a transmission, which meant at best their mission would fail, and at worst that Marcus, Rend, and Roach were all dead.
The only thing Sam could do now was carry out the task at hand and assume everything was going as planned. He really hoped Marcus's team was alright. He hoped Abigail was alright, that Ki was keeping her from doing anything stupid. He really hoped Elena hadn't regained her composure of command.
You're worried about a lot of stuff right now, Sammie, Vincente's voice said. Yet, you're somehow not worrying about the one thing you should be.
I haven't forgotten about Jed, Sam thought back. I just...haven't really put much thought into the whole thing.
You're not at least a little bit curious about why he's here? Vincente's voice asked. Why bring an army? Why go to so much trouble to track you down, along with that little data drive? Are you sure you're ready to face him?
Sam checked the directions Marcus had scribbled down and given to him before they went their separate ways. Not much further to the server now. Barring any complications, he would be at his destination momentarily.
Sam didn't want to answer Vincente. How do you confront the person you’ve known as your leader for your entire life? Elder Jed was a symbol of safety and security for him and his Colony; now all that was upside down.  Why?
We always knew that scouting missions carried risks, Sam thought. Long range missions most of all. We both knew when we went out that there was a chance we might not come back.
And neither of us did come back, did we?
Sam realized then that he was at the server room. He could see the racks and racks of computers ahead of him, lit by a dim blue light that showed him the reserve power system was still operational, even after twenty years. How did the remnants of the Old World continue to wreak havoc still? Maybe now we could use it for some kind of good.
This might actually work.
"Sam Brennan, in the flesh."
It was a familiar, yet alien, voice. Sam instinctively swung his rifle around.
"There's no need for that, Sam," the voice said, its source a familiar figure who seemed to materialize from the indigo shadows ahead. "I'm glad to see you arrived here safely. I think it's time for a long-overdue talk."
"Elder Jed," Sam said. He activated his rifle's laser sight, and a red dot appeared over Jed's heart. "You want to talk? Well, then, get talking."
There were a lot of Plague-Heads.
It seemed all of them had converged on Jacinta's bar. If Abigail was able to put them down here, it should mean the city was once again free of the filthy, cursed things. That meant Abigail had to put down what looked like three dozen of them. Even if she had been healthy — which she assuredly was not — that would be a tall order.
There were a lot of Plague-Heads.
She had a couple guns and a very large knife. She might still have a chance.
She sighed and filled one hand with her knife, the other with a pistol. She began to walk toward the swarm of Infected.
She twirled the knife in her hand and let out a low, loud whistle.
This might be a bad idea. The first Infected began to notice her and it turned her way.
I did want to help, didn't I?
She snarled and increased her walk to a run, raising her weapons to attack as she reached the first of the horde.
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When Elder Jed stepped into the low backup lights of the computer room, Sam noticed something strange and oddly familiar about the way he moved. It took him a moment to recognize why he found it so familiar. He moved like Abigail. In that moment he knewn it was true: Elder Jed was indeed a Reaper.
"You know," Sam said, "if you wanted to talk, all you had to do was call. I mean, I did spend a good amount time trying to contact you guys on the radio."
Jed nodded his head in acknowledgment. "Certainly, you've been out in the world long enough now to know these types of situations are rarely simple. And the situation we find ourselves in now is even less simple than you think."
Sam laughed. "Still, a whole army? I mean — I'm flattered, but it seems a little excessive."
"I'm sure you think your levity makes you look relaxed," Jed said with a sigh, "but I should tell you the actual effect is the exact opposite. But, in the interest of not hearing a dozen more variations on this joke, no, of course my forces didn't come here for you, Sam. Not even you are that important. Call it...serendipity that you, this facility, and this data drive converged." At that, he pulled the drive from his pocket and held it up for Sam to see. "Less enlightened men would call it fate, but I found out long ago the only fate that exists is the fate you create yourself."
Sam tried to stifle any reaction to again seeing that cursed drive, the one that had started all of this mess. "That data drive, what is it?" He needed to know, to understand what it was that had cost Vincente his life.
"This, Sam, is the future. The perfecting, or at very least the advancement, of a grand process that began twenty years ago."
Sam felt cold. His hold on the rifle wavered as he lost strength in his arms, the weight of the idea settling onto his shoulders. "The disease, the Horsemen —"
"It's not so far from here, in fact," Jed said. "The lab where we did our work, that is. Amazing it’s taken me so long to return even this close to my old home."
Sam knew that the truth would be bad, but this? "Jed, are you trying to tell me that, what, you created the Horseman virus?"
Jed shrugged. "Well, not alone, of course. Those kinds of projects require teams, funding, facilities, the sign-off of Congressmen...but yes, more than anyone else, the agent you call the Horsemen Virus was my project. My dream. And now, with this data — a single miraculous success after twenty years of failed experiments in this ruined land — I can finally see it through to the end. After twenty years, the flaw can be fixed, my serum perfected. Humanity, perfected."
Sam raised his weapon up and held it on Jed. The barrel jittered and danced; his hands were shaking. "If that's true, then you destroyed the world, and I should kill you right now. Of course, it isn't true. It can't be. Why should I believe your crazy, insane story?"
Jed seemed unfazed by the weapon. "We all make mistakes, Sam. Even I am not...perfect. The original agent was flawed, yes, but so was the Old World. The results were not what I had expected. Science can be a messy business."
He took a step toward Sam. "I could list off all the details no one but the original lab's director would know. Names like Project Zeus and Project Pandora and Project Mars. The Talon, Tusk, and Claw epigenetic variations. But that wouldn't mean much to you, and anyway it's not necessary. Because by the way you're holding your weapon, I can tell you believe me. I can tell by the tone of your voice. And I can tell most of all by the look in your eyes."
"Well, when you put it that way, I believe you," Sam said. He pulled the trigger and put two rounds in Jed's chest. The impact of the shots spun the Colony Elder halfway around, but he stayed on his feet. Even in the low light of the darkened server room, Sam could see that both wounds were bloodless.
Jed slowly turned back toward him, laughing to himself. "Now, a temper like that I am familiar with. You had to know that wouldn't work, and yet you did it anyway. Anyone else, and I would judge the action foolish. But not from you, Sam. From you, I can respect the pure defiance on display.’ That's why I needed you to come here, and that is why I knew you would."
Sam's finger hesitated over the rifle's trigger, every fiber of his being crying out to squeeze it, to empty the rest of the clip into the Reaper standing in front of him, though he knew it would have no effect. Instead, he let his arms go slack, and the weapon sag to his side. His mission, his whole life in the Colony, all of it was a lie. All of it meant nothing.
"Why? Why do you care about me at all, if you have your damned drive? There was no reason for any of this," Sam said. He hated the whine that had crept into his voice, the tone of defeat Jed no doubt would immediately detect. "You have some sort of interest in me. Why was it then, really, that Vincente and I were the ones you chose to send after that thing?" He was babbling now, but he didn't care. He’d come for answers, and he was going to get them all. "Why did I have to watch Vincente die?"
Jed stared back at him, looking so relaxed and serene that Sam nearly re-raised the rifle. "You do not accomplish one task, Sam," Jed said, "when you can accomplish two. I needed to run field tests. On you."
Sam barely processed the Elder's words, so little sense did they make. Jed, apparently recognizing Sam's confusion, crossed his arms behind his back and continued talking.
"The drive's retrieval from our research station was always a high priority, of course, but it wasn't our only priority. We needed to collect data on our — my — other great creation. That necessitated your trip."
He began to slowly pace the room, still speaking to Sam but otherwise ignoring him. "Vincente, of course, was always a talent. Another bit of serendipity, a young man like that, desperate and alone, arriving at my gates. The perfect person to put in charge of watching over a unique and promising subj—" his words stumbled, for just a fraction of an instant, “in charge of watching over the promising child. Someone that could grow with the child and keep an eye on him. Keep him out of the hands of certain interested parties."
Sam let his gun lower slightly. He suddenly felt weak. "You...assigned Vincente to me?" It wasn't possible, was it?
"Oh yes," Jed said, answering Sam's silent question. "Don't feel too bad about it, he did seem to grow quite fond of you eventually.
“A shame about his death, but in any event, with you returned to me he would have become superfluous."
The truth is rarely fun, Sammy, Vincente's voice said. Though it's also never as simple as people like this try to make it. Don't forget that.
"What makes me so important?" Sam asked.
Jed smiled. "You know the answer, even if you still can't quite accept it yet. Why do you think you've always felt so out of place within your own Colony? Why can you barely remember your parents? Can you even name one fact about them, other than that they were killed by Reapers? In reality, they were a fiction, a ruse played out for the Colony's inhabitants, and a story told to you to keep a secret that was never strictly necessary, but one I insisted on nonetheless.
"What makes you special, Sam? You could say that, in a way, you predate the Horsemen. An embryo, created in happier times and only gestated and born later. Why am I telling all of this to you now, you ask? Why would I not? I am creating a new world, Sam, and I want you there with me. You are, after all, my son."
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Marcus watched as Roach and Rend dragged furniture and equipment in front of the laboratory doors, working to reinforce them against the enemies on the other side. Marcus wanted to tell them they needn't bother: the door was six inches of ceramic plating, vacuum seals and reinforced steel, and he had permanently disabled the outer hatch when he’d broken them in here. He wanted to tell them that no one else would be able to get in without a good bit of heavy machinery and a whole lot of time, but he found he couldn't speak.
The last time he had been inside these labs — the ones so deep down that even most of Roosevelt's lieutenants didn't know about them — Rend had been here as well. At that time, of course, Rend had been strapped to one of the room's medical beds, and Marcus had been begrudgingly assisting Dr. Allan with Rend's torture. Not that they had called it torture. No, it had been 'research,' recommended not so subtly by Roosevelt's Company adviser Cutter.
Cutter had promised that this 'research' would lead to the defeat of Madame Ki's faction and Roosevelt's undisputed rule of Cheyenne; moreover, the soldiers it produced could help Roosevelt achieve his dream of spreading civilization across the Wilds.
Roosevelt explained this personally to Marcus each time Marcus tried to avoid coming down here. Roosevelt had told him, and though it shamed him now, had convinced him, that what they were doing was justified. Somehow, the old man had Marcus believing that this strange young man from the wooded Wilds was not really human, that Marcus was wrong to think of him as such.
He had appealed to Marcus's emotions, telling him that he, Roosevelt, was counting on Marcus, that refusing to assist Dr. Allan with the 'research' was betraying the old man's trust in him. More to Marcus's shame, Dr. Allan had appealed to his mind, his curiosity, by explaining the complexity and the importance of the work they were doing. Still, in the end Marcus had made his choice, and now that they were back, he couldn't muster the strength to look Rend in the eye.
"Hey kid," Roach said, knocking him in the shoulder with something halfway between a push and a punch, "snap out of it. We've still got work to do. Time to make with the tech magic."
Right. If he could do anything to atone for what he’d been a part of, he could do it here. He raised his head and nodded to Roach, then scanned the room to locate the —
It was then he realized they weren't alone in the room.
Dr. Allan appeared too stunned or afraid to move, half-hiding behind a workstation. Roach turned to follow Marcus's stunned expression. When she saw Allan, her eyes lit up. "Doctor!" she called, her voice warm and cheery, as if she was a housewife waving across the driveway to a neighbor, "I had been meaning to schedule an appointment." She ejected the clip from her weapon and jammed in a new one, her mouth forming a wide, wicked smile.
Beside him, Rend was still looking off into the middle distance, his high, curved shoulders rising and falling with heavy breaths. He seemed to shrink slightly with each exhalation. "Roach, like you told the boy, we've got a job to do," he growled.
"The door's locked, isn't it?" Roach replied. She gestured toward the far corner with her weapon. "There's the computer; do your thing. What, you want me to help you type out hacks? 'Cause if that's the case, there were some serious problems with our mission planning from the get-go."
Marcus shrugged. "No, I got it covered. I just...what are you going to do to him?"
Roach smiled. "You have your work, Marcus. I have mine."
Whatever Roach had in mind for Dr. Allan — and Marcus doubted it was anything remotely good — Marcus wouldn't be able to stop her. Better to just put it from his mind and focus on his work. It was an uncomfortably familiar rationalization, he thought, especially so for being in this room.
He could take a moral inventory later. For now, Marcus jogged up to the labs main terminal and typed in his login information. He breathed a sigh of relief when he was granted full access, with all of his old clearances. Sloppy work, guys, he thought. The first thing they should have done was make sure Marcus couldn't re-access the citadel's mainframe.
Because now that I'm in, they don't have a chance of keeping control of any of their systems.
Marcus's fingers flew across the keyboard as he quickly produced new blocks of code and called up old exploits he’d hidden deep in the programs, where they had sat waiting for a day just like today.
On one of the monitors in front of him, red squares indicating citadel systems still under the rebel's control turned green one by one. A few floors above, one of the rebels' computer people — one of Marcus's old co-workers — was running security and would be opposing his every move. Which admin did they have on this, Marcus wondered? Jenkins? Warren? Probably Warren, considering how stilted the syntax was.
Marcus focused, breathed, and let his fingers dance in front of him. Three red lights left, then two, and then just one. Behind him, he heard a solid, sickening smack, followed by a whimper and a choked cry. Marcus gritted his teeth and tried his best to ignore it. He breathed a small sigh of relief when he heard Rend gently tell Roach to calm down. He breathed another sigh of relief when the last box turned green. Now all of the citadel's systems belonged to him.
With a couple of keystrokes, he unlocked the remaining doors between Roosevelt's assault team and the executive command center. Next, a couple quick commands blocked off the two remaining rebel teams, restricting them to a small section of hallways where they would keep until Roosevelt's teams accomplished their mission.
Now that he’d done all he could to help retake the citadel, Marcus turned to his next, more important task. He opened up the external comms screen and located the node that had remained locked since before he’d been born. Warren Air Force Base.
He took out the two small drives, each containing one half of the base's access code, from a small pocket at his chest, underneath his bulletproof vest. Marcus entered Ki's half of the access codes into the mainframe, did the same with Roosevelt's half. The node turned green. He opened the base's control screen and located its central data drives. Then he removed the final drive — the one that contained Marcus's own code, the one that would save or doom everyone in Cheyenne — from a separate pocket. He inserted it into the computer.
He pressed enter, executing his code, just as Roach and Rend appeared at his back.
"Is it done?" Rend asked.
"We've done as much as we can from this end," Marcus said. "It's all on Sam now."
We can undo all the wrongs that have been done, Sam," Jed said. "We can fix not only the damage the agent has done to humanity, but all of the crude, inelegant wrongness that nature burdens us with at birth. We can replace the original sin of natural selection with the divinity that is our own design. My design."
Jed moved slowly from one side of the computer room to the other, circling Sam like an Old World theater performer — or was it predator? "The Outbreak, The Horsemen's March across the globe, the Wilds, the Infected, the death, the depredations, the terrible human suffering: we can undo all of it with this research, enough workers, and a few hard months of labor. We can create a new Garden of Eden, Sam. One ruled not by some made-up god, but by man."
"And so to usher in this garden, what, just one more city has to die?" Sam asked. He had seen enough Old World movies to know how this was going to play out.
Jed stopped moving and stared at Sam open-mouthed, seemingly shocked. "What? No, of course not. We're not here to destroy Cheyenne, nor any of the other Free Cities. This world has so few true people left; we wouldn't dare risk the ones who remain."
"Strange thing then, bringing that whole army," Sam said.
Jed scowled and crossed his arms. He shook his head slowly. "Why would I arrive with an army, Sam? Why would I possibly arrive with anything less?   Surely you know what approaches from the south?"
Sam felt a small but insistent vibration at his hip. Marcus had activated the beacon. Sam ignored it for now.
"So, you're saying that you came here to save the city, then?" Sam asked. Jed had begun to pace again slowly. Sam did likewise, trying to think of anything to keep the Reaper Elder occupied. "If that's the case, why come to this base first? Everyone inside the city assumes you're going to use it to destroy Cheyenne."
"It could be used to destroy the city," Jed said, smiling. "It could also be used to save it from the sea of Ravagers rising from the south. No doubt that was what brought you here. Yet another amazing act of bravery. I admit to feeling more than a bit of pride when I reviewed your exploits, Sam.”
"I have some unfortunate news with regards to Roosevelts so-called plan," Jed continued. "While this air force base did house a small military drone force, it was still very much experimental technology, and much of it was shipped to the east coast in the early days of the virus's outbreak, where no doubt it was destroyed along with the great Old World cities. I'm sorry son, but there is no great military salvation waiting within these ancient halls. There never was."
Sam's heart fell. Without the drones, what hope did Cheyenne really have against the Colony army? Against the Ravager army?
There was still a near-civil war raging within the walls, plus who-knew-how-many Plague-Heads roaming the streets, plus Company agents sowing dissent and sabotage. Even if the city could unify, without the drones the outside armies still had them outgunned and out-manned. Without the drones, how could they win?
Still, one thing didn't make sense to him. "If there are no drones, then why are you here?" Sam asked.
"Ahh, good thinking," Jed said, his whole demeanor livening slightly. "There are no drones, true, but there is something far, far more valuable within the walls of this facility. When we began our project, all those years ago, our main facility was an unmarked one, high in the Rocky Mountains. For any number of reasons, that facility has been irrevocably lost to us. There was, however, a network of secret research facilities scattered among the surrounding military bases. The old government was big on redundancies, Sam, as well as oversight. One of these traits served our species poorly, but the other may turn out to be our salvation. You see, of all the auxiliary bases, this one is the only one to remain intact. We've known about it for years but haven't wanted to risk exposing it till it was necessary.
"Now that we have the research contained on the disc that you and Vincente so valiantly obtained, the time has come to shift from maintaining the old order to building the new. In Jackson, they unlocked the full potential of the agent that we now call the Horsemen. This form you call Reaper will soon seem a weak, dull-minded thing compared to what I will create with this drive. Twenty years ago, I played simple tunes with our species' genome like a deaf man with a broken piano. With this, I will be like a conductor with a great orchestra at my command."
Jed took a breath; when he spoke again his voice, which had risen nearly to a roar, was again quiet, calm. "But as with any great project, the proper support is key. Within these walls are the facilities to fix the disaster that is the Horsemen; to complete the work that was begun; to build the new world and finish the new man. That is why I came here, Sam. These facilities will prove incredibly useful, but the old data contained in these servers is invaluable. They hold what I believe to be the only remaining copies of our research still within reach."
"What do you mean, 'still within reach?” Sam asked. "You mean like on this continent? I thought you said this was an American project. Who has the other research?"
"Never mind that, Sam," Jed said. "Instead, think of what we can do. Already we've used recovered version 2.0 serum to create advanced soldier prototypes, and with these facilities, we can expand that program tenfold."
"What?"
Jed waved the question away. "Old research, just rediscovered. We attempted to field test it on a wild Ravager-type strain, but one of my errant former colleagues hijacked the project, to horrific results."
Sam's jaw fell open. "You mean Deacon, right?" he asked. "The Ravager that killed Vincente? Are you saying you created him?"
It was horrifying, but in a strange way the knowledge made a lot of pieces suddenly snap into place. How Deacon was so smart, not just for a Ravager but even compared to Uninfected. How Roach was the way she was now, rather than the blood-crazed demon she had been. And how there had been Uninfected forces — Colony forces — encamped back at Deacon's basin stronghold.
"No," Jed snapped. "Solomon — Epimetheus — was responsible for that monster and all the atrocities that followed. He's coming now, Sam. He may not ride at the head of that Ravager army, but don't be mistaken, it belongs to him. And without the Colony forces, he will completely and utterly destroy the city you have worked so hard to save. So please, Sam, if not for me, do it for them. Join me, and we can save this world."
Sam felt the renewed buzzing of the beacon at his hip. If he answered the call, no doubt Marcus and the rest would tell him to ignore Jed — ignore his father — and finish the mission. But there wasn't any mission anymore, was there? They wouldn't be able to see it, back in the city, but Jed did make a lot of sense.
Perhaps joining him really was the only play they had left.
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"There he is!" Roach exclaimed. The little red spot on Marcus's computer display, the one he’d said indicated Sam's beacon, had begun to blink in what seemed like excited pulses. "Type whatever you need to type, computer boy, and then we can go home."
"It's not quite that simple," Marcus replied, his tone carrying a hint more 'you-couldn't-possible-understand' than she strictly cared for.
"Why don't you make it simple then? You know, for us dummies here."
Marcus winced. "Okay, okay," he said. "The blinking indicator means that Sam has activated his beacon. That means he's reached his destination, in the base's computer room. He still has to make his way to the right computer, put in the thumb drive, and execute the code I wrote. I mean, it's pretty straightforward, but Sam needs to know what to look for. He needs to find the right computer."
"The short answer is that I can guide him to it, you know, over the comms," Marcus said, after waiting for Roach to finish yelling and the metal container to stop loudly spinning. "But even that isn't perfectly simple. Sam has to receive my comms signal — which he should be able to, but I said before it would be close — and then he has to answer and listen. If there are...bad guys, I guess, around him, they might hear the radio. Of course, if I don't call, then he'll obviously only have a one-in-twenty-or-so chance of reaching the right computer, and even then — ahhk!"
Roach squeezed his shoulder, a bit harder than was strictly necessary. "Why don't you just call him, please," Roach said, her voice as pleasant as she could make it through gritted teeth.
"Roach..." Rend said.
"We're in a hurry," she answered.
"Right, here we go," Marcus said. "Sam, this is Marcus —"
"Guys, I'm a little busy right now," Abigail said.
A wet, bony hand raked the side of her face; one of its half-rotted fingers caught on her radio receiver and tore it from her ear.
Well, they were a distraction anyhow.
She stabbed the nearest Plague-Head under the chin with her left blade, before turning 180 degrees and cutting a gash across another's face so deep she nearly split it like a coconut.
Abigail had been at this for what seemed like all day, felling dozens of Plague-Heads like she was reaping some kind of ghastly harvest. Still, for every one she killed, two more took its place. She was already soaking in their infectious vomit — she imagined she'd probably puke from the smell when this was all over. But if she was immune to the vomit — perks of being Infected already — she was not immune to their tearing hands and gnashing teeth. Far from it.
This was becoming an increasingly urgent problem, as she was now in the center of the remaining swarm. Even with her considerable strength, the sheer weight of them bearing in on her from all sides was beginning to wear her down.
With a roar, she lowered her shoulder and shoved one section of the swarm — a pulsing mass of ghouls at least five deep — and gave herself some space to operate. She began again to cut; the twin blades a glimmering flurry in front of her eyes. Her only hope was to get to one end of the swarm, then turn and try to keep herself from becoming re-surrounded.
So far it was working. A pair of Plague-Heads went down, then the three who took their place. Abigail took another hard blow to the back of the ribs and rolled her head away from a sharp-fingered rake. She was doing it; she was going to make it. Maybe she'd be sore tomorrow, but she'd be breathing. And the people inside Jacinta's could live another day thinking about things beyond puking on the next person they saw. As long as she could stay on her feet, she would be fine.
Her foot caught a patch of wet ground and slid forward, pulling her nearly into a split. If she had been on open ground, she could have easily regained her balance; it would’ve happened so quickly most people wouldn't notice she had lost her footing.
Unfortunately, she was not on open ground. Far from it. Before she could recover a Plague-Head careened into her from the side, a second getting ahold of her left shoulder. She went down to the ground, the impact sending up stars behind her eyes, her mouth filling with hot blood from a bitten tongue. In half a breath, four Plague-Heads had come down on her, their combined weight grinding her into the earth. The weight on her back increased as more and more of the monsters piled on top of her.
So this is it, she thought, as the weight continued to increase. This is how I go out. I always thought it would be more memorable. I thought I had more left to do.
Shit.
"This world is sick, Sam," Jed said. "We need to heal it. I need to heal it. The Forms the virus took...well, my colleague, Pandora, always said we wouldn't know the final effects of the agent without rigorous field tests. We certainly have that now. A twenty-year field test, encompassing us all.
"Huge swarms of mindless Vector Forms destroying everything in their paths. Our forests and mountains — the purest parts of this great country's natural bounty — claimed by Beast Forms. And War Forms...War Forms terrorizing everything, leading themselves, or worse, led by heretics and betrayers."
"I notice you didn't mention Reapers," Sam said. "What 'form' are those? Are you?" Marcus had gone from repeatedly turning the beacon on and off to trying to get Sam's attention. Now he was hailing him directly. Luckily, the radio was set on silent as well. His hand fell casually to the radio's top, his thumb resting on the 'open channel' switch as he slowly paced circles around the room.
"Our...project had multiple aspects, Sam," Jed replied. "All of which reacted unpredictably with one another around the time of the outbreak. The betrayer, Dr. Solomon, was in charge of our enhanced soldier program, Project Mars. Things like compounding our own animal aspects as well as incorporating genomic strings from other animals. Those experiments led, in a roundabout way, to what you call Howlers and Ravagers."
He shrugged. "Predictable and predictably dull work, but of course when the military finances you it becomes something of a necessary evil. My — well, Pandora worked on bio-and-bio-chemically engineered viruses. Her own Project
Pandora. Highly infectious and extremely contagious, it rewired the host's central nervous system to help facilitate spread. I'm sure you can guess what those became. My work, however, was the true crown jewel of our efforts. Project Zeus."
"Reapers," Sam said.
"No," Jed said sharply, pointing a finger at him. "Not Reapers. Reapers, to use your word, arose because the agent became corrupted by the various other agents. Though I must admit, the strength of my agent impressed me nearly as much as you have now, Sam. It incorporated the strengths of both Projects Zeus and Pandora, and somehow managed to improve both and eliminate nearly all of their weakness."
"Nearly," Sam said. "You still have to drink blood. You're basically vampires. I won't argue that's not impressive, but it's not exactly super people."
"No. Not yet. Solomon used our research to get part way there, and his research in Deacon’s camp yielded the serum that elevated your former Ravager and Howler companions— “ he sneered the common terms for Roach and Rend “—to their current forms. But now that I finally have the research contained on this data drive, as well as this facility, I can finally complete project Zeus. I can shed this half-formed, wretched existence and become what I should have become twenty years ago. We all can, Sam."
"Your plan is to what? Turn everyone into...Super-Reapers?" Sam asked. "Seems awfully ambitious, all things considered."
"Well," Elder Jed said with a small shrug, "not everyone. Everyone can't be a leader, Sam; you must know that. We will still need soldiers — which is where our version 2.0 War and Assault Forms — the hybrid Howlers and hybrid Ravagers, if you like — come in. We'll need workers too. I'm convinced in time that Project Pandora can be similarly hybridized to produce neural rewiring bent to more productive ends. It will be a perfect societal cathedral. Can't you see it, Sam? It will be such a colossal accomplishment."
"It will certainly be something," Sam said. "What I still don't get is where I come in. I know you said that I'm your son, or whatever, but that still doesn't explain why you seem to be so intent on, I don't know, recruiting me."
"We have nearly everything we need to begin ushering the glorious butterfly of the new world from the destroyed chrysalis of the old. We have all the physical materials, all the data, all the labor. But what we don't have, what I realize now is just as important, is a symbol for our people to rally around. To believe in, and to fight for. You've seen what this world is like; it will fight us and tear at us, and rage at us every chance it gets. Without something for our people to look to for inspiration, I fear for our success."
It took Sam a second to catch up; when he did he was startled. "Wait, you can't possibly mean me? What possible reason could you have for wanting me? Why would anyone give one tiny crap about me?"
"You sell yourself short, Sam," Jed said. "Look at all you've accomplished in such a short time, and against such long odds."
"It seems like a long, nearly unbroken string of failures to me," Sam said.
"Far from it," Jed said. "But, even if you don't believe in your achievements, look at how many people you have already rallied to you, without even trying. You might not see it, Sam, but you are a natural leader. With my help, we can fashion you into a hero like something out of the ancient epics, or even one of those comic books you always enjoyed reading."
"Even if we did all this," Sam said, slowly and deliberately, "that can't be all of it. You need something, something this base and that drive doesn’t give you.  So What is it? Why do you really want me?”
"The exterior battle is only half of it," Jed continued. "The other half is the battle within. You are perhaps the only living soul immune to all current versions of The Agent. While I told you before there was a research benefit to that fact, that was only half of the truth. The other half is that as a truly immune individual, you are a reminder of the Old World to our Colonists, as well as something of a mythic figure to the rest of the world. The fact that you took up with one of my kind on your own only works to our purposes. You, representing the purity of the past; your Abigail representing the promise of the future. You would be more than a prince in our new world, Sam. You and Abigail would be our Adam and Eve."
Jed held out his hand toward Sam. "So, son, what do you say?"
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"Why isn't he answering?" Roach demanded. "Make him answer!"
She slammed a fist into the wall at eye height. An inch lower and she would have put that fist through Marcus's center monitor. Rend stepped gingerly over to her side and even more gingerly took her by the shoulders. He eased her away from the extremely important and extremely fragile equipment.
"It doesn't sound like it's going well..." Rend conceded. As powerful and alive as he had felt out in the hallway, he was glad to be back to this condition. Back to myself. It truly was astonishing just how much his self-image had changed since that day back in the woods when he fought Roach and was altered by her blood.
I wonder what my tribe would think of me? He knew the answer already. He was himself, so they would be proud. He smiled faintly.
The smile faded as he considered their present circumstances. If the Colony forces gained control of the Old World drones, the high walls of Cheyenne would count for nothing, and the city would quickly fall. He didn't know what the Colonies would do with the city’s inhabitants, but he imagined it would be something along the lines of what that doctor put him though. He looked back at the frightened, pathetic creature that now occupied Rend's old cell. Visions of horrors flashed in front of Rend’s eyes; the same ones he saw every night. The visions were followed by a red wave of fury. Luna help him, but Rend did want to kill the man, no matter how little threat he currently posed.
"Based on what they're saying..." Marcus began, "no, it doesn't sound good."
"It seems like Sam is about to sell out us obsoletes and throw in with dear old daddy," Roach said. "It sounds like he's good as gone over already." Rend held her shoulders a smidge tighter as she tensed, images of obliterated monitors again dancing in his head.
"But why would he turn on the audio, if he’d already decided to betray us?" Marcus wondered aloud. "It doesn't make sense. Sam never struck me as the kind of person would just...I don't know, taunt us."
"You'd be surprised what people are capable of," Roach said. "Though in this case, I'm not. Sam hunted me for over a hundred miles for that drive they're talking about. Hell, he did it for the Colonies! We should never have sent him. On the plus side, now I have someone new to kill. After the doctor that is." She turned back toward his cell. "Hear that, doc? Your time is — wait, where did he —"
Pain exploded in the back of Rend's shoulder as the doctor stabbed him with something very long and very sharp. The doctor, off-balance himself, fell into Rend's back, his weight pushing both Rend and Roach forward into the computers.
"Die, Infected —" the doctor tried to shout as the three of them tumbled over Marcus's chair, ending up in a heap on the floor.
Rend threw back an elbow, aiming awkwardly toward the voice in their three-person tangle. He felt it hit a set of teeth and the doctor's scream was cut off.
Rend rolled free; Roach did the same. She moved back toward the doctor's writhing form quicker than Rend: she had him up on his feet, holding him by what looked like a very painfully twisted arm.
"That's. It." Roach snarled, wrenching his elbow. "This ends now." She glanced over to Rend with a look that was half imploring, half righteous fury. "Rend, this man hurt you repeatedly, for day and days. He is a monster, and he needs to die. He owes you weeks of pain, but we can at least settle for a bloody death. Do it now: kill him."
Rend looked at the Doctor, now with blood pouring from both his nose and mouth. His features, as he stared back at Rend, were twisted with pain, but also with hatred. Rend was certain — beyond even the palest shade of doubt — that this man saw him as less than human. As a beast, with no more worth than what scientific data you could twist out of him. Rend clenched his fists and took a step toward Dr. Allan. He did deserve to die. He was
the monster, after all.
But Rend was not.
He relaxed his hands, and then put one of them on the doctor's shoulder. "No," Rend said. "He might not see us as human, but that doesn't mean we need to see him the same way. We have him, and we have the citadel. We can hold him prisoner, have him face trial and justice. No, Roach, I'm not going to kill him."
Roach shrugged. "Fair enough." With a
quick yank, she pulled the doctor close; with a second quick motion she snapped his neck. "Full disclosure," she said, letting Allan’s limp form fall to the ground, "I was hoping you'd say that."
"Roach," Rend said with a sigh.
Her only answer was a fresh shrug. He could only be so upset with her. She was true to herself, after all.
"Guys," Marcus said, his voice full of excitement, "get over here. I think I just figured something out." He waved them over with one hand — eyes remaining firmly on the bank of monitors in front of him — while he typed with the other. "Oh man, I can't believe I didn't see it sooner."
Rend smiled at Roach and shook his head slowly. Roach smiled back, wider and somehow warmer than normal, and they both turned and went to the computer.
"What is it?" Rend asked.
"Just one second," Marcus said, his voice clearly indicating he was far more focused on the strings of code he was typing. "Unfortunately," he added, offhand, "our plan has failed."
Rend felt himself deflate.
"No!" Roach said, again punching the wall. "Wait," she added a moment later, "what are you doing then?"
Marcus smiled. "New plan."
"So, son," Jed asked, "what do you say?"
Don't look to me, kid, Vincente's voice said. You're old enough to make your own decisions.
That's not much help, Sam thought.
You don't need any more help, Sam, the voice said. You've shown you can take care of yourself.
I've come with you this far, but now it’s time for you to finish this on your own. To make your choice.
Sam stopped pacing the room and took the first chair he found. He bent forward, resting his elbow on his knees, thinking. Hell of a time to shove off, voice in my head, he thought.
Hey, I only stuck around for as long as you needed me.
I have a feeling I'm going to need you a whole lot real soon, Sam thought.
Nah, Vincente answered. Just because things get hard, doesn't mean you can't see them through yourself. I believe in you, Sammie, and I'll always be with you. Just quietly. Wouldn't want people to think you've lost your damned mind, talking to yourself.
"What do you say, Sam?" Jed asked again, his eyes burning, his voice almost imploring. "Will you make the right choice?"
"Answer me this first," Sam asked. "What happens to Cheyenne? What happens to this city now?"
Jed shrugged. "If they let us in, we'll work with them. Some of the population will remain in their same roles, though working those roles for us. Others will contribute to our science goals, here in this facility. If you like, you can have a prominent role in choosing who remains within the city and who comes here."
"And if they don't let you in?" Sam asked.
"Things would become more violent, at first. Though in truth, once the great Ravager army arrives, I believe the people of the Free City will become quite anxious to work with us."
Sam nodded, absently flicking his fingers between his knees and against the computer next to him.
"Alright then," Sam said, "I'm with you." He looked up at his father and smiled.
The most convincing smile he could manage.
"And that's it, I've finished the revised program," Marcus said in his ear. "Just jam the beacon in the drive slot and it's done. They won't be able to stop the transfer or the wipe from their end. Good luck, Sam. And, uh...I really hope you're listening to this and I didn't wildly misinterpret what you were trying to tell me over the comms."
"Unfortunately, dad, I'll be the only one," Sam said. He dropped the thumb drive he had palmed into his fingers and jammed it into the computer. The tiny red light on the drive blinked once and turned green, and then the entire room lit up.
Jed looked around in wild surprise until his gaze settled on the nearest computer monitor. Sam couldn't read it from where he sat, but he knew the gist, and by Jed's expression, so did his father.
When Sam realized the only thing of value in Warren Air Force Base was its data, he’d opened his comms channel and made sure Marcus could hear every word spoken by both Elder Jed and himself. He let Marcus know, as best he could, what the data was, and how valuable it was to Jed and the Colonists. And most importantly, how it was the only existing copy of the data.
Marcus was currently downloading the lab's data to the computers within Roosevelt's citadel and wiping the same data from the base's servers. Sam hoped they could use the data as a hostage to hold off the Colony forces and throw a wrench into Elder Jed's plans to turn the world into his own personal Petri dish.
"No!" Jed screamed. "What did you do?"
Sam sighed and sat back in the chair. Jed's face turned from shocked to murderously furious as he looked over at Sam.
"Who do you think you are?" Jed roared. "You don't make decisions like this! What, you think because you are my son that you're special? You think you're the only one I made? Even the first?" Jed grabbed a desk beside him and threw it, along with the three ancient computers on top of it, across the room like they were made of cardboard. "Do you think you're the only copy of Sam that I can make? The only thing special about you is curled up in the nuclei of your cells, and I'm going to rip it out!"
He dashed toward Sam, faster than Sam had any chance of avoiding, and his fist came down on Sam's face. Sam felt himself hit the ground; the last instant before everything went black, he had one final thought.
He hoped Abigail would have a good life.
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It sounded like the Plague-Heads had finally — finally — calmed down.
Since Jacinta had ferried in Michelle and the last of the market stragglers and barred the door behind them, it had been near-constant commotion. Scraping and banging, groaning and roaring, the Plague-Heads had been insistent in the way only semi-sentient beings can be in trying to breach the walls and infect the dozens of potential viral hosts within. It took Jacinta back to the early days, back when Cheyenne was still without walls: every time a swarm of Plague-Heads came over the horizon they’d retreated below ground, or just locked their doors and hoped for the best. Now though, after hours of their inhuman siege, it sounded like the horde had finally given up and moved on, looking for less well-entrenched prey.
Still, though, Jacinta was hesitant to unbar the door. Plague-Heads weren't much for deception, but that didn't mean they hadn't gone into some sort of stasis or rest outside: the walls probably wouldn't hold up against a renewed siege. Before they gave up, the Plague-Heads had managed to rip off a good chunk of the bar’s outer layers, and in some places had gotten all the way through and opened up tiny holes where the fading twilight now streaked in, like tiny enemy searchlights. No, the more she thought about it, the more she was certain: if the Plague-Heads attacked again, everyone here would die.
Michelle came up beside her as she stared at the front door. "Do you think they're really gone?" she asked, her voice strong and without fear, somehow.
"It’s impossible to know for sure," Jacinta replied. "I really wish this place still had some windows."
"The drunks kept breaking them. As I recall, someone said they weren't paying for another damn window as long as this place still served booze."
"What kind of fool would say that?" Jacinta wondered, allowing herself a small smile.
"Besides, if there were windows, those things would already be inside."
She had a point there. The two of them stood and listened for any movement, any activity at all, from outside. Nothing.
"Screw it," Jacinta said. "We can't sit here forever, waiting for some sort of relief force that may never come." She moved to the door and took hold of the large wooden beam barring it shut. "I haven't gone completely crazy, doing this, have I?" she asked, hesitating.
"Not completely," Michelle replied. "I think maybe just a peek outside couldn't hurt.
Famous last words, Jacinta thought. She lifted the beam off its hooks and set it carefully on the ground. She reached for the first of the three deadbolts —
Bang!
The door shook with the impact, and Jacinta jumped back. From the far side of the room, a series of gasps and cries went up.
"I guess that answers that question," Jacinta said, scrambling to put back the wooden beam.
Bang Bang Bang!
Three more impacts, too regularly spaced to be the semi-random questing of a Plague-Head. Was someone...knocking?
"Can someone please open this stupid fucking door?" a voice, full of frustration and weariness, asked from outside. Jacinta recognized it just as Michelle did.
"Abigail," they both said.
Jacinta unbarred and unlocked the door, then slowly opened it a crack, then the rest of the way. She could barely believe what she saw.
Outside of her bar were dozens upon dozens of dead Plague-Heads. Maybe fifty of them, sliced apart and lying in haphazard piles, slowly leaking the viscous black-red liquid that took the place of their blood. In the center of all this carnage, coated from head to toe in the same thick, dark, foul-smelling liquid, holding two large blades, and panting heavily, stood all five-foot-one and maybe 100 pounds of Abigail. Jacinta knew the girl was capable, dangerous even, but she definitely wouldn't have expected something like this.
Sometimes it was good to be surprised.
"Please tell me," Abigail said, between heavy gasps of air, "that you have some sort of hose in this place."
Abigail was the last to arrive at the meeting at Jacinta's bar. She had come from the apartment above Jacinta and Michelle's home. It was her apartment now, she supposed, hers and Rend's and Roach's. And Sam's, though for the time being he was gone. He would return, though. Abigail would make sure of that.
She had wondered growing up just how much punishment her body could take before it gave out for good. As she eased the door open, pain and aches wracking her from hand to foot, Abigail decided she had just about found the limit. Two near-full recoveries — one from the fight with the Reaper and Elena's bullet, one from the myriad injuries the Plague-Heads had dealt her — had left her feeling like an arthritic eighty-year-old. But each morning she felt a bit better, and soon she would be ready to go out again. She hoped she would find Elena, but as long as she found Sam, she would be content.
Everyone she expected to see was here, seated around the square of Jacinta's tables. Roosevelt and Ki were here, seated opposite each other like before. Unlike before, each had considerably fewer lieutenants and bodyguards. Jacinta, Michelle, and a number of the city's citizens were here as well, looking shaken but resolute after the battle and the attack of the Plague-Heads. And Rend and Roach were here as well, seated not in the corner, bound, but at their own table, with Marcus seated next to them. It seems spearheading the salvation of a city earns you a bit of respect, she thought.
There was a single open chair next to Roach. One chair, not two; yet another reminder of Sam's absence. Abigail felt a fresh wave of nausea wrack her body as she thought of the danger Sam must be in right now, and the sacrifice he had made for all of these people. She stifled her discomfort, not wanting to look weak, and made her way toward the empty seat.
"Demon," Roach said, by way of greeting. The edge that had always been in her voice before was gone; Abigail almost thought she saw the trace of a grin on Roach's face as she gestured toward the chair.
"Ravager," Abigail answered. She took her seat and motioned to Ki to begin the meeting.
Ki looked almost amused to be given leave by a teenager, but rather than raise any noise about it, she instead began her speech.
"Two days ago, we won a victory," Ki began. "But we shouldn't deceive ourselves that we have won the war. The Colony forces are still camped just outside of our walls, held back for the time being only because of the efforts of a brave handful. They will not stop, however, trying to re-take what they have lost, nor will they stop trying to take this city. The battle for Cheyenne is just beginning, and the only way we will emerge victorious is for all of us to work together.
"Roosevelt and I have agreed to put aside our hostilities and work together to man the walls and guard against the inevitable infiltration attempts by the Colonies and their Company agents. Mutual trust and understanding being essential to this effort, both of us have agreed that neither can possess the trove of data we have taken from the Colonies. This data will be held by a neutral third party: the ones who did so much to obtain it seem the appropriate choice. Marcus Danvers has not only proven himself capable in the most trying of situations, but his expertise with computers makes him ideal for this task. Rend and Roach, the other two heroes of the day, will be tasked with protecting Mr. Danvers and assisting him with any projects he deems worthy to the defense effort. Now, onto what you citizens can do..."
He crested the final hill at the head of his forces. At last the city was in sight.
Cheyenne.
Solomon paused, waiting for the vanguard of his army to catch up with him. He surveyed the open expanse ahead and noted with some satisfaction that Jed's army was still outside the city walls.
The time had finally come. Jed was here, just as Solomon knew he would be. Inside the city, Abigail awaited, pinned down and penned in.
Soon he would have his revenge, both on his ungrateful student and his arrogant, pompous former mentor. He would kill them, and then he would take what had been kept from him for so long. What was, he had decided long ago, his.
He smiled, remembering how, so many years ago, all he’d wanted was to prevent something like this from coming to pass. No more. Now, the pieces were in place, and he was still one step ahead of his opponents. Soon, he would have everything he still wanted in this strange, brutal new world. Soon, he would no longer be the outcast, the wanderer, the fool. Soon, he would become a god.
Soon.
As soon as the meeting was concluded, Abigail was on her feet and approaching Ki.
"I'm going out there," Abigail said. She made sure her tone conveyed that she wasn't asking.
"I know you are," Ki said. "Why do think that I didn't assign you, our greatest asset, any task during the meeting? What would be the point, when it is obvious only one task will be acceptable to you?"
"Well...good," Abigail said. She was caught a bit off-guard. She had expected Ki to fight her on this.
"You want to get Sam back, and I understand that. I too want Sam back; he is extremely capable, and I believe he could be a great asset to us. More importantly, my benefactor wants him back, which means I will do everything possible to achieve just that."
"Your benefactor?" Abigail asked. "Is this the same person as your 'outside source?'"
Ki smiled and nodded. "They are one and the same. I will provide you the resources to get Sam back from the Colonists, but before I do that, my benefactor insists that she speak with you."
Abigail shrugged. She would do whatever she had to do to get Sam back, even talk to this mysterious benefactor. "So just who is this outside source?" she asked.
"She represents one of the few factions as powerful as the Colony army and the approaching Ravager army. More than that, I suspect she is the only person in this world who wants to get Sam away from his father more than you."




PART FIVE
Pandora




Epilogue
Before
Dr. Solomon awoke with his face pressed against the cold tile of the testing room floor. If he had begun to feel sick before he’d passed out, now he felt positively pestilent. Everything hurt: his stomach felt like it was going to jump out of his throat, and his head pounded like ten killer hangovers all rolled into one.
It took him a moment to remember where he was, what was going on. For a good thirty seconds, the blinking red lights and blaring klaxon of the alarms were completely confusing. His mind cleared in a painful flash, and the next moment he was struggling to his feet. Inside the actual test area, Jed and his acolytes still lay, unmoving, with the IVs in their arms. Solomon stumbled over to the control console, determined to shut down whatever it was Jed was doing.
It only took a few button presses to find that Jed had locked both the console and the testing area. Dr. Solomon was no computer hacker, and Jed possessed far higher security clearance than him, so there was nothing more to be done here. Still, any knowledge of what Director Walker was up to might prove useful. Dr. Solomon called up a status report for the lab.
The news was worse than he could have imagined.
Jed had indeed combined the viral sample from Project Zeus and the fungal agent from Project Pandora. He had also, in his madness, incorporated both strains of Dr. Solomon's project Mars into the master agent; the 3-D rendering of the agent's structure on the screen was both beautiful and terrible. Still, Solomon could fix this, as long as —
No.
The next line of the lab's log hit Dr. Solomon like a steel beam to the chest. It spelled out nothing less than their end. Jed hadn't just injected his team with the agent; he had released an aerosolized version of it into both the surrounding military base and the nearby town. If Project Pandora proved to be anywhere near as infectious as its most recent tests had shown...
That was his answer. Or maybe not the answer, but at least some faint hope. There was one scientist whose intellect and ambition matched the director's, and if he was lucky, she might even know his password to access the lab's control systems. She was the director's wife, after all.
Dr. Solomon struggled out of the testing area, his vision blurry and his feet unsteady. In the outer hall, he saw another scientist, Dr. Vitali, who while clearly sick, seemed to be in slightly better shape. Dr. Solomon stumbled over to her and grabbed the lapels of her lab coat.
"Saanvi, thank God you are still alive," Solomon said. "We need to find Dr. Walker; she may be the only one who can stop this."
Dr. Vitali looked up at him, her eyes glassy. "What?" she said, her voice slurred. "Dr. Walker is the one causing all of this."
"Dammit, Saanvi, not that Dr. Walker, the other one. Maybe she can talk some sense into her husband, or maybe she knows some way to stop this. Either way, we need to find Pandora."
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