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   The Boneyard: a field full of wrecked and rusted vehicles baking desperately beneath the sun like weathered corpses, clumps of brown grass springing up intermittently between layers of machinery. It stretched for two miles in all directions, and was packed so heavily with abandoned vehicles that scavengers had to clamber over roofs to get about.
 
   Ben kicked aside a battered license plate as he lugged his gas can over to an old Ford truck, its original color impossible to determine. Sweat pooled above his eyes when he bent down to flip open the truck’s gas cap. He sniffed the area around the hole; it didn’t smell of anything, so he picked up his gas can and kept moving.
 
   He’d discovered the Boneyard a couple weeks ago and had been returning twice a week to siphon what fuel he could from the vehicles. He recalled the first time he tried to siphon fuel, close to three years ago, which ended in him vomiting for ten minutes straight, trying to rid his body of the gasoline that found its way into his stomach. He was an old hand at it now.
 
   After checking a few more vehicles, he found one that seemed promising. The stale scent of gas lingered over the gas cap—not a strong scent, but enough to give him hope. He inserted the stained tube into the tank, placed his mouth over the other end of the tube, and sucked greedily. Gasoline—liquid gold—flowed into his gas can for close to ten seconds before the tank was spent.
 
   He caught some movement a few feet away in the corner of his eye. He stood quickly and swung his rifle down from his shoulder. It was empty, but only he knew that and if worse came to worst, he could use the barrel as a bludgeon. He hadn’t seen many predators in this neck of the woods; now that he thought of it, he’d never even seen animals in the Boneyard. He’d heard rumors of coyotes and bears roaming up from the south to escape the desolation, but he doubted that it was much better here than there. Ben whistled. As if in response, a toothless, scrawny dog crawled out from beneath a car and slunk across the field, vanishing somewhere amidst the rubble.
 
   Ben scrambled over the hood of a car and stood watching the blood red horizon meet the ocean blue of the sky.
 
   Beyond that horizon, somewhere in the North, were Jen and Timothy, the two people he cared about most in the world. If they were here with him, he’d give up the scavenging life in a heartbeat, no questions asked. But there were two sides to every coin. Ben loved being alone, loved traveling where he wanted with no one to tell him what to do or when to do it. He had no masters—or mistresses. Life depended on how many bullets he had for his rifle and how much fuel he had in his tank. He wondered how he could feel so free, yet so imprisoned at the same time.
 
   A prop plane flew out of the sun, buzzing past with its obnoxious clanking. Ben, still atop the car’s roof, put a hand over his eyes and watched the plane make a U-turn in the sky as it searched for a decent landing strip amongst the strewn car parts. Then it headed off to the east about a quarter mile out from the Boneyard and began its descent.
 
   Ben made his way towards the makeshift airstrip. He had a feeling he knew who the pilot was. As he got closer to the landed plane, his hunch was confirmed: Tesh, the pilot, was leaning against the cockpit in his slick, tight brown pants and silk scarf, a huge hand cannon strapped to his waist. He and Ben were polar opposites. Ben, with his weathered vest, long-sleeved shirt covered in grime, and jeans that were beaten to hell, looked like some unearthed creature wrought of dust. Tesh, always the model of etiquette and sartorial elegance, beamed at him and threw him a stick of jerky.
 
   ‘Benjamin! My favorite Virginian and terror of the semi-north, how are you this fine summer day?’
 
   ‘Not bad,’ Ben replied in a Boston accent that he didn’t know how he’d picked up. He chewed the jerky, savoring the delicious flavor and wondering how Tesh managed to live like a king even after everything had gone to hell. Last he heard, Tesh was in Alaska hunting polar bears. Or was it Antarctica?
 
   ‘Always were the strong, silent type,’ Tesh joked. ‘Cigar?’
 
   Ben took the thick barrel of tobacco and allowed Tesh to ignite it, trying to remember the last time he’d seen a cigar. After sucking in a deep mouthful of smoke and letting it out slowly, he asked, ‘What’re you doing here?’
 
   ‘No buying into common courtesies like how’re you doing or how was your trip? Did you kill anything big? People live the way they want to live—well, not entirely. Not anymore.’
 
   Ben stopped chewing and watched Tesh walk away from the plane, his close-fitting clothes showing off his thin body, knowing there was only one thing Tesh could be talking about—or one person rather: Townes. Ben had no idea how Tesh knew about what happened between himself and Townes, but Tesh seemed to know a lot of things you wouldn’t expect. He was a man who had his fingers planted firmly in a lot of pies.
 
   ‘The short of it is, I’ve got a job for you, Ben. A quick in and out gig.’
 
   Ben nodded, unsurprised. The only time he ever saw Tesh was when he had a job for him; there was no other reason for their paths to cross. Tesh was always too busy hunting in exotic places or socializing with Phillip, that bastard traitor of an ambassador in Midland. Ben despised men that couldn’t admit their guilt and fess up to their responsibility because they were too ashamed. He didn’t care how many television shows the ambassador had appeared on professing he knew nothing about the impending war. He had to have known.
 
   ‘In and outta where?’
 
   ‘The only place difficult to get in and out of. The North.’
 
   Ben lowered the cigar to his thigh. Behind Tesh, the sun was almost entirely down. Only remnants of light remained. The air felt cooler as a slight breeze picked up over the field, winding through the Boneyard. ‘I ain’t goin’ back there,’ Ben said, but he thought of Jen and the little boy and knew he was lying.
 
   Tesh looked somewhat taken aback. He clearly hadn’t expected Ben to refuse so hastily, but he recovered quickly. ‘In payment, I’m offering you absolute sanctuary from all manner of things.’
 
   Townes, Ben thought. ‘I’m fine as is,’ he replied.
 
   ‘You could be better. We all could be better. After this simple job, you could be much better. It would take three days tops. Sneak into a government building, steal a few pieces of paper, and walk out. Once done, I’ll see to it personally that you’re taken care of.’
 
   ‘I’ll think about it.’
 
   ‘That’s all an entrepreneur can ask. Take this.’ Tesh slapped a cellphone into Ben’s hand. ‘There’s only one number in it. I need a decision within three days. If you’re game, call me. If not, well, enjoy being hunted the rest of your life.’
 
   Tesh walked back to the prop plane, his scarf fluttering in the wind, and pulled his aviator goggles over his eyes. ‘By the way, it’s a two-man job, so I’d recommend speaking with your comrade Finley,’ he said and climbed aboard the plane. 
 
   After a few false starts the propeller roared to life, chugging through the air. Then the plane rolled slowly across the field, eventually picking up speed until it lifted off the ground and vanished into the twilight.
 
   Ben had no desire to go back to the North. It had been a year since he’d last ventured beyond the massive wall erected to keep rabble like him out. The danger of sneaking past the heavily armed gate wasn’t what worried him—he had already thought of a viable way to get through—what worried him more was seeing Jen and not wanting to leave.
 
   He walked around the perimeter of the Boneyard, eventually spotting his ATV in the distance. It looked so ratty that any other scavenger would likely mistake it for Boneyard scrap itself. Only one of its two headlights worked, the balding tires were so thin they could burst at any moment, and the paneling was scratched and gouged. Ben tied the gas can down onto the ATV’s rear platform and inserted his rifle into a jury-rigged holster. He wasn’t sure of the exact time. Many things had lost their meaning since the war: time was one, money was another. They had been replaced by other things that people had taken for granted before: shoes, socks, toothbrushes, bullets, knives. A roof over their heads.
 
   The ATV’s engine growled, spitting black smoke that was almost invisible in the darkness. Ben put on his leather riding gloves, thin from overuse. Before leaving the Boneyard, he checked his fuel gauge: he had a quarter of a tank; on an ATV that could get him a pretty good distance. He couldn’t remember the last time his tank had been full. Any spare gas he had was traded for necessary materials, which reminded him that he needed to stop by the Trading Post to see about getting some bullets.
 
   Dirt and grass sprayed against his legs as he tore away from the Boneyard and flew along the open plain towards the small town twinkling with white lights like the eyes of a dozen hidden animals.
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   Jerome was closing up shop when Ben pulled into his tent. The trader glanced up at him from a footlocker he was stuffing full of jeans and t-shirts. Boxes lay over the grass beneath the swaying tent. Each box was marked with hieroglyphics of some kind. He rested a hand on his knee and wiped his sweating face. ‘What say, Ben?’
 
   ‘I need some bullets.’
 
   ‘Whatcha got today?’
 
   Ben slid off the ATV and unloaded the gas can from its back. ‘Three gallons. Diesel by the smell of it.’
 
   Jerome coughed hungrily. ‘Liquid gold. Lemme see.’ He unscrewed the top from the gas can and sniffed, shutting his eyes and smiling blissfully. ‘On the money,’ he remarked. ‘What kinda rifle you sportin’ there?’
 
   ‘Thirty aught six.’
 
   Jerome’s eyes darted from box to box until they settled on one a few feet away. He tore open the top and carefully removed a weathered carton of assorted bullets. ‘Thirty aught six,’ he mumbled to himself as he sifted through the bullets, gathering up a handful of them. ‘For three gallons, I’ll give ya ten.’
 
   Ben stared at Jerome and, shaking his head, stooped to pick up his gas can. ‘Don’t waste my time.’
 
   When he turned to leave, Jerome shouted, ‘Okay, okay, ya damn pirate. I’ll give you twelve.’
 
   ‘Thirteen.’
 
   Jerome spat. Ben could tell he was thinking real hard, but he knew he had him. Jerome was a hoarder and could scavenge better than anyone Ben had ever met, but he was terrible at bartering. He was also the worst thing a person could be in that day and age: a pushover.
 
   ‘Thirteen then,’ Jerome said, dropping Ben’s bullets into a separate box and tossing it to him. ‘You gonna string me up to your jib also?’
 
   Ben counted the bullets, then folded the box back up and slid it into his breast pocket. ‘No hard feelings, Jerome. Gold for silver’s a fair trade, ain’t it?’
 
   Jerome scoffed, putting the container of bullets back into the box and sealing it tightly. ‘Gold for silver my ass. Gittout. I’m closed.’
 
   Ben parked a couple yards away from the tent, taking advantage of Jerome’s floodlights to load up his rifle with shells. He sat on the cushioned seat of the ATV with his feet swung over the side and leaned against the scarred paneling. The rifle lay over his knees as he languidly slid bullets into the chamber. Every now and then, he heard Jerome grunting as he hauled boxes onto the bed of his truck. Finally Jerome called, ‘Lights out!’ and the floodlights died, draping the area around the tent in total darkness. Ben remained on the seat, waiting for his eyes to adjust, trying to make out distant shapes that seemed to meld and shift with the backdrop. Just like the world, he thought. Constantly changing. Constantly on the move. Not able or willing to stay in one place for a long period of time. He knew he was the worst of them—unable to sit still for minute, like a child on speed.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   The butcher paper bled with raw meat. Ben stacked the wrapped venison into the fridge. He turned, slamming the door shut, and exited into the sunlight to check on the fresh deer that was already swarming with flies. He waved them away and grabbed the deer by the back legs. All night he’d spent carving the choice cuts of meat from the deer and now it was time to dispose of the carcass. He wasn’t especially worried about wild predators stalking around his home during the night, but he preferred that they kept their distance, and the remains of a succulent deer was just what he needed to keep them busy elsewhere.
 
   Dragging the deer to the edge of a clump of trees, he rolled its body into a ditch three feet deep. Viscera and blood spilled over the dirt as its lifeless, clouded eyes stared upwards. Ben grabbed the shovel from against the tree and began filling in the hole. As he scooped the last pile of dirt over the deer, he heard a dune buggy pulling up to his mobile home and turned to look. Finley got out and, leaning against his front door, lit a cigarette.
 
   ‘Got some blood on your hands,’ he said, pointing at Ben with his cigarette.
 
   ‘How’s the kid?’ Ben asked while he washed his hands in a basin of old rain water beside the mobile home.
 
   ‘Best thing that’s ever happened to us.’ Fin, younger than Ben by a year, tucked his long hair behind his ears.
 
   Ben watched the deer’s blood mix with the water. All he could think about was Jen, pregnant with Timothy, and the last words she had said to him: You’ll never be able to take care of us. He deeply resented her for that remark, yet he could never get her out of his mind. He’d never felt that way about anyone, before or since. He had been willing—he had been ready—to take care of them, but she hadn’t believed in him, not the way Fin’s woman believed in him. What was the difference between them? What did Fin have that he didn’t?
 
   They got into Fin’s buggy and drove to the small Virginia town of Milford, already alive with activity. Loggers hauled themselves from their tents and ramshackle houses to the forest, wielding axes and tall mugs of steaming coffee. Most of the town’s trade came from lumber. Further south, the trees had begun to fall and crumble into dust. They didn’t have the manpower—or willpower—to build houses from stone any longer. Lumber had become a necessity and Milford unwittingly found itself on the map once again.
 
   Even the towns that hadn’t been affected by the bombs or the Mexican army were still contaminated by the aftermath. It was as if their small world had gone to sleep for the last ten years and was just beginning to stir, shaking off the scabs of old wounds. Ben had seen more men and women than he could count fall into despair. Without so much as a goodbye, they had wandered into the forest or the Black Desert, never to be seen again.
 
   Ben and Fin passed the train station, now converted into open sleeping quarters for those less fortunate. The railroad tracks had been peeled up and hauled away piecemeal until nothing remained but a few spare rusted spikes and rotten planks of wood. They turned down the main street and pulled up in front of a small shop with a red and blue cloth awning. Two lumberjacks pushed out of the shop, talking animatedly to each other and sipping hot coffee.
 
   Fin ordered coffee for himself and Ben. They sat in the far corner of the shop watching the town wake up. Other shops across the street began flipping on their lights and turning on OPEN signs. Traders hawking esoteric wares dragged their kiosks onto the sidewalk and began preparing for the day.
 
   Fin leaned back in his chair, dirty fingers wrapped round the coffee mug. ‘Tell me more about this job you mentioned.’
 
   ‘We’re fetching blueprints for some hovercraft,’ Ben told him.
 
   ‘I was thinkin’ we were done with the North.’
 
   ‘So did I. But you can’t pass up good work when it comes your way.’
 
   ‘You might not be able to. I’ve got a woman and a kid to look after. They expect me to be around, not riskin’ my neck in some faraway land. I’ll help you get past the Wall, but other than that…’
 
   ‘The Wall ain’t the problem. We might need to hack computers,’ said Ben. Computers weren’t his strong point. They hadn’t figured much in his childhood. Ben had grown up with Townes at an orphanage in Slushland, and most of their time was spent playing explorers in the playground or sneaking out after hours, stalking the town, searching for the freedom they sorely missed in their everyday life.
 
   A woman wearing an apron covered with images of birds and carrying a half pot of coffee walked up to them, abruptly halting their conversation. ‘Hey Ben,’ she said shyly. ‘Would you like a refill?’
 
   ‘Sure.’ Ben pushed his mug closer to the edge of the table without looking at her. She tilted the pot and filled his mug.
 
   ‘It looks like you’re out of sugar. Do you want me to get you some?’ she asked.
 
   ‘No.’ Ben looked up at her for the first time and could see that his sharp reply had hurt her feelings.
 
   ‘Hey June, I’ll take some sugar and cream,’ Fin added quickly, smiling at her and trying to take the edge off Ben’s rudeness.
 
   She nodded at him, returning his smile, then shuffled off to the kitchen. When she had gone, Fin slumped forward on the table. ‘Why do you have to be like that to her? You know how she feels about you.’
 
   ‘I got other stuff on my mind than how she feels.’
 
   Fin lifted himself up, sighing. ‘Fine. Back to the job. The bottom line is I can’t be riskin’ my neck like I used to. Other people depend on me now.’
 
   ‘Tesh’ll make sure you’n your girl are taken care of for a long time to come,’ Ben said, suddenly realizing how eager he was for Fin to agree to do the job. It was a bitter-sweet thing: seeing Jen again would open old wounds. But she had Timothy and the boy needed to meet his father at least once. ‘Two days and we’re back. No later’n that,’ Ben promised.
 
   Fin didn’t say anything for a while. At least he’s considering it, Ben thought.
 
   ‘If it was any other time, this would be a no brainer,’ Fin said eventually, tapping his thigh anxiously with two fingers.
 
   ‘I’ll give you half my earnings if you agree.’
 
   Fin looked up at Ben, suspicion etched all over his face. His eyes narrowed; he licked his dried lips, and asked, ‘Why d’you want this job so bad?’
 
   ‘’Cause it’s easy and I’m restless. Here’—Ben went to a shelf and brought back a chessboard and box of chess pieces—‘We’ll play for it. I win, we do it. If you win, it’s your call.’
 
   What Ben lacked in technological ability, he made up for in chess; it had been one of his favorite pastimes at the orphanage with Townes. When Townes had been too busy being punished by the headmaster, Ben would play against himself with a tiny chess set hidden beneath his bed. But Fin was smart and could put up a good fight on the chessboard. They’d played plenty of times before and were almost equally matched.
 
   ‘Fine, we’ll leave it to the gods of competition,’ said Fin, and they began setting up the board.
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   Ben parked the ATV fifty yards from his mobile home. He dismounted slowly and slipped his rifle from the side holster, all the while staring at a truck he didn’t recognize that was parked under a nearby tree. Its engine was chugging pitifully and its lights were on, illuminating the tree trunk. Ben walked carefully up to it and peered inside. Trash, porn magazines, and empty beer cans covered the floor. Spare bullets filled the cup-holder. Ben gripped his rifle tighter, his finger hovering over the trigger. 
 
   He crept past the truck to his home. The only other light on that he could see was the one outside the front door, soaking the steps in a grainy yellow. A shadow moved behind a curtained window. Ben stepped as softly as he could amidst the chirruping crickets and the hooting owls and stopped at the foot of the steps, where he saw cigarette butts smothered in the dirt. As he stooped down to examine them, he heard the rattle of his refrigerator door swinging open. With quick, jerky motions, he was back on his feet, eyes and barrel pointed towards the front door. With his left hand, he reached out and silently pulled the door open. The porch light burned hotly above his head as he crossed the threshold into the main room of his mobile home. A glow emitted from the kitchen. Ben glanced all around the empty room. Panels of moonlight framed the filthy, unwashed rug embedded with crushed potato chips, and beer and oil stains. He stepped through the panes of light until he reached the kitchen.
 
   A huge man was rooting through the refrigerator, pushing aside slabs of raw meat and cheese as he slid a greedy hand over the jug of water. His shirt had risen up his back revealing a six-shooter wedged beside his butt-crack. Ben’s eyes went from the six-shooter to the shotgun angled against the corner wall. With the rifle barrel directed at the man’s back, he stepped forward. But the decrepit floor creaked beneath his weight and in an instant, the man spun around, the jug flipping out of the fridge and exploding on the floor. His hand swung to his back, going for the weapon.
 
   A deafening ringing sound filled the room, followed by a bright flash. The man crashed into the open fridge as the bullet ripped a fist-sized hole in his chest. His gun skidded across the room and slammed against the wall, while his flailing hands brought down the raw meat, cheese, and old sticks of butter into the puddle of blood and water forming on the carpet. He sank down into the puddle, with his head slung back, mouth wide, in the refrigerator.
 
   The rifle quivered in Ben’s hands. It took several minutes for the ringing to die down. When it did, he stepped forward with the rifle still centered on the dead man’s chest as if expecting him to bounce up and fight back. Ben nudged the man’s foot with his own, more out of interest than anything else. His limp, lifeless body rocked sideways over the grotesque puddle.
 
   ‘Dammit,’ Ben said under his breath as his senses returned. The carcass lying on his floor was materializing into a real human being. ‘Damn,’ he said, louder this time, lowering the rifle to the floor and taking a step back. 
 
   What the hell was this guy doing in his home? And why did he have a pistol and a shotgun? No regular squatter or thief would be that heavily armed. One weapon was hard enough to come by. This guy had come for a purpose, and judging by the state of his truck, he’d come a long way. Did Townes want Ben dead so badly that he had sent some fat down-on-his-luck assassin to snuff him out? Those dismal Slummers were a dime a dozen in Slushland. Ben remembered how it had been down there when he had been among their ranks. He would’ve done anything to get out, even if it had meant killing someone he didn’t know. He pitied this dead man, knowing if he’d been in his situation, he’d likely have done the same thing; he’d have traveled hundreds of miles to kill some random if it meant getting a leg up in life.
 
   Ben took the man’s pistol, stuffed the slabs of meat into a plastic shopping bag, and grabbed the shotgun from the corner. It was double-barreled and fully loaded. If that man had been prepared for Ben’s arrival, if he’d been sitting on the couch when he walked in, then Ben would have been the one with a hole in his chest. He took a nervous breath, whispering silent thanks that his assassin didn’t have an ounce of sense. Next time he might not be so lucky.
 
   He couldn’t stay here. Ben thought Milford would be the one place in America that Townes wouldn’t expect him to be. He had obviously been wrong. Townes probably realized that Ben wanted to be somewhere close to the North, close to Jen and all the smuggling jobs that presented themselves. Now he was left with only one option: relocation. Once he and Fin had pulled off Tesh’s latest job, he could cash in on Tesh’s offer of sanctuary, if such a thing existed. Ben had heard the news from the south; he could read the signs. Give Townes another month and he would have that city under his thumb.
 
   Before leaving his home, he shoved some clothes into a duffle bag, then went outside to siphon all the gas out of the man’s truck and pilfer what he could from the reeking cab. Slinging his rifle over his back and sliding the shotgun into the ATV’s side holster, he took one last sad look at his mobile home. It resembled a scene from a movie: the lone abandoned truck, the dimly lit mobile home split in half by the grainy porch light, the dead man inside whose discarded body would grow moist and foul in his own blood and urine. Ben was tired of being constantly on the move, but it seemed he had little choice in the matter. He slammed the ATV into gear and tore off into the night.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
   Ben’s fist slammed against the door, buckling the wood inward.
 
   Bang!
 
   He glanced back, half-expecting more of Townes’s assassins to emerge from the dark trees, intent on finishing the job they had started.
 
   Bang!
 
   Eventually the door swung open. Fin stood on the threshold with a baseball bat held high in the air, ready to bash in the trespasser’s skull. He lowered the bat when he saw it was Ben. ‘What the hell are you doin’ here?’
 
   Missy’s face, contorted into an angry grimace, appeared in the background. She rocked the baby slowly, lulling it back to sleep. ‘Do you know what time it is?’ she growled in a fearsome wolf-mother’s voice.
 
   ‘I’m sorry ’bout the hour,’ Ben said, leaning past Fin to see her better. She huffed, shook her head, and went back to tending the whimpering baby. Then he spoke quietly to Fin. ‘Townes knows I’m here.’
 
   Fin’s tired face turned grave. ‘How?’ It had been on their first job, years ago, that Ben had told Fin about what had happened in Slushland—how he had found himself at the top of Townes’s hit list for refusing to kill a man. Townes’s reasoning didn’t make sense to anyone who had never met him. He was hunting Ben, his best childhood friend, for something any normal person would have forgotten about years ago. But not Townes. He was vindictive, incapable of forgiving and forgetting.
 
   ‘I don’t know how, but he found me. There was a guy waitin’ at my place.’
 
   ‘And?’ Fin asked softly.
 
   ‘I took care of him.’
 
   ‘Get in. Quickly.’
 
   Ben stepped past Fin who shut and dead-bolted the door behind them. From her armchair where she was cradling the child Missy looked up. ‘What’s happening?’ she whispered, obvious anger lining her voice.
 
   Fin knelt beside her and brushed hair from the baby’s forehead. ‘Ben’s gonna stay the night. Milford’s not safe for him right now.’
 
   Missy stared daggers at Ben. ‘Of course! He’s got his hooks in you for the North job. Why shouldn’t he take the last night I have with you too.’
 
   ‘This ain’t how I wanted it either,’ Ben said. ‘I brought you some venison. It’s fresh.’
 
   ‘How very thoughtful of you.’ Her voice dripped sarcasm as she rose from the chair with the baby tucked in her arms. ‘We’re going to sleep. Finley, you can show your guest to the couch.’
 
   Missy swept out of the room, trailing tension behind her as she went. Fin watched her leave, then turned to Ben. ‘She wasn’t happy that I said I’d do the job. No matter how many times I tell her it’s nothin’ but a quick snatch’n’grab, she still won’t buy it.’
 
   Ben considered telling Fin to forget about the job, that it wasn’t worth putting his life at risk, but his own desire to see Jen and Timothy, even for just a few minutes, kept him quiet. It might be his only chance to see Timothy, his last chance to convince Jen to return with him. He felt ashamed for putting his own needs ahead of his friend’s and guiltily covered his mouth with his hand. 
 
   ‘We’ll be back no later’n two days,’ he eventually said, trying to make his voice sound reassuring. ‘Remember, you get half my haul.’
 
   ‘I’ll hold you to that.’
 
   Fin showed Ben the couch that was to be his bed for the night. It was old and worn, and looked like something that had been picked up off the side of the road, but he couldn’t complain. It was better than the sleeping bag he had used back at his mobile home.
 
   ‘Sorry about Missy,’ Fin said, taking the plastic bag full of venison from Ben. ‘She’ll be appreciative when we get back. She’s just nervous is all.’
 
   With a bath towel for a blanket, Ben lay on the couch long after Fin left him, unable to sleep. Was he anxious about sneaking into the North, or was he nervous about seeing Jen and Timothy? If the Paranats caught him and Fin, it would be straight to the Playground where they’d both be strung up in the stocks and either be killed, or given a severe beating and dragged back to the other side of the Wall, left to die along the highway.
 
   Ben wrapped the bath towel tightly around his body, keeping his slowly drooping eyes fixed on the black window. He’d give Jen everything he had, if only she would come back with him. Anything she wanted he would get her, just as long as he wasn’t alone anymore.
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   The next morning, Ben sat in Fin’s dune buggy spinning the chamber of the dead man’s six-shooter; he had decided it would be the only weapon he took to the North.
 
   The night had passed quickly once he’d finally fell asleep. Even though he couldn’t have had more than five hours of sleep, he woken feeling energized and excited, and most of his anxiety had fled.
 
   Fin, freshly shaven and washed, kissed Missy goodbye at the foot of the steps. She cradled their baby in one arm and draped her other arm over Fin’s shoulder, kissing his neck, whispering things into his ear. Be safes and I love yous, Ben thought. Fin kissed the baby on the forehead and tickled her belly. Her high-pitched laughter traveled all the way to the dune buggy.
 
   Then Fin picked up his messenger bag, dropped the strap over one shoulder, and made his way down the path. Behind him, Missy called out, ‘Take care of yourself.’ 
 
   He turned round and walked backwards. ‘I will,’ he shouted. The baby was bobbing up and down in her arms, wide-eyed and pale, grasping at invisible things with its chubby hands.
 
   Fin slid in beside Ben and tossed his bag into the backseat. ‘Let’s get this done,’ he said, slipping the pistol into the center console. 
 
   As Fin pulled away from the house, he waved longingly at Missy, who waved back and had the baby wave too.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   They hid the dune buggy in the woods bordering the highway, sixty miles south of the Wall. While Fin heaved his messenger bag from the backseat and stepped out into the wood’s cool air, Ben ran to the highway to see if the buggy could be spotted by any passersby. Satisfied with its hiding place, he walked back to Fin who tapped his foot nervously in the undergrowth. Ben sat on the hood of the dune buggy and had a drink of water. His lack of anxiety during these jobs surprised even him sometimes. He attributed it to his upbringing in the orphanage: if they had been sneaking out of the dormitory at night, he’d had to learn to ignore the possibility of a sound beating and stay calm. Any time he’d been caught, he’d refused to give the nuns and headmaster the satisfaction of hearing him yelp. With every swing off the paddle, his mind had wandered to some far away land full of dragons and spaceships and cars speeding around racetracks. It was as if he’d been unwittingly training for his future life as a smuggler.
 
   Ben and Fin had worked together often enough for Ben to know Fin’s idiosyncrasies. During the hours before the start of each job, Fin’s nerves practically exploded, but once he’d worked out these pre-job jitters, he was perfectly calm under pressure. So Ben kept to himself on the hood of the buggy, drinking quietly, while Fin paced, rapping his fingers on his thigh and strumming them against trees, taking huge draws of air and letting them out in small bursts. After ten minutes, Ben checked his watch. ‘Time to go.’
 
   Like clockwork, Fin relaxed, straightened up and tucked his hair behind his ears.
 
   The highway leading north was freshly paved and had strong, black lines slicing through the middle like thick mascara strokes. Ben went to the highway’s edge and held a hand to his eyes, squinting north and south. He checked his watch again. ‘He shoulda been here two minutes ago.’
 
   ‘Maybe he’s not comin’.’
 
   Ben noted the tinge of hopefulness in Fin’s voice. For a moment, he regretted bringing him, but then he saw the huge semi-truck hauling down the highway towards them. Excitement replaced regret as he pointed. ‘There’s Willard now.’
 
   The truck pulled off to the side of the highway, its huge tires digging ruts into the grass as it ambled to a slow stop. The driver’s large side-door swung open and a thin man dropped down from the cab. He strode towards Ben, an enormous smile stretched over his weathered, greasy face. 
 
   ‘Get in here,’ Willard yawped, giving Ben a huge hug. He slapped him on the back and led him to the front of the semi-truck, which was painted blood red and had white fangs curving up the sides around the grill. ‘What d’ya think?’ he asked.
 
   Ben stared at the truck’s new paint job, wondering how much attention it would garner crossing the Wall. Willard had been delivering to the North for years now, though, so his truck was probably commonplace with the Paranats. ‘Eye catching,’ Ben said apprehensively.
 
    ‘Nothin’ to worry about there, ol’ buddy. I got foolproof compartments for you and Fin. Used ’em to smuggle leadeye some weeks ago without so much as a peep from security.’
 
   ‘Let’s see.’
 
   Willard slid the cargo door up and dragged down the ramp, wedging it into the grass. He led them into the huge back compartment full of gigantic freezers, each letting off its own chilly aura. 
 
   Fin opened one of the freezers and found pounds of steak, hamburgers, cheese, and milk. ‘It’s amazing you don’t get hijacked. People would kill for this.’
 
   ‘I take security measures.’ Willard rolled one of the freezers into the center of the floor and climbed on top of it. He slid a ceiling panel to the side and pulled it seamlessly back into position. Ben was impressed: even if he had known where to look, it would have been impossible to see the break in the material. ‘This’ll be your new home for the next two hours. It ain’t the comfiest’—Willard shrugged—‘but it’ll do fine for two pirates like yourselves.’
 
   Ben stepped forward, prepared to join him on top of the freezer. Willard’s open palm stopped him. 
 
   ‘Hold up. Let’s lay some ground rules here before we go any further. Once we get past the Wall, you two’re on your own. I don’t want to know what the job is or where you’re headed. There’s a stretcha road between the Wall and the city. I think that’s where you should abandon ship. Until then, you don’t get outta that ceiling. My ass is on the line here too. Big time.’
 
   ‘I understand.’
 
   ‘What about you, ringo?’ Willard looked at Fin who stood halfway up the ramp.
 
   ‘Got it.’
 
   Willard smiled. ‘Then let’s get you two snug as bedbugs in ol’ Willard’s mobile motel.’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   After some time riding in the cramped ceiling compartment, Ben’s legs fell asleep and his right arm went numb. Fin’s legs, which were longer than Ben’s, were bent crookedly against the wall as he lay on his stomach. He propped his fists under his chin.
 
   Ben wanted to fall asleep, but his uncomfortable position wouldn’t allow it, and in the darkness, he couldn’t see his watch, so there was no way to tell how long they’d been stuck up there. The only sounds were the semi-truck’s broad tires rolling over the newly paved road and their own breathing, which seemed amplified in the crawl space. At least neither of them were claustrophobic; otherwise this would have been a nightmare, Ben thought. Regardless, he still felt himself getting a little tight around the collar.
 
   Fin finally broke the silence. ‘Have you ever been to Northfork?’ His voice drifted eerily in the darkness.
 
   Ben’s mind filled with images of the beautiful fishing town with its quaint cottages and wobbly docks that hung out over the surrounding lake. He and Jen had once stayed the night in one of those cottages while its owners had been away. It’s where Timothy had been conceived.
 
   ‘I’ve never been,’ he said, not wanting to share his memories with Fin.
 
   ‘Once we’re done with this job, Missy’n I are gonna pay our debts, move out there, claim a plot and live off the fat of the land. I always wished I grew up in a place like that.’ When Ben didn’t respond, Fin kept whispering into the darkness, speaking almost to himself. ‘Can’t wait to be done with this life. Sick of the risk and the stress. So unnecessary. We’ll live the worry-free life out there. Just honest work.’
 
   Ben tried to imagine that, but it was difficult. The only life he’d ever known was full of danger. He imagined he’d get antsy if life was too quiet, but with nothing to compare his current life to, how could he know for sure?
 
   ‘What about you?’ Fin asked. ‘There’s no way you wanna be doin’ this shit forever.’
 
   Ben blinked in the darkness, trying to make out Fin’s shape, crunched like a ball of tinfoil somewhere beside him. The pistol jabbed uncomfortably into his stomach. I want exactly what you have, he almost said, but what came from his lips was, ‘I’m still figurin’ it out.’
 
   ‘Missy forced me to figure it out real quick. Once I did, I never looked back.’
 
   ‘I’m gonna try to get some sleep before we get there,’ Ben said and shuffled around to make it seem like he was trying to find a comfortable sleeping position. After a couple seconds he stopped moving and lay on his back, staring up into pure blackness. As he drifted off to sleep, he could see Jen’s face staring directly back at him.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Ben woke to Fin jabbing his shoulder. ‘We’re slowing down,’ he whispered.
 
   Ben rolled over onto his stomach and listened. Sure enough, the semi-truck had dropped in speed and the road had grown rougher. For several miles, they bumped across a gravelly surface until the truck stopped altogether. Voices outside called to one another. Footsteps circled the semi-truck, followed by Willard’s voice explaining his business with the North and the cargo he carried.
 
   Ben imagined the massive wall, with its thick barbed wire reaching fifteen feet into the air, spanning hundreds of miles, and with outposts every two miles. It was daunting imagining the Paranats with their rifles and black get-ups stalking around the truck, searching for anything that could be construed as suspicious.
 
   Then Willard thanked the guard and they began inching forward once again. Ben let a sigh of relief sift slowly out of his nose, but it was short-lived. A shrill whistle pierced the air and the truck jerked to a stop again. Men ran up to the cab, their voices surrounding the truck, and wrenched open the door. ‘Get out,’ said a muffled voice. Willard asked what the problem was.
 
   ‘We need to see what’s in the back.’
 
   ‘It’s nothin’ but frozen food, but if you insist…’
 
   ‘We insist.’
 
   Footsteps circled the semi-truck and Ben heard Willard unlock the padlock and the cargo door slide up, slamming against the back wall. An ember of light glowed beneath them. Fin started breathing heavily. Ben reached out and gripped his shoulder.
 
   They could hear people walking beneath them opening the freezers and sliding them away from the walls to check the concealed areas. Someone went around the perimeter of the truck slapping the panels with his palm, listening for hollowed out compartments. Ben slipped his hand over the six-shooter’s stock.
 
   ‘Take a look at what I found up front,’ came a voice from the back. 
 
   There was silence for a few seconds until someone said to Willard, ‘Cauterizing Bats are prohibited for anyone to carry but the Para National Guard. Do you want to explain why you’re in possession of one?’
 
   Willard’s voice sounded concerned, though he tried to sound casual. ‘C’mon, fellas. Delivering supplies to the North is dangerous. I gotta have a way to protect myself. You don’t know what it’s like down there. I swear they’ll kill for goods like this.’
 
   The Paranats talked amongst each other for a moment. ‘I don’t want to find you with a Caut Bat again,’ said one of them. ‘We’ll be keeping this one.’
 
   Willard thanked them profusely as he pulled down the backdoor and jammed the lock back into place. His feet crunched over the gravel as he made his way back to the cab and got in, slamming the door shut. A Paranat yelled for him to pull forward. The truck jerked into gear and rolled through the massive barbed wire gate into the North.
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   Ben kicked off the panel and dropped down beside the freezers where the only light available streamed in from beneath the cracks in the cargo door. His numbed limbs filled with blood and pinpricks needled all over his skin as he stretched his knees to his chest and squeezed his hand in and out of a fist. His body was coming alive once again.
 
   Fin dropped beside him, jiggling around to get his circulation going again. ‘What time is it?’ he asked.
 
   Ben bent down, placing his wrist into one of the cracks of light to see his watch. ‘Nine thirty-six.’
 
   Fin looked at his feet for a moment, then said, ‘We must be halfway to New Gravity by now. Still on the flats. I’d say we’ve got another twenty minutes.’
 
   ‘Then it’s time to go.’ Ben undid the latch on the door at the side of the truck and slid it across. The world before them whizzed past: trees, fields of grass and sand, the blue and black highway; they were moving much too fast to leap. He pounded his fist on the wall separating them from the cab. Willard took the hint and slowed close to twenty-five miles an hour.
 
   Ben emptied all the bullets out of the six-shooter and tucked it into the jacket pocket beside his chest. He waited for a grassy stretch at the side of the road, then leapt out, rolling on his side for several feet, trying to keep his head from touching the ground, afraid of splitting his skull against a rock. With blurred vision, he made out Fin drifting through the air, touching down in front of him and rolling until his body hit a tree.
 
   They both got up and dusted themselves off. The semi-truck turned into a flash of white in the distance until it blipped away entirely, as if it had never been there at all.
 
   ‘I think I cracked a rib,’ Fin said, patting himself delicately and wincing whenever his palm touched the left side of his body.
 
   ‘Could be worse. Come on, we gotta get off the highway.’
 
   They delved deeper into the flats so that they couldn’t be easily spotted, all the while keeping the highway in sight. Fresh green grass came up to their knees. Mixed with the grass were small flowers—red, white, and yellow—clinging to thin green stems. Intermittently, they came across patches of sand that were like miniature deserts. They trudged through the sand, leaving deep boot-prints in their wake.
 
   As they walked, Ben reloaded the six-shooter and returned it to its original position in his waistband while Fin continued massaging his bruised ribs.
 
   ‘The worst is over,’ Ben said reassuringly. He could feel himself getting closer to Jen with every step, and when his feet started to ache or blister, he thought of her.
 
   Fin walked grudgingly. Ben could tell he wished he hadn’t come. Every step for Fin was probably one more step away from his goal. Think of the reward, Ben wanted to tell him. But he knew it wouldn’t help. No reward was worth being away from Missy and the baby. Ben understood, or thought he did.
 
   They came across the first building they’d seen since they reached the North—a huge adobe structure planted in the middle of the flats. A blackish-blue road ran from the building to the highway. Since the advent of the hovercar, they’d begun spraying their roads in the North with some blue material that was supposed to enhance the hovering capability, resulting in a weird mixture of black and blue, which from space must look like a great bruise on America, Ben thought.
 
   In front of the building was a cul-de-sac with a mermaid fountain in the center spraying water into the air that cascaded back down her naked body. Fifty or so cars were parked outside the building. People came and went through the building’s glass doors, each carrying a drink and dressed to the nines, talking and laughing with the valet.
 
   Ben and Fin crouched behind the last row of hovercars and watched the building through the window. When the glass doors swung open, Ben could make out the poker, roulette and craps tables, thinking it odd that a casino should be the first thing to be built between the Wall and New Gravity. It had to have been here before the war; now it was most likely a haven for the Paranats who patrolled the Wall.
 
   While Ben watched the people coming in and out of the casino, Fin started working his way down the line of cars, searching for a cheap model without a security system. It took him a while to track one down. Most new hovercars came with top grade security, but some of the first models forfeited security for luxury. Fin found a low trim second-generation model and waved Ben over. By the time Ben reached him, Fin had already forced the lock and had his head buried beneath the steering wheel messing with the wiring. 
 
   Ben stayed low behind the back window and kept lookout while Fin hotwired the vehicle. His eyes ran the length of the building, over a huge glowing sign that read Pearl Flats Casino and stopped at the eaves, which curled like golden lips from the rooftop, and moved on to the sparkling windows that shimmered in the heat of the flats. Cars drove in from the highway while others exited the casino, undoubtedly heading to New Gravity.
 
   ‘How’s it comin’ Fin?’ Ben strained to whisper loud enough so Fin could hear.
 
   ‘Almost done,’ he grunted, shifting uncomfortably on the small floorboard of the hovercar.
 
   Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice growled, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, you little shit.’ 
 
   It was only when he spoke that Ben noticed the man, dressed in a black suit and red tie and wearing highly polished shoes, standing ten feet away.
 
   Fin reared his head out of the hovercar and looked at the man. He shrugged. ‘I need a ride.’
 
   ‘Fucking southie trash,’ the man snarled, rushing towards him, his gleaming shoes slapping on the macadam. 
 
   The man’s eyes widened when he spotted Ben charge at him, shoulder lowered, from behind the car. The gambler bounced off the hovercar with an enormous grunt and reeled sideways, about to stumble. Ben grabbed his tie and pulled him up, then cracked his fist across his jaw, sending the man to the ground, his palms flattened on the pavement, a thin line of bloody drool leaking from his mouth.
 
   Seconds later, the hovercar engine purred into life and Fin crawled over into the passenger seat while Ben rolled the unconscious gambler beneath a nearby car. He slid behind the wheel of the stolen hovercar and slammed the door shut.
 
   ‘I coulda handled him,’ Fin said.
 
   Ben adjusted the seat forward. ‘Guy was twice your size,’ he said, pushing the shifter forward into Drive and causing the car to lift three feet into the air. He leaned forward and peered out the windshield at the casino and surrounding cars, wishing he had the money, fancy clothes, and time to go inside and forget his troubles for a few hours. After this job, I’ll have all three.
 
   Fin buckled up as Ben pulled forward between two parked hovercars. They turned and moved slowly along the back of the lot until they found their way out onto the road leading to the highway. Checking the rearview mirror one last time, Ben leaned back in the seat, enjoying the comfortable imitation leather and the smooth feel of the steering wheel beneath his fingers.
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   New Gravity rose up around them, each new building they encountered appearing as if by magic through the low hanging haze. White, rounded buildings curved through the air like molded teeth. A hovering trolley full of people drifted slowly by, before turning a corner up ahead and disappearing from view. Hovercars full of men, women and children sped along the street, their vehicles almost completely silent while they slid lane to lane as if skating over ice. A truck full of teenagers tailgated them for half a mile before slamming on the gas and flying around them, shouting and flipping them off. Ben glanced up as their blurred faces and fingers sped past.
 
   All along the street, Paranats wearing black bodysuits and helmets set with pale glowing eyepieces walked in groups of two, their heads swinging slowly from one side to the other as they scanned everything in their field of vision. Screens built into the buildings’ walls showed heads of politicians speaking vehemently, eyes aflame. Ben couldn’t hear what they said, but he imagined they spoke out against the south, filling the minds of the young and old with poison. Fin sank lower in his seat as they passed the Paranats, their Caut Bats jangling against their hips.
 
   ‘The blueprints are at N.G. Tech,’ Ben told Fin as they looped around the city towards the business district. He’d been to New Gravity once before and still remembered the layout well enough to navigate. ‘They’re for a hovercraft called the 340-Flytop. We break in, load ’em onto a disc, and we’re gone.’
 
   Ben noticed that the entire city had a greenish tint to it that seemed to seep out of the buildings, the sidewalk, even from the pedestrians using the crosswalk in front of them. He looked at his skin, expecting to see a green mist leaking like poisonous gas.
 
   ‘Can we be gone by tonight? Leave the city right when we get a hold of the blueprints?’ Fin asked.
 
   ‘Yeah, we can leave.’ If Fin wanted to be gone by tonight, then Ben would have to change his schedule in order to see Jen. ‘Let’s go check out N.G. Tech. I got some errands to run afterwards.’
 
   Fin didn’t ask, already knowing the nature of Ben’s errands. Suddenly he motioned for Ben to slow down. Ben pulled along the curb and brought the car to a dead stop. ‘The Playground,’ Fin muttered, nodding to his right. Ben lowered his head to get a better view.
 
   The Playground was a dirt courtyard set between two buildings, with a dais pushed up against the back. A crowd had gathered. Tight-lipped northerners with hands shoved in their pockets watched passively as two Paranats hauled a man onto the dais. They pulled out their Caut Bats and struck his legs, bringing him to his knees. An obese, gray-haired man with enormously flabby cheeks stomped up the steps to join the Paranats. He lifted a giant leg and planted it firmly on the man’s back. As he addressed the crowd, he shoved the man down until his stomach was flattened against the wood. The bloody and bruised eyes of the prone man searched the crowd, silently crying out for help.
 
   ‘Roll down the window,’ Ben told Fin. ‘I wanna hear this.’
 
   ‘This man is a rebel,’ the obese man rumbled in a voice as thick as his body. ‘He attempted to assassinate Buelly two nights ago. He is a traitor to the North, a traitor to his country. All he wants is to destroy the North just as his kind destroyed the south.’ He looked like a gigantic Buddha passing judgment on the world. ‘Buelly tried to protect you, get you southies out of the mess you created for yourselves, and this is how you repay him? With a knife to the stomach?’ He held high a butcher’s knife about six inches in length, its hilt wrapped in tape and cloth. ‘This is the weapon of a murdering primate.’
 
   The captive man made a futile effort to knock the knife out of the obese man’s hands, but the Paranats snagged him by the hair, dragged him to the edge of the dais, and forced his head down on a wooden block. 
 
   ‘He’s a killer!’ the prisoner screamed. ‘He killed thousands and you let him walk your streets.’
 
   ‘We will show you how we deal with assassins,’ the obese man roared, spit flying from his lips.
 
   The prisoner began to weep silently and gave up struggling. A Paranat took up position beside him, his Caut Bat glowing red as if it had been lying in a fire for hours. Then he raised the bat and swung it down on the man’s neck. The cauterized head rolled off the dais into the crowd; the Paranat kicked the body to the side, sprawling the headless man onto his back.
 
   The previously silent crowd erupted, screaming its approval, cheering the obese man and the Paranat executioner. One of the mob grabbed the severed head and held it in the air by the hair, then flung it into the dirt where he was joined by others, stomping on it, stoving in the cheeks, shattering the chin and forehead, until their feet were covered in blood.
 
   ‘Christ,’ Fin whispered. ‘They’re monsters.’
 
   ‘They’re a crowd,’ said Ben, starting up the hovercar and driving away from the Playground, feeling fear for the first time since they’d arrived. At least when he’d lived in Slushland, people hadn’t tried to make excuses for their violence. They hadn’t hidden behind the appearance that they were doing the right thing. The northerners had to be brainwashed to have taken the fat man’s words for gospel like that. He could’ve said anything; he could’ve told them the man had been stopped for jaywalking and deserved to die for it and they’d have done the same.
 
   Ben wondered if the dead man had really tried to assassinate Buelly. He could just have been some unlucky bastard plucked from his family in the south, dragged past the Wall, beaten by Paranats and beheaded as a form of propaganda. 
 
   They traveled to the business district in silence. It didn’t feel right to speak after what they’d witnessed. When they reached N.G. Tech, Ben made a U-turn and parked on the other side of the street. ‘That’s it,’ he said.
 
   The building was in the shape of a dome that flattened out at the top. Curved windows ran along the front, encasing circular automatic doors. Trees were planted outside the entrance, under which sat four picnic tables and benches lining the walkway. A man in a white-collared shirt and wearing a name badge sat at one of the tables, adjusting his glasses as he read the newspaper.
 
   ‘Is that our guy?’ Fin asked.
 
   ‘He’ll do,’ Ben said, nodding and staring at the man, almost pitying him as he ate alone. Inside the foyer, they could see a guard sitting behind the front desk with a bank of televisions playing above his head. He didn’t look like an armed guard, not like the Paranats. He was most likely just for show; the North already had an entire wall covered with armed guards to keep out the trash.
 
   Ben rested a hand on the shifter, the engine purring beneath him, the black and blue road stretching out like an alien pelt. He was so out of place among the northerners; he felt like a caveman transported to the future. Yet for all their technological differences, were the northerners and southerners really so different, Ben wondered. The northerners were convinced that their hatred for the southerners was justified, and that violence was an acceptable way to express their hatred. They had just seen it in action at the Playground. But that poor soul sitting alone at the picnic table would meet the business end of Ben’s violence later on that day. It might be nothing like what had occurred at the Playground, but it would still be unfair on the randomly chosen man. Ben straightened himself up. He couldn’t afford to get sentimental about this. He had a task to complete, and if this N.G. Tech employee could help him out, what other choice did he have?
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   Ben’s knuckles rapped harshly against the old wooden door, echoing out across the yard with its overgrown grass and the garden that hadn’t been weeded in months. Ben stepped back from the door and glanced down the street lined with similar townhouses. He noted with dismay that Jen’s lawn was the ugliest. Did it mean she didn’t care about the house, or about her new man who supposedly looked after her better than he ever could? Did it mean her new man had left her and she was all alone here with Timothy? Maybe she didn’t even live here anymore.
 
   Before heading out to Jen’s, Ben had dropped Fin off at a bar so he could get something to eat. He’d told Fin he wasn’t hungry and was going have a look around N.G. Tech. Fin had stood outside the car door, giving him a knowing look through the glass. On the way to Jen’s, Ben had told himself not to expect anything of her, but it was almost impossible to stop the ideal scenario playing repeatedly in his mind: her clinging to him, begging him with her eyes to be taken back to Milford where they could live the life Ben had always dreamed of.
 
   The door creaked as someone’s body pressed against it to look through the peephole, then the locks slid back and the door opened. Jen stood there staring at Ben, blinking, her mouth half-open, unsure of what to say. Ben realized that for all the times he had gone through this moment in his head, he hadn’t once considered what his first words to her would be. Now the moment had actually arrived, all he said was, ‘Hey, Jen.’
 
   She still didn’t speak, and adjusted herself uncomfortably beside the door. The smell of cooking floated out past her. She wore no make-up and her hair was done up into a bun on the top of her head. An apron hung limply to her knees. She’d never worn an apron before, and last time he’d seen her, her hair had been dyed peroxide white with streaks of blue. Now it was its natural color—a mousy brown. 
 
   ‘Ben,’ she said, finally finding her voice. ‘What are…? I haven’t seen you in…ages.’
 
   ‘I know. I’ve been wantin’ to see you.’ No, not wanting, needing. ‘Can I come in?’
 
   She glanced behind her. ‘I—I don’t know if that’s a good idea.’
 
   ‘Just for a few minutes. Then I’ll be gone.’
 
   She stepped back, opening the door a little wider for him to come inside. He shuffled awkwardly into the foyer, looking around at the walls lined with her paintings. They brought him back to his time at Northfork, when she would wake up early to go out and paint while watching the sun trickle over the water. A table was pushed against the wall with a wilted plant drooping over its pot.
 
   Jen popped her head out the door and quickly checked down the street before closing the door and dead-bolting it behind them. She walked past him, keeping her distance, to the kitchen. Ben followed.
 
   ‘You want something to drink?’ she asked perfunctorily.
 
   ‘Water would be good, thanks.’
 
   As she brought down a glass, she asked, ‘What’re you doing here? In the North.’
 
   ‘I’ve got a job. Just for today. The payoff’s gonna be huge.’ Ben leaned into a seat at the kitchen table.
 
   Jen dropped some ice cubes into the glass. ‘You’re still living that life?’
 
   Ben shook his head. ‘Just this last job and I’m done.’
 
   She ran some water into the glass and put it beside his hand. He watched her fingers slide down the condensation-soaked glass. Her fingernails were unpainted, her skin tanned. ‘There’s only so much risk someone can take until it catches up to them,’ she said.
 
   ‘I told you Jen, I’m done.’ He looked away from a half-finished painting still on an easel in the corner. Instead of sunrises, Jen had been painting the flats, with the rippled expanse of sand and sparse buildings. It looked like she had added the Wall in the distance, hazy and foreboding.
 
   She smiled and gave the slightest laugh. ‘But you’re here, aren’t you? You say you’re done but you’re on a job right now.’ Even her laugh was different.
 
   ‘I had to see you.’
 
   She whipped her head back and let out an exasperated breath. ‘I knew this was coming. I knew…’
 
   ‘I also came to see him—our son.’
 
   The breath died in her throat. ‘If Merrill shows up while you’re here, he’ll kill you.’
 
   ‘I crossed the Wall to see you. I’m not afraid of Merrill.’
 
   Jen motioned towards a room at the back of the house. Ben left his untouched glass sitting in the center of the kitchen table with beads of water gathering around its base and followed her. He noticed the tattoo on her leg; he’d almost forgotten about that. He pictured tracing his finger over the black lines, leaning in to kiss it as she’d lain over their bed. The tattoo screamed defiance and rebelliousness and contrasted sharply with her housewife’s apron and pot full of stew, as if she was working hard to be someone else. 
 
   Light streamed into the room through the window. In the center was an antique crib, above which danced a homemade mobile.
 
   ‘How old is he?’ Ben whispered, looking down at Timothy.
 
   ‘Fourteen months.’
 
   He hadn’t been sure how he’d feel when he saw the boy. He knew there’d be something, some kind of untapped emotion, but not this. He bit his tongue to keep from crying. A rock sank in his throat, lodging itself behind the Adam’s apple. Timothy’s wispy hair was brown like his own, and he had big blue eyes like his mother. Ben bent down and scooped him out of the crib without waking him. He’d missed out on so much time with him. The boy didn’t know his father; he had no idea that these arms that held him were of the same blood.
 
   ‘Come back with me,’ Ben said suddenly, overcome with emotion. Jen’s face fell. ‘We can create a new life. I can take care of both of you. Once this job’s done, I’ll have everything we need. We can go anywhere. We don’t need to stay in Milford.’
 
   ‘Ben...’ Jen took Timothy from his arms and instinctively began rocking him slowly. ‘My life is here. Timothy’s father is here.’
 
   ‘Merrill ain’t his father.’
 
   ‘Not by blood, no, but in every other way. Timothy already thinks of him as his dad.’
 
   ‘You can’t do this, Jen. I’m Timothy’s dad. It’s not right to just take him away from me.’
 
   Jen stepped back, sensing the anger growing inside Ben. ‘What you’re doing now isn’t right. Why are you here? Did you come just to turn my world upside down and then leave? That’s not fair, Ben. You’re putting us in danger just by being here.’
 
   ‘Not fair? While we’re on the subject of fair, why don’t we consider my role in this? I never get to see my son. I never get to see you. I won’t see him grow up into a man. I could pass him on the street one day and wouldn’t know it. I want to take care of both of you, don’t you get that? We loved each other once, enough to create this child. We can get all that back.’ Ben felt like a different person as he spoke. No longer was he the silent smuggler stalking the Boneyard; now he was a man stripped bare, almost to the bone.
 
   Jen lowered Timothy into the crib. He rolled onto his side, sleeping peacefully, unconcerned with the tension mounting in the nursery. ‘No we can’t. I don’t want anything back. I’m happy here,’ she whispered.
 
   Ben wanted to scream; he wanted to call her a cheating bitch, hurl the rocking chair against the wall, punch through the window with his fist; he wanted to show her his anger, show her that he could be powerful if he wanted to be. But it all faded at the thought of waking Timothy. The baby didn’t deserve to be caught in the middle of their discord. Ben squeezed the bridge of his nose, fighting to hold back his anger.
 
   ‘You should leave,’ Jen said. ‘Before Merrill gets home.’
 
   She waited for him to exit the nursery, as if she was afraid to leave Ben and Timothy alone in the same room. I’m not goin’ to kidnap my own boy, he thought spitefully.
 
   He walked through the kitchen, where the untouched glass of water glistened in its own puddle, to the front door. With a hand on the doorknob, he stopped and looked back at her standing in the center of the foyer on the frayed rug. It had been so long ago that they’d made love in the cabin in Northfork, that they’d spent time together relaxing in each other’s company without the need for talk to ruin it. Outwardly, this Jen was a different person, but Ben didn’t think people really changed all that much. The girl he had loved was still there, he was sure of it. Jen just needed to let her out. Did he still love her? He didn’t know—but it didn’t matter. He wanted to be with her; love would follow as it had in the past.
 
   She unbolted the front door and opened it for him. He left without a word, heaving himself down the townhouse steps to the path leading to the hovercar. He heard the door shut and lock behind him. The rock in his throat had grown larger and his eyes felt like they might burst at any moment. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt such emotion.
 
   He got in the car and started the engine. The entire thing felt like a dream. It had all happened so fast. The memory was barely there, but the feelings were strong, the feelings of rejection and failure. He watched the sun set in the distance. The sight rapidly brought him back to the present: he was in the North and he had a task to complete, a task at which he couldn’t fail.
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   Ben and Fin sat in silence as they followed the bleeding red lights of the N.G. Tech employee’s vehicle gliding quietly through the empty streets. The night was beautiful. Distant mountains topped with blinking blue and green lights towered over the circular buildings of New Gravity. 
 
   As they pulled into the neighborhood, Ben handed Fin the six-shooter. Fin sat it across his leg that bounced up and down with nervous anticipation. He’d told Ben that he’d had a few shots to steady his nerves in the bar where Ben had picked him up. But he could handle his liquor well—that was something Ben liked about Fin, though it had been several months since they’d drank together. Ben gritted his teeth and tried not to think about Jen. He had to keep his mind focused on the task at hand. 
 
   The vehicle up ahead slowed and turned into the driveway of a darkened house. Ben jerked to a halt behind the man’s car. Its back door was wide open and the man had his head buried in the back seat as he retrieved things to bring inside. Fin leapt out, gun drawn, and ran over to the man who pulled his head out to see what was going on. When he saw Fin, he froze, wide-eyed.
 
   ‘Get in or die on the curb,’ Fin said calmly. The man didn’t move, so Fin grabbed him by the shirt and shoved him towards the road. ‘Do it now or I swear I’ll shoot you in the face.’
 
   With a trembling hand, the man fumbled with the door handle and got inside the stolen hovercar, pressured by the pistol hovering inches from his temple. Fin slid inside and slammed the door shut. He faced the man, leveling the gun at his chest. 
 
   It was Ben’s turn to speak. ‘What’s your name?’
 
   The man’s eyes darted frantically from Ben to Fin. His lips quivered, unable to produce any sound.
 
   ‘What’s your name?’ Ben asked firmly. ‘I ain’t askin’ again.’
 
   Slowly, the man mustered his courage and stammered, ‘R-R-R-Rick.’
 
   ‘Rick, we don’t want to hurt you, but we will if we need to. We’ve come a long way and a shit like you isn’t much of an obstacle. Are you goin’ to cooperate with us?’
 
   Rick didn’t say anything.
 
   ‘Answer him.’ Fin pushed the pistol forward until it nearly touched Rick’s nose.
 
   In the rearview mirror, Ben saw Rick nod faintly. He looked close to passing out. Ben wouldn’t have been surprised if he had pissed himself. ‘Stay with us Rick,’ he said. ‘This’ll all be over soon. It can end with you dead in a ditch or alive and healthy.’
 
   Ben put on the gas and pulled away from Rick’s house, moving carefully down the street, checking the side mirrors to see if anyone had noticed them. He looked at Rick in the rearview mirror once again. ‘You’re an employee at N.G. Tech, isn’t that right?’
 
   Another desperate nod.
 
   ‘Tell us where the blueprints are kept.’
 
   At first Rick looked confused, like that was the last question he expected. ‘I…’ he began, before breaking down. ‘Oh, God, please don’t hurt me.’
 
   Fin lunged forward with his fist and smacked Rick on the side of the head. ‘We don’t have all fuckin’ day! If you haven’t told us everything by the time we get there, I’m going to shoot your dick off.’
 
   ‘I–I don’t know where they’re kept. Transcribing, that’s all I do, I swear.’
 
   ‘C’mon, Rick, put some thought into it. Where d’they keep the blueprints? I know you got an idea,’ Ben said, his eyes flickering from the rearview mirror to the street.
 
   ‘I don’t…I don’t know!’
 
   ‘Don’t bullshit us! Remember now or we’re pulling over and dumping you.’
 
   Rick cowered, hands raised beside his head, tears streaming down his cheeks. He wailed, ‘The third floor. They keep hard copies in storage on the third floor. It’s a room on the…the east wing marked rec–records.’
 
   Fin snatched Rick’s nametag from his chest. ‘Can this get us access to the room?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ he sobbed. ‘That’ll get you anywhere in the building.’
 
   The shadows passing over them hid Ben’s smile. Hard copies? They wouldn’t even have to waste time hacking into a computer and loading it onto a disc.
 
   He turned into the alley beside N.G. Tech and said, ‘That’s great, Rick. That wasn’t all that hard. But if we find out that anythin’ you told us is a lie, we’re going to kill you when we get back. Now, is there somethin’ you want to change before we go up there?’
 
   With his hands still covering his face, Rick moaned, ‘It’s all true, I swear to you I’m not lying. Just let me go home.’
 
   ‘We will.’ Ben stopped the car in the center of the alley with N.G. Tech on their left. ‘Once we’re done.’ He glanced at Fin in the rearview mirror and gave him a barely noticeable nod. 
 
   Fin fired and Rick screamed as a tranq bullet thudded into his chest. He immediately slumped over, unconscious. Fin patted his cheek. ‘Go to sleep now, worker bee.’
 
   They locked Rick in the car and started climbing the fire escape ladder that followed the circular slope of the building. Ben led the way, glancing back every few rungs to make sure nobody was watching them from the street. He checked his watch. It was nearly ten p.m.—early for something like this, but he and Fin had grown desperate. Both wanted to get the hell out of the North, and they were willing to take risks to ensure that that happened sooner rather than later.
 
   They reached the top of the ladder, but before jumping over the railing onto the roof, Ben heard footsteps and stopped. His heart rammed rapidly, clawing like a shovel against his chest. He waved a hand to Fin. Slow down.
 
   He peered over the rail. The guard they had seen that morning was leaning against the fire escape smoking—Ben sniffed—weed. The guard’s eyes were closed as he exhaled the thick smoke into the wind. Ben’s eyes searched the rest of the roof to make sure the guard was alone.
 
   ‘Tranq gun,’ he whispered. Fin handed him the pistol.
 
   Ben watched, waiting for the guard to look away. Finally, when the joint was smoked down to its butt, the guard dropped it to the ground and began stomping it out. Ben jerked upwards with the pistol in both hands, aimed as quickly as he could, and fired. The guard slunk down without even looking up.
 
   They stepped over him and found the fire escape door locked. Ben dropped beside the guard and checked his belt and pockets for keys. He found them empty save for two condoms and a baggie of pot. A noise, metal tearing from metal, pulled his attention away from the guard. Fin stood on the far side of the door holding a fist-sized security camera, wires spiraling from its squared face, red light dimming beneath the black eyepiece. ‘They haven’t upgraded security in this building in years. Still using varifocal cameras.’
 
   Ben checked the area around the door and found a square box with a small retina scanner in its center. He glanced back at the guard who lay on his side, face to the ground. ‘Help me lift him.’
 
   Fin tossed the security camera aside and bent down near the guard’s shoulder. Together they hoisted him up and propped him against the door. Holding him under the armpits, they shimmied him to the side until his face was directly in front of the retina scanner. Ben peeled open the guard’s eye as they eased him forward. The scanner glowed red for several seconds, before lighting up green and the heavy deadlocks slid out of place. With his other hand, Ben grabbed the door handle and pulled it open a few inches to keep it from locking them out. Then he eased the guard down on his back and used his legs to prop open the door.
 
   They ran down the steps to the third floor, hurrying along the white tiled hallway. Dim lights glowed in the ceiling, barely bright enough to create shadows. Each door was pale gray with golden lettering in the center; they passed doors marked Recovery, Finance, Innovations, and Tech, until they finally came to Records at the end of the hall. Fin took the badge from around his neck and slid it over the white keypad. It made a tiny beep, lit up green, and the door audibly unlocked.
 
   The room was full of cabinets and closets. Fin went around the room’s perimeter, tearing security cameras from the walls, and when he found one he couldn’t reach, he smashed its lens with a chair. Ben began working on the cabinets. Most could be wrenched open, and the closet doors kicked in, though he had to pick the lock on a couple of them, a trick he’d learned from Townes in the orphanage.
 
   They poured through various blueprints, throwing checked ones into the center of the room. Moving through the closets on the left, Ben murmured, ‘Three-forty-fly-top,’ again and again, as if that would force the correct blueprints to appear. He ripped through sheets of blue and white paper that looked like they were written in a foreign language. The images were impossible to understand, revealing technology that hadn’t yet been introduced to the public, including plans for a floating city. But eventually, underneath them all, he spotted a green cylinder with the word HOVERCRAFT printed on its side. He grabbed it for a closer look. On the cylinder cap, in small lettering, he read 340-Flytop. ‘Found it,’ he said aloud.
 
   Fin stopped scrambling through reams of paper and sprinted over. Ben passed the cylinder for him to double-check. After a quick examination, Fin grunted his confirmation. ‘This is it.’
 
   Back on the roof, they found the guard still out cold, his limp legs holding the door open. Frigid night air ushered inside the stairwell as they stepped over his body and began scaling the fire escape without bothering to shut the door. The ladder clanked against the side of the building as they made their way back down into the alley. Fin reached the ground first and ran towards the hovercar. But just as Ben eased himself off the ladder, he heard, ‘Oh shit,’ tumble from Fin’s throat.
 
   One of the hovercar’s windows had been shattered; there was glass all over the floor of the alley and backseat of the car. The employee was gone. 
 
   Streams of fear pulsed through Ben’s veins. ‘C’mon,’ he whispered, grabbing Fin’s shoulder.
 
   A car screeched up to the alley’s entrance and a huge floodlight fell over them. Ben crouched with his hand over his eyes as Fin threw open the car door to act as a barrier between him and the Paranats.
 
   An unintelligible and static-coated voice blared from a loudspeaker, followed by a piercing ringing sound.
 
   Ben’s eyes adjusted to the light and was able to make out two Paranats getting out of the far side of their car, weapons not yet drawn. The mounted floodlight dangled over their own car, showering Ben and Fin with light.
 
   ‘To hell with this,’ Fin muttered through the ringing noise. He pulled out his pistol, dropped lower behind the stolen hovercar, and, steadying the gun’s muzzle on the doorframe, began firing. The streets rang with gunfire, yells and screams. Ben found he had pulled out his own gun and opened fire while scuttling round to the back of the hovercar. With a piercing explosion, the floodlight shattered, scattering glass all over the macadam, and plunging the alley into black darkness as gunshots echoed in their ears.
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   Blood leaked from Ben’s leg all over the front porch of the townhouse. He leaned against the wall beside the door trying not to look at his soaked jeans while Fin remained in the car out on the road, keeping lookout. With all the blood he’d lost, Ben didn’t know if he could make it to the Wall, much less to the flats where Tesh was waiting to pick them up.
 
   Jen opened the door and he practically fell inside.
 
   ‘Ben,’ she gasped. ‘Oh no! Damn it, Ben, why did you come back here? Why are you bleeding?’
 
   ‘Gunshot. I gotta be stitched up. Where’s Merrill?’
 
   Jen glanced nervously back at the nursery. ‘You need to leave, Ben.’
 
   ‘Not without bein’ stitched up. I’ll bleed out.’
 
   He groped his way to the kitchen and sat down heavily on one of the chairs. He leaned down, wincing, and rolled his pants leg up to the knee. The bullet had sliced the side of his calf, tearing open the skin, leaving an open, oozing gash. Blood crusted over his leg hair in dark red clumps. With a careful thumb, he grazed the side of the wound. ‘The bastards shot me.’
 
   With one hand on the tabletop, Jen dropped down beside his knees and said softly, ‘Ben, you’ve got to leave. They’re in the house.’
 
   As the weight of her words hit him, the nursery door swung open and the obese man they’d seen at the Playground stepped out. Ben staggered up, knocking over the chair, and whipped out his pistol.
 
   The obese man held out a massive hand. The flesh on his fingers sagged and wobbled. ‘I wouldn’t pull that trigger. Not until you weigh the consequences.’
 
   Behind the fat man appeared a Paranat, Caut Bat dangling at his hip and clutching Timothy by the back of his onesie and holding him in the air as if he were holding a pup by the scruff.
 
   ‘No!’ Jen shrieked. She leapt towards the Paranat, who easily swept her aside with his one free arm. Her hip cracked against the tiles. Slowly, she eased herself up with both hands not taking her eyes from Timothy who was wailing helplessly.
 
   ‘Don’t hurt him,’ Ben said, holding an open hand out to them.
 
   The obese man glanced back at Timothy, then to Ben, and said, ‘What we do with him depends on what you do with that gun.’
 
   Timothy’s bawling filled the room. His face was red and contorted as spittle bubbled from his plump lips. His huge eyes were swimming with tears that streamed down his cheeks. Ben lowered the gun to the ground.
 
   ‘Smart decision,’ said the fat man, stepping forward and picking up the gun. He handed it to the Paranat who holstered it. Turning to Jen, he said, ‘Your contribution to the safety of New Gravity will be rewarded. If only the rest of our citizens were as loyal as you.’
 
   Jen, still on the floor, half-sobbing, looked at Ben and shook her head, mouthing I’m sorry. She floundered on the floor, helpless and broken, her sorrowful eyes flicking from Ben to Timothy.
 
   ‘I’ll do whatever you want,’ Ben said.
 
   ‘Take him out to the yard,’ the obese man commanded the Paranat. ‘We’ll show him the only fate that befalls traitors.’
 
   The Paranat nodded and stepped past the man’s wide frame, dropping Timothy on the kitchen table as he went by. Jen was on her feet, scrambling past everyone like they didn’t exist, and snatched up Timothy, cradling the weeping child in her arms.
 
   Ben walked towards the front door with the Paranat’s rough hand on his shoulder. ‘Move,’ came a muffled voice from behind the Paranat’s black mask. Their shadows fell across the floor. Trying not to tremble, Ben opened the door into the cool night air, lit only by speckles of lamplight along the street. He stepped over the bloodstained porch that reminded him of his pulsing wound, and began down the steps. He could hear the Paranat and the fat man follow him.
 
   When he reached the lawn, a gunshot lit up the night. Ben jerked forward, ducking and spinning around, expecting to die at any moment. Behind him, the fat man thudded onto the porch, a bullet hole between his eyes. Blood sprayed the door like a Rorschach blot. The Paranat watched him go down, dumb with shock. Seeing his chance, Ben ripped the Caut Bat from his side and swung it with both hands against the side of the Paranat’s head. A crack shivered across the black mask. Ben swung again even harder, bringing the Paranat to the ground. Blinded with rage and anger and fear, he stepped over the Paranat and drove the bat down again and again onto his helmet until it shattered into a pile of black, glassy shards. A hand stopped the bat in mid-flight. ‘He’s dead,’ said Fin behind him.
 
   Ben panted, shoulders hunched over, anger subsiding. Fin slipped the bat from his hands, put it between a belt loop, and handed Ben the pistol. ‘It’s time to go.’
 
   Ben replied with a nod. Before getting into the stolen hovercar, he took a last look at the townhouse. Jen held Timothy against her chest, shielding his infant eyes from the carnage that encircled them. 
 
   For the first time, Ben understood. He couldn’t be Timothy’s father and he couldn’t be Jen’s lover. Violence followed him, no matter where he went.
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   They ditched the car two miles away from the Wall and headed towards it on foot. Blood leaking from Ben’s leg tailed them like a red snake over the flats. He’d tied off his calf with a strip of cloth, but it had little effect on the blood flow. Every hundred feet or so, Fin stopped to help Ben hobble feebly along, encouraging him with words he felt sure were lies. ‘We’re gonna make it. Once we cross the Wall, it’ll be no problem. Tesh will be waiting. He’ll get you to a doctor, and then home to rest. Look, I can see lights from the Wall up ahead.’
 
   They really struggled for the last mile. Ben, despondent, dizzy, and growing colder by the minute, wanted nothing more than to sleep until he was home with his leg patched up and finished with the smuggling life. He looked at the bloodstained cylinder clutched in his hand; he’d risked so much for a couple of sheets of paper, though he knew that the blueprints weren’t the real reason he’d accepted the job.
 
   He’d thought he knew Jen. Maybe she had changed. Maybe the old Jen really didn’t exist—not anymore.
 
   The Wall, hostile and impenetrable, stood a hundred yards away with one sentry tower in sight, all twisting metal stretching upward like a demon on stilts. Ben and Fin hunkered down in a small outcrop of trees and searched the tower for any sign of a guard.
 
   ‘If we’re quick enough we can get to the Wall, cut through, and reach the woods before anyone’s the wiser,’ Fin whispered.
 
   Further along, workers had begun fortifying the chain-link with concrete. From where Ben and Fin were, the Wall looked like a half-finished papier mâché project.
 
   Ben nodded lazily, unable to think of a better plan. At that moment, he didn’t care if he lived or died, just so long as sleep came soon. Fin hoisted Ben to his feet. ‘I need you to find one last burst of energy. Got it?’ He shook Ben when he didn’t respond.
 
   ‘Got it,’ Ben muttered, hoping the adrenaline would kick in soon. Blood was squelching around inside his boot, weighing him down.
 
   Fin pulled out the Caut Bat, then the pistol, which he almost handed to Ben before thinking better of it. ‘I’ll do the work. Just keep up.’
 
   Ben nodded.
 
   Together, they ran across the flats towards the tower lit by massive floodlights in its rafters. Ben glimpsed a Paranat’s head skulking beneath the lights, not yet aware of their presence. Sharp spires curved from the tower’s head like a crown, dull red lights blinking incessantly at the tip of each spire. By the time they reached the silver legs of the tower, the sound of sirens and a man’s shouts filled the air. Fin aimed wildly and fired; the bullet rang shrilly against the metal. They ran beneath the tower; Fin shot up into the floorboards, and when they reached the other side, only twenty feet from the Wall, he turned and fired again, the bullet clinking against the tower’s metal body.
 
   Fin unhooked the Caut Bat and used it to cut through the thick chain-link. It glowed orange-red as slivers of metal fell into the dirt like severed fingers. Ben slumped against the side of the Wall, the chain-link sinking with his weight. Sirens roared all round them, deafening, shearing the night in half as spotlights broke the darkness. Ben took the gun and fired drunkenly towards the tower, keeping the Paranat at bay. It took two minutes of slicing at the Wall before Fin created a hole large enough for them to squeeze through. 
 
   He threw the bat aside and shoved Ben towards the hole, pressing his head down and pushing his buttocks with both hands. ‘Go,’ he said through his teeth.
 
   Ben clambered through, fingers digging into the dirt and grass, crawling on his belly, ignoring the pain shooting through his entire body as the world spun before him, when Fin screamed and everything went sharp and clear. Ben stopped and turned, face to face with Fin’s pained grimace. It was the expression of a man who knew his fate. Then Ben noticed the two barbs protruding from Fin’s heel, attached to which were thick silver tethers that ran up to the sentry tower.
 
   ‘Get to Tesh,’ Fin called out and turned to pull the barbs from his heels. But the tethers went taut. Fin froze, then turned to look at Ben, his eyes glistening and his face showing only regret, pained regret.
 
   Ben lunged back towards the hole and grabbed Fin’s forearms, holding him tightly as the tethers tugged his legs. ‘Fin,’ he pleaded, ignoring his own pain. ‘I got you.’ But Fin’s arms slipped through his fingers, his skin slick with sweat. Ben dug his nails in, leaving red track marks down Fin’s forearms as the tethers jerked again, more forcefully than before. 
 
   Fin’s fingers meshed into his. ‘Take care of her, Ben,’ he said, his voice sounding frantic now, panicked. Then the tethers yanked him across the dirt and upwards, halting several feet above the ground, suspending Fin upside down in midair. His arms hung down beside his head, his shirt spilling over his face to reveal his stomach heaving in and out, gulping down air as blood from the barbs ran down his legs.
 
   At last Ben got the adrenaline shot that he needed and he bolted upright, forgetting all about his pulsing wound and loss of blood. He sprinted as fast as he could away from the Wall and the North that only brought death. Through his blurred vision, he saw the dark mass of forest in front of him, and the moon smudged in the sky like God’s thumbprint. A prop plane cut through a dark cloud.
 
   Ben sobbed as he ran, blocking out the noise of the roaring sirens, unable to control himself. He sobbed for the loss of Jen and his own son, and for Missy and her child that would grow up without its father. He sobbed because he knew he was to blame for everything.
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   Joe’s nose dripped with blood as he shoved shirts, pants, socks, and an extra pair of shoes into his tattered backpack. With a hand clamped over his nostrils, he returned to the door and listened to his mother and her boyfriend talking in the living room. He tightened his lips, trying to keep silent; his heart pounded in his chest; his face ached.
 
   His mother was crying, consoled by Terrance, her boyfriend of six months, who spoke quiet words into her ear. Joe leaned closer to the door, placing his forehead flat against the half-rotten wood, shuffling his feet sideways.
 
   ‘He’s gotta go.’ Terrance’s voice carried clearly through the thin layer of wood, even though he was whispering into Sarah’s ear. ‘He’s nineteen…’
 
   ‘Eighteen,’ Sarah sobbed.
 
   ‘Still too old to be in his mother’s house, livin’ off her kindness. He’s gotta go out and, you know, make a name for himself. It’s for his own good,’ he urged.
 
   ‘I know,’ she said between sobs. ‘I know he needs to leave. Tomorrow. Tomorrow morning I’ll tell him.’
 
   ‘What will you tell him?’
 
   ‘I’ll tell him.’ Her voice quailed before regaining some of its strength. ‘I’ll tell him to leave. I’ll tell him to get out of my house.’
 
   Joe stepped back from the door, wincing and grinding his teeth. He grabbed his bed sheet and pressed the cloth against his nostrils. When he brought it away, the sheet had two splotches of bright red blood that blended perfectly with the sheet’s other stains.
 
   An hour ago, he’d come home to find Terrance unloading a new baggie of drugs—serratone, judging by its milky color—from his pocket onto the kitchen table. His mother had been standing watching him, like a muted ghost, her thinning hair hanging down by her cheeks, framing eyes that craved something she hadn’t had in years.
 
   ‘What the hell is that?’ Joe had asked, tossing his tool belt on the couch and pointing at the baggie full of powder and small milky bulbs.
 
   ‘What d’you think?’ Terrance mumbled absently, not paying any attention to him as he examined one of the bulbs with a shaking hand.
 
   ‘Did you buy that with our money?’ Joe knew the answer to the question before he asked. Money didn’t come easily, and he was lucky if he could find an odd job each day, and even luckier if the employer paid him for his work. They needed all they could get for rent, food, and clothes.
 
   ‘What’s it matter? They’re bought. It’s done.’
 
   Joe had looked into his mother’s frightened eyes. He knew she wasn’t frightened of the drugs that had become commonplace when Terrance moved in; she was afraid because she knew her son wouldn’t let go of something that bothered him, and because she knew Terrance had a temper, especially if he was being corrected.
 
   ‘You want drugs, why don’t you go out and earn your own money. I’m tired of feeding your habits,’ Joe had said. He’d turned to his mother. ‘How can you settle with this? Don’t you remember Dad.’
 
   ‘I…Joe…’ his mother had begun, but her voice died pathetically in her throat.
 
   ‘Please, Mom, we need to get back to how things used to be.’
 
   His mother had looked away from him, watching her feet and worn hands, dusty bones inside ragged flesh. Joe thought he saw a tear roll down her cheek, then realized it was only a trick of the light.
 
   Terrance had risen to his full height, zipping up the baggie so the white bulbs wouldn’t slip out, and put a hand flat on the table, his eyes full of anger. Joe recognized that look from the times when Terrance would come home drunk and start throwing chairs and glasses against the wall, screaming that he wasn’t appreciated by anybody in this hellhole of an apartment. Joe had seen Terrance’s strength, the ease with which he hurled objects so forcefully that they shattered on impact. And he was tall—at least three inches taller than Joe.
 
   ‘Sarah, I don’t like the way your son’s speakin’ to me. This boy oughta learn his place.’
 
   ‘Terrance,’ she whispered. ‘Please…’
 
   ‘Not this time, Sarah. It’s about time me and this boya yours settled our diff’rences.’
 
   Joe stood his ground, even when Terrance had him by the hair and slammed him against the counter, bringing a fist down so hard against his eye that Joe thought he might be permanently blinded. Sarah screamed and sobbed at the same time, backing into a corner of the room, her mouth webbed with spit. Joe kicked and swung as hard as he could against Terrance’s face, but even his strongest punch couldn’t deter the giant of a man. Gasping for air, dripping blood over the carpet, Joe had retreated to his room and locked the door, an interloper in his own home.
 
   He checked his reflection in a mirror. A thick purple and yellow ring enveloped his bloodshot eye. His disheveled hair stuck out on the left, the spot where Terrance had almost lifted him clean off the floor. Terrance was right: Joe needed to get out of here. Home was no longer home. Hell Paso had nothing to offer him anymore. His mother had changed. Terrance had filled her mind with lies and her body with drugs. The memory of Joe’s father had been evicted: all his pictures had been removed from the wall when Terrance moved in; they lay in a pile in Joe’s room.
 
   The only relationship he really had was with his mother. It was certainly the only one of any importance to him. Now she had abandoned him for this druggie slacker. Ever since his father had gone off to war, she had been slipping bit by bit, distancing herself from Joe. He wasn’t sure why, and when he asked, she wouldn’t give him a straight answer. Eventually he had stopped asking, in the hope that she would come round. Now he saw clearly that she wouldn’t. She was lost, lost, lost, and he was sick of trying to find her.
 
   Joe went to his dresser and pulled out his brown leather jacket. It fit snugly when he zipped it up to his neck. Slipping off his tennis shoes, he replaced them with boots, sliding the jeans over the faux alligator skin. His tool belt still lay on the couch. Joe desperately wanted to retrieve it, but that would mean going into the living room, seeing Terrance and his mother, and that wasn’t an option. He would find tools somewhere else. Maybe he could steal some from an auto shop on the way to Slushland. The other day he’d seen a job advertisement in the paper; someone there was looking for a new mechanic: Experience a must. Hard working, a necessity. Joe thought he fit the bill and had already considered giving it a shot. This fight had been just what he needed to help him make up his mind.
 
   He heaved up the crooked window, letting a draught of cold air waft through the room. He leaned out and took a deep breath. One story down, the near empty parking lot was flooded with damp yellow light, while jaundiced trash eddied around. Joe pulled his head back into the room and grabbed his backpack from the bed. He was dismayed to find that all his useful possessions—his entire life—fitted into that backpack. 
 
   He could hear raised voices and creaking chairs in the living room as Terrance and Sarah moved around; the rusted couch springs groaned as someone sank into its stained cushions.
 
   Joe slid his arms into the straps of his backpack, secured the buckle around his chest, and checked he had the keys in his jeans pocket. He crawled through the open window, easing his foot onto a drainpipe that wobbled beneath his weight. His other foot found a small ledge, barely more than a crevice, and he began lowering himself, shimmying down the pipe. A displaced bird’s nest tumbled over his chest, leaving a dusty stain on his brown jacket.
 
   Soon, he reached the bottom, his boots thudding on the concrete. The wind had picked up again, the blustering dead winds of Hell Paso that wound in from the empty vastness of Mexico. The town had nothing left to offer and he had nothing left to give. It was time to go.
 
   Joe gripped the handlebars of his motorcycle. That it was his motorcycle was, at that time, a contested idea, at least in Terrance’s mind. Joe’s father had left the motorcycle behind when he went to war. When he didn’t come back, Joe took to rebuilding it until it ran like a top and roared like a bull. But Terrance had claimed the bike after he started going out with Sarah. He didn’t see the bike as something Joe inherited from his father. Instead, he saw it as Sarah’s ex-husband’s, just another of the dead man’s relics that was up for grabs.
 
   Joe pushed the motorcycle across the parking lot to the street so they wouldn’t hear the roar of the engine. He thought of his mother, acknowledged how difficult it must have been for her to raise a kid without a husband. It probably was a relief to have a man around the house again, even if he was filth. Life would be easier for her without having to worry about her boyfriend and her son fighting each other. Joe leaving was best for everyone—he had to believe that, or else his plan wouldn’t stick. Once he was gone, he was gone. 
 
   He mounted the motorcycle, fumbled the key into the ignition, and turned it. The engine rumbled beneath him, filling the cool air with a low growl. Silhouettes moved behind lighted curtains; moths beat against the bulbous floodlights; the trash carried on rolling like urban bindweed. Leaning to one side, Joe put his foot onto the pedal and took a good look around. He’d thought about this moment for a long time. Now that it was finally here, he found himself choking down all his second guesses. With a silent goodbye, he pulled out of the parking lot into the dark, pockmarked street and rode off. 
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   Joe woke to the sun peeking over a distant hill, its light filtering through the tree where he lay casting shifting shadows over his body. He had traveled through the night, his main concern being to distance himself from his old life as fast as he could, before  pulling off a good distance from the highway. The last thing he wanted was some renegade traveler spotting him while he slept and making off with his motorcycle—and, possibly, his life.
 
   He patted his chest with both hands and suddenly felt very exposed. He was wearing only his jeans and boots. Then he remembered; he had stripped off his jacket and shirt to make a pillow. He grinned, thankful to be alone when he looked so ridiculous. He stood up slowly, brushing back his oily hair with his hand, reminded of when he went camping before the war. Back then it had been him, his mother and father, and sometimes a friend from school if his parents felt like having company. But mostly it had just been the three of them camping in their small tent beside Ascarate Lake for the weekend. Fishing had always been the first order of business each day, when Joe would help his father catch and gut the fish while his mother would sit in a lawn chair beside the lake drinking margaritas and watching them. Things had changed so drastically, and the bitch of it was, he had no control over any of it.
 
   He needed water. He walked along the highway until he found what used to be a lake, now more of a pond, and dipped his head into the water. He wished he could afford a motel, but he only had enough money for gas and maybe a little food for the trip. He’d accepted the fact that for the next few months he’d be living hand to mouth, but how was that any different than life back home? At least now he was free to do what he wanted.
 
   After giving himself a quick wash with the murky water, he tugged on his shirt and threw the jacket over his shoulder. His bike, perched in the tree’s shade, was cool to the touch. Cracks were forming in the leather seat, but even so, it was an obvious improvement over the cheap pleather used on foreign rigs. Joe ran his thumb over the slight indentations, thankful that his bike wasn’t showing any serious signs of wear.
 
   The engine roared into life, sending leaves and dirt skittering across the hard ground. Joe secured the backpack’s strap around his chest and checked the gas gauge that showed only a quarter of the tank remaining. He tapped the smudged glass, pursing his lips, and for the first time, worried about making it all the way to Slushland. The nearest gas station could be ten miles away, or a hundred. He had no choice but to keep traveling on.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   The nearest gas station turned out to be a squat building fifty-nine miles from where Joe had stopped to sleep. He pulled beneath its broken awning, which peppered the ground underneath with spots of bright light, and parked beside a pump marked ‘6’.
 
   The windows of the gas station were boarded up, marred with graffiti and coated in a layer of mold. Joe hoped the place wasn’t deserted. He didn’t know how much further his bike could carry him. It’d been a long time since he had pushed the bike to its limits of gas capacity, and he wasn’t sure of its breaking point.
 
   He loosened the backpack strap from around his chest and slid off the bike to check the fuel pump. A nervous chill shot through him when he discovered the patches of rust on the nozzle signaling that the pump was dry. He pulled the trigger slowly and shook it. Nothing. ‘Shit,’ he mumbled, slapping the nozzle back into the pump’s holster.
 
   Before venturing up to the building’s entrance, he took a look around the deserted station. A square, flat lot took up most of the space to the right of the building. A deep gash cut through the lot’s concrete like a wound. Buried in the grass were some old tires and rusted bits of abandoned vehicles, torn apart, strewn about. Joe wondered about the half-mangled chassis sunk in the grass several yards away. From the looks of it, the chassis had belonged to a larger vehicle, most likely a van. Had a family once taken road trips, possibly to Florida, in that van—a family with two kids and two happy parents, singing traveling songs as they drove lazily along the open road, en route to better times?
 
   Joe tried the gas station door. It creaked open, sending motes of dust spiraling around his hand that he waved away. 
 
   ‘Anybody here?’ he called.
 
   Plaintive music wafted through the squalid air to where Joe stood at the doorway. After a couple of seconds, a voice joined in with the expertly strummed guitar, keeping perfect harmony.
 
   Joe pushed the door wider. He poked his head inside and glanced around. A stationary fan vibrated against a far wall, sending waves of warm air circulating around a room filled with toppled food racks. The tobacco shelves behind the cashier’s desk had been looted, the ground covered in broken glass. Joe cut to the left, following the tune’s sad trail.
 
   A black tarp hanging from the ceiling split the room in half. Joe slowed, staying as silent as possible, and listened to the voice and guitar that came from behind the makeshift curtain. He gripped the crisp tarp and slid it aside. A man with a full beard and wrinkled, tanned skin was lounging in a rickety wooden chair and strumming a threadbare guitar. Joe squinted at the worn out sack of a man whose smooth, calming voice didn’t match its begetter.
 
   The man opened his eyes and saw Joe standing there watching him, but didn’t immediately stop playing. He sang one last verse, thumbed the final chord decisively, then lay a gentle hand over the strings. ‘You ever hearda knockin’?’
 
   ‘Sorry,’ said Joe, motioning outside with his thumb. ‘I stopped in for some gas and—’
 
   ‘Ah,’ the man interrupted, setting the guitar aside. ‘I figgered you was here for the parade and apple pie.’
 
   Joe tightened his pack around his chest, feeling uncomfortable. ‘Parade?’
 
   The man sighed. ‘Damn, you’re thick.’ He stood up. Dust billowed off his clothes. ‘The last parade that came through here was before the war. And I ain’t seen apple pie for a long, long time.’ He stretched out a hand to Joe. ‘Name’s Dick.’
 
   ‘Joe.’
 
   ‘What’d you think of my blues?’
 
   Joe shuffled his feet over the dirt-covered floor and eyed Dick’s guitar. ‘It was great. They don’t play music like that on the radio.’
 
   ‘Sure as hell don’t. Now they got all sorts of noise pouring through. Rather listen to static. So, you’re needin’ some gas.’ Dick went to the window and scrubbed his hand over the glass so he could see the parking lot. ‘Nice bike.’
 
   He motioned towards the black tarp. ‘Let’s go outside. Too damn muggy in here.’
 
   Outside wasn’t much better. The temperature seemed to be rising by the minute, and the flies launched at them with the intensity of starving carnivores. 
 
   Dick led the way to Joe’s bike and stooped to look it over. He looked up from the wheels. ‘Fine piece of work you got here. Where you headin’?’
 
   ‘Slushland.’
 
   The wind picked up, carrying with it the smell of rotten flesh from somewhere along the highway. Joe scratched below his nose, trying to ignore the stench.
 
   ‘What the hell is there for ya?’
 
   ‘I read about a job opening as a mechanic and thought I’d try my luck.’
 
   Dick went from pump to pump, sniffing each for some remnants of gasoline. He shook his head. ‘You gotta be brave or just plain stupid to willingly strike out for Slushland, job or not. The old manager of this place, he was the latter and he was dead within a week of livin’ there.’ Dick slapped Joe on the back as he made his way to the station. ‘But you look like a tough kid. You’ll last longer I’m sure.’
 
   Joe knew he wasn’t stupid. He had no unrealistic expectations about Slushland. He’d read plenty of newspapers, most he’d picked out of the trash; Slushland was a topic of discussion in at least one article per week. The homeless, who they called Slummers, were constantly touched upon, and so was the rise of the Guttermen, a group that had taken to the sewers some years after the war.
 
   Slushland’s legendary poverty was another common subject in the papers. But Joe was quite accustomed to hearing about deprived territories. Hell Paso, being so close to the Mexican border, had been ripped in half after the war. Joe had been part of the rebuilding process, sometimes going with as little as seven meals a week. He was used to sacrificing worldly wants when it came to obtaining worldly needs, like a roof over his head and a cup of water, however filthy.
 
   Dick pulled up a flimsy garage door to reveal a beaten car standing lopsided on broken shocks. A workbench crowded with unused tools sat beside the car, along with a flat tire and a stack of tattered comics with sun-faded covers. Joe noticed a pale pink smear on the floor behind the car that looked like it had been scrubbed multiple times.
 
   ‘This is Betty,’ Dick said. ‘And don’t get to laughin’. I’m sure you got a name for your bike out there. Betty died on me year before last, and I ain’t much good with tools. I was born with a green-thumb, not an oily one.’
 
   ‘Why are you introducing me to Betty?’
 
   ‘I’ve got some gas stockpiled,’ Dick explained. ‘Enough to get you to Slushland.’
 
   ‘So what do you need from me?’ Joe asked, already having an idea of the deal about to be struck. He’d learned in Hell Paso that mechanics were as sought after as doctors when it came to bartering services. Almost everyone had a broken-down vehicle, and they thought the key to their new fortune lay in the revival of that auto. On many occasions, Joe had been happy to trade a small repair for a meal, cigarettes, or a couple beers.
 
   ‘Instead of buyin’ it, how would you feel about a nice, clean trade. You get Betty runnin’ again and I fill up your tank.’
 
   ‘Let me take a look at her. You mind?’
 
   ‘Go right ahead.’
 
   Joe popped the hood, wiping the sweat out of his eyes, and propped it up with his arm. He leaned over the engine covered in cobwebs and the remains of some small animal’s nest. He’d worked with cars like this before and was confident he could figure out the problem. He only worried that Dick might not have all the parts required for the repair. A car could always be jury-rigged, but Joe preferred his repairs to last for the long haul. With the proper tools, Betty wouldn’t take much longer than thirty minutes to fix, but Dick’s resources were slim and Joe had to work around that.
 
   ‘What d’you think?’ Dick asked.
 
   Joe lowered the hood and pressed it firmly back into place. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   An hour and a half later, Joe mounted his motorcycle. When he started her up, the needle on the gas gauge swung around violently to settle on ‘Full’. Joe smiled and patted the side of the bike. 
 
   Dick stood beside Betty in the garage’s shade, admiring her beauty as she rumbled with newfound life. As Joe rode past him, with his full tank of gas and the three comic books that Dick had tossed into the deal at the last minute, he nodded at the old man. Dick reciprocated with a broad smile and a hearty wave.
 
   While Joe had been working on Betty, the idea had surfaced in his mind that he and Dick could become partners—turn the gas station into an auto shop for travelers clearing the gap between Hell Paso and Slushland, and all the other small towns in between. Dick could learn the trade easy enough with a teacher like Joe; they had most of the equipment that would be needed for basic fixes, and what they didn’t have could easily be picked up in nearby towns. But Joe’s daydream had come to an abrupt end when he remembered why he had abandoned his home: to get as far away from Terrance as he could; to make it impossible for anyone to find him. The winding streets of Slushland were a perfect spot for anyone to disappear.
 
   After driving several miles down the highway, Joe once again caught the scent of rotten flesh carried on the wind. He slowed down, drifting to the edge of the asphalt, and looked out at a field of dry soil and corn husks on the right. He could see a wooden sign sticking out of the soil in the middle of the field, tilting lopsidedly at the sky. He pulled off the highway and killed the engine, dismounting slowly and checking back the way he’d come. Dick’s gas station shimmered hazily on the horizon.
 
   He climbed the rickety fence that enclosed the field and made his way towards the sign, the putrid smell growing stronger the closer he got to it. Soon, the air became so rancid, he had to put his shirt over his nose and breathe in his own odor. He read the sign from a distance.
 
    
 
   HERE LIE THE UNBURIED DEAD CLAIMED BY WAR
 
    
 
   Gingerly he stepped forward, his shirt still tented over his nose, and looked into the massive pit. Bodies upon bodies crowded the immense, bottomless hole. Dirt had fallen from the edge of the pit, filling the gaps between corpses. It looked as if vultures had already had their way with them: many were missing eyes, ears, and noses. Blood dried long ago by the sun had crusted over the anemic bodies. 
 
   Joe stumbled backwards, retching inside his shirt. The sign, baking beneath the sun, blared at him, demanding that he recognize these lonely souls. Joe backed away from the pit as quickly as he could, unable to take his eyes away from it, until he bumped into the wooden fence. Pulling his shirt down from his nose, he leapt the fence, started his bike back up, and tore away from the graveyard as if he’d been at the mouth of hell itself.
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   Another twenty minutes passed beneath the blistering sun and Joe felt his fingers begin to slip off the handlebars. The highway had taken on a purplish, reddish hue, with waves of heat sizzling from the mangled road into the air. He licked his chapped lips, trying to summon moisture without success. Why hadn’t he asked Dick for water? It seemed so obvious to him now, but the thought hadn’t even crossed his mind back at the station.
 
   Then up ahead, something appeared over a grouping of trees: a building, its flat roof barely rising above the branches. Joe expected whatever it was to disappear at any moment, for him to reach the woods and find that all that lay ahead was barren—more trees, more dead cornfields. As he passed the first row of trees, the remainder of the building came into view. It was an old rest stop, with cement picnic tables, the wreck of a semi-truck buried in weeds, and a red truck that looked to be in working condition parked in a lot spattered with jagged yellow lines. 
 
   Joe was about to pull into the lot when he saw movement on the other side of the semi-truck. He slowed down, and instead of parking in front of the gray building, he turned left and drove along a shady tunnel formed by the forest on one side and the gray wall on the other. He came to a stop and shut off the engine.
 
   Steam rose off his body when he got off the motorcycle. He followed the gray wall for several feet, enjoying its coolness on the palms of his hands, until he came to a corridor leading to the foyer of the rest stop. It was a circular area with emptied vending machines, a condom dispenser, and two paths leading to the toilets. Keeping close to the vending machines, he leaned forward to get a decent view of the semi-truck. It briefly occurred to him that he should just pick around for spare supplies and be on his way. But he wanted to know who else was there. He ran towards the red truck in the parking lot, crouched down at the back tire, and peered under its belly towards the semi.
 
   What he saw stripped the breath from his lungs. A bare white butt rocked back and forth in the air; there were two female legs sticking up in the air on each side of it. Another pair of pale skinny legs, pants bunched up around the ankles, stood idly by. Joe couldn’t hear anything. Then the female did something Joe couldn’t see and the man responded by launching his fist down at her. The onlooker shuffled around excitedly.
 
   Joe jumped to his feet, leaning his back against the red truck to think. If he didn’t intervene, this girl didn’t stand a chance. She’d lie at this abandoned rest stop forever, the animals eventually coming to pick her clean. He shook the images out of his head and gripped the bridge of his nose. ‘Dammit,’ he whispered once his decision was made.
 
   He leaned into the bed of the red truck and grabbed hold of a tire iron. He stole round to the semi, bending low every couple of feet to make sure his quarry remained in position. As he got closer, he could make out the woman’s muffled cries and the wet thuds of flesh on flesh. One of the men said something to the other who laughed pitilessly. The laugh reminded Joe of his mother’s boyfriend—a cackle devoid of humor, full of malice.
 
   Joe crept along the nose of the semi-truck, its popped hood revealing its cobwebbed innards and rusted pipes. He rested his hip on the right headlight, grasping the tire iron in both hands so tightly that blisters began forming. Slowly he turned his head to look. There were only three people: two men, one woman. The woman was tied up and had some kind of dark material shoved in her mouth to keep her quiet. Her eyes were closed. The onlooker was holding a gun to her head with one hand and touching himself with the other. The man on top groaned repeatedly into the girl’s ear as he pummeled her, her slack legs bouncing on each side of him.
 
   Joe hurled himself towards them, wielding the tire iron like a baseball bat. The onlooker heard his footfall and turned, his eyes lighting on Joe just before the tire iron smashed into the side of his knee, splintering the bone and forcing his leg to bend inward. He screamed as he fell to the ground, dropping the gun and his flaccid member. Joe leapt over him and swung the tire iron at the rapist’s head. He slid off the girl, out cold, his slimy penis sticking straight in the air.
 
   Joe spun round. The man with the broken kneecap was unconscious. Joe winced when he noticed the bloody bone jutting out the side of his leg. He stepped over the body and, with finger and thumb, tugged the pistol from under the man’s thigh.
 
   He stood over the girl. She didn’t move. If he’d been quicker to take action, perhaps he could have saved her. Joe kneeled down and checked her pulse. She was dead. He hung his head, still with his fingers to her neck.
 
   He’d only encountered one other dead body before: a vagrant from Hell Paso who had begged for change on the corner of fifth and Rosario, near the strip club. One minute he’d been alive and the next he was dead, with no warning that his time had come.
 
   But he didn’t have time to get sentimental. He yanked open the rusty semi-truck passenger door. The seats were covered in dust and animal feces. Wadded up on the floorboard was a filthy blanket. He grabbed it by the edge and dragged it out, letting it slowly unroll to rid itself of dust, leaves, and small turds. Joe lifted the dead girl into the cab of the semi and dragged her across the seat so she lay flat. He arranged her arms across her chest and covered her naked body with the blanket, tucking the edges in as best he could. Then he hopped out of the semi-truck and slammed the door, encasing the girl in her makeshift tomb.
 
   Joe rifled through the unconscious men’s pockets and found forty dollars that he slipped into his jacket pocket. Then he ran over to their red truck and went through the cab, finding a bag of beef jerky, two bottles of water, and some extra cash.
 
   He had no time to sit and mourn for the dead girl. He needed to put as much distance between himself and the rapists as he could; they’d waken up eventually in a lot of pain and would be extremely pissed off. Maybe they deserved to die. He could do it so easily, here and now, painlessly, with them comatose on the gravel. The death blows would be simple to deliver: one downward thrust onto the back of each head, break through the skull to the brain. But Joe had never killed anyone before, although the chance had arisen more than once, and he had no intention of starting now.
 
   He made his way back out through the rest stop, past the vending machines to his motorcycle parked in the shade. Its side satchel was a perfect fit for the pistol. He took a long quenching pull of water before shoving the bottles and the beef jerky into his backpack. Reversing the bike awkwardly out of the shady tunnel, he eventually found himself back on the highway, where he started her up. He took one last look at the rest stop and silently said goodbye to the girl he had buried there.
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   Joe entered Slushland just as the sun was beginning to disappear between multiple skyscrapers, each building igniting into an elongated brick of gold. He hadn’t seen another soul since he’d left the rest stop, unless he counted the lonely armadillo wading across the sun-kissed road.
 
   He dropped his speed and turned left into a street that he figured would take him to Slushland’s downtown. Buildings blasted with soot and ash crowded him on both sides, many of them abandoned, but some still had lights flickering in the windows, advertising restaurants, motels, nude strippers, and groceries. Raw shadows moved behind the glass, spinning and pirouetting, like ballerinas trapped in hell.
 
   A group of men huddled around a fire burning in a rusted barrel on the sidewalk. They wore heavy jackets and smoked cigarettes, their free hands tucked into jacket pockets. As Joe passed, they shouted at him with voices so guttural he couldn’t understand any of it. One pointed at his motorcycle with a crooked finger then indicated for Joe to come closer. He shook his head at them and continued down the road, weaving past potholes and little cairns of crumbled rock.
 
   He arrived at a wide river that was straddled by a broken bridge, its belly buckling low into the water. Its crippling malfunction hadn’t seemed to have stopped people from using it though. Much to his surprise, Joe could see them milling along the bridge, picking their way through abandoned vehicles crammed along its sides.
 
   He stopped, peering through the gloom, thinking he could make out movement among the bridge’s upper rafters. Thin black shapes were swaying in the wind like leaves on a tree. As his eyes adjusted, he realized that they were bodies, about a dozen of them, hanging from the bridge, twirling like flies caught in a web.
 
   With the sun sinking lower by the minute, Joe thought it best to find the auto shop as soon as possible in hopes of meeting with the owner. Even more importantly, he wanted to get off the street before nightfall. He stopped and asked the next available pedestrian: ‘Have you heard of Zebu—’ but the person took off at a sprint before he could finish his question, eventually ducking into an alleyway. Joe had better luck with the second person, who grunted and pointed along the street. He caught the mumbled words, ‘Right, yeah, right, and there you is.’ Joe nodded his thanks and continued on, trying as best he could to follow the incoherent directions.
 
   After drifting along for another three miles, Joe came across a house boat, impossible to miss, floating on the river. The words ZEB’S AUTO were emblazoned at the front in flickering, dirty neon lights. Strapped beside the house boat was a canoe filled with fishing poles and a tackle box. The place looked quiet, quaint, and cozy, but also deserted. There weren’t any houses around, and the fenced-in yard that Joe guessed was used for auto repairs was empty. The peace and quiet was something Joe knew he would enjoy, especially being on the river, but he didn’t understand why a place like this would be hiring; it was obviously a one-man show and not very busy.
 
   The dirt road leading to the boat house was barely wide enough for a small car. Embedded in the dirt were tiny bits of metal and glass shrapnel, the remnants of old projects presumably. He wove carefully through them and parked beside the fence. A lantern befitting a pirate ship hung in front of the door illuminating the NOW HIRING sign tacked onto the wood. 
 
   ‘Right place,’ Joe said before pushing through the front door with his fingers. A bell jangled above his head, startling him and making him duck sideways. He realized he was a little tense after the encounter at the rest stop. That, along with the rumors he’d heard and the articles he’d read about Slushland were enough to keep him on his guard. He figured he should get a holster for the pistol and start carrying it around with him.
 
   ‘Hello?’ he called out, knocking on the wooden doorpost. When there was no answer, he began making his way around the shop, examining a rack of tools, cans of oil, and old license plates. He stopped at an open window overlooking the water. Other boats drifted past along the river, some with floodlights piercing the dark and others that didn’t have so much as a match lit.
 
   ‘We’re closed.’ The voice came from behind him. Joe turned. A man stood by the front desk. Joe noticed for the first time a door in the back that led to another room. The man looked at him expectantly.
 
   ‘I didn’t come for a repair. I came for the position,’ Joe said, pointing at the door.
 
   ‘What position?’
 
   ‘You put an ad in the paper saying you were looking for a hand around here, and the sign out front says you’re hiring.’
 
   For a second, the man looked at Joe like he was crazy, and then he seemed to remember something and began nodding, his bushy blonde hair falling forward over his forehead. ‘I didn’t run that advertisement in the paper. My partner did.’ He spoke with the slow, deliberate twang of a southerner.
 
   ‘Aren’t you Zebulan—Zeb of Zeb’s Auto?’ Joe asked.
 
   ‘Course I am. I just forgot I was hiring.’ He crossed the room and held out his hand. ‘What’s your name?’
 
   ‘Joe.’ 
 
   They shook hands. Joe was surprised at Zeb’s strength. His rough fingers felt like railroad nails.
 
   ‘It’s a pleasure, Joe. That short for Joseph?’
 
   ‘Just Joe.’
 
   ‘Well, just Joe, I do happen to be hiring. Innit obvious we need an extra hand around here?’
 
   ‘I was gonna ask about that. It seems like you got a small operation going on here. Enough for one person to handle alone.’
 
   ‘Oh, it gets busy sometimes. There’s always plenty of work to be done. Most who’ve applied so far have been Slummers without experience. So Joe, tell me a little about yourself.’ Then, almost as an afterthought, Zeb asked, ‘You want something to drink? A beer or something?’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t mind a beer.’
 
   Zeb bent down to a mini-fridge behind the front desk and brought out two beers that he cracked open using a bottle opener built into the counter. He slid one over to Joe, leaving streaks of condensation across the counter. 
 
   Joe drank some of the beer and wiped his lips with his fingers. ‘I’m from Hell Paso.’
 
   Zeb nodded. ‘A Texas boy then.’
 
   Joe gulped down another mouthful of beer. ‘That’s right. Lived there all my life.’
 
   ‘Why’d you come here?’
 
   ‘This job for one. My mom’s boyfriend and I had some disagreements for another. I figured I’d had enough, so I came here to start a life for myself.’ Joe paused, worried that he might’ve said too much. He didn’t want Zeb to think of him as a pity case before he even got to know him. ‘But as far as auto work goes, I’ve been working with vehicles all my life. My dad taught me everything he knew before he went to war. Since then, I’ve been mostly self-taught. To make money I worked odd jobs all around Hell Paso. I was kinda the local handyman that people would call if their car started giving them any sort of trouble.’
 
   Running his thumb around the rim of his beer bottle, Zeb nodded perfunctorily. ‘You ever worked with hover technology?’ he asked.
 
   Joe paused. He’d been afraid that might come up. As far as he was concerned, his lack of experience in the new field of hover technology was his main weakness when it came to vehicle repair. He’d never had the chance or the time to really study it. In fact, he’d only seen one hovercar in his life—it had passed through Hell Paso so quickly that everyone figured it had been stolen from the North, where almost every car was converted to hover. ‘I’ve never really had the opportunity,’ was all he said.
 
   Zeb didn’t seem to show any concern at this news. He just took another pull of his beer and said, ‘I expected as much. Only seen a couple hovercrafts myself and was lucky enough to be able to tinker with one of them.’ He added spitefully, ‘Those damn northern bastards are keeping that technology pretty much tucked away for themselves.’
 
   Joe decided to keep his mouth shut about the North. He didn’t like talking politics with people he barely knew at the best of times, but he especially didn’t like talking politics when there was a job on the line and he was in the middle of what he considered to be an interview. He ungracefully changed the subject. ‘I drove here all the way from Hell Paso on my motorcycle. I’ve been working on it for a couple years now. Wanna take a look?’
 
   ‘Lead the way.’
 
   Zeb stood under the lantern outside while Joe pushed his bike up to the door and flipped out the kickstand with his foot. ‘She was my dad’s before he went off,’ Joe explained.
 
   Zeb bent down beside the motorcycle and began his inspection. ‘You did this alone?’
 
   ‘Just me.’
 
   He circled the bike, eventually standing up, leaving his beer on the ground, and sticking his hands into his pockets. ‘It’s good work. Just by the looks of it I can tell you’re not sloppy. No grease stains, nothing loose or old, ‘side from the seat. You keep it maintained. I like that.’ Zeb looked him straight in the eyes. For the first time, Joe noticed how pale they were, how deceivingly intelligent.
 
   ‘You’ve got my interest, Joe, I’ll give you that. But I’m not prepared to make my decision about you yet. Tell ya what.’ Zeb pulled a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket and lit one. He offered them to Joe who took one between his fingers. ‘What’re your plans tomorrow?’
 
   Joe lit the cigarette, inhaled sharply, and shrugged. ‘Unless you want me back here, I was going to take a look around Slushland. I hadn’t really considered it.’
 
   ‘I want you back here at eight in the a.m. Think you can swing that?’
 
   ‘Absolutely. Just so you know, I had to leave all my tools behind. I don’t know if that’ll be a problem.’
 
   ‘You’re not gonna need ’em tomorrow. Remember, eight a.m.’ Zeb flicked his cigarette butt into the river and picked up his beer. 
 
   Joe turned and pushed his motorcycle down the dirt path towards the street. ‘Can you aim me to the closest motel?’ he called over his shoulder.
 
   Zeb pointed further down the street. ‘Thatta way. You won’t miss it,’ he said, then he went inside and slid the deadbolt into place.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Joe pulled up at the Starlight Motel, elation and fear rippling through his entire body. His meeting with Zeb couldn’t have gone better: the man was obviously impressed with his bike, and there was no doubting Joe’s dedication; driving from Hell Paso to Slushland was no easy trek, not anymore, not with the state things were in.
 
   The motel reminded Joe of home: dimly lit, ragged, practically war-torn, and dangerous. He pushed open the door and took a look around before going to the front desk. A television blared on the corner wall—some news channel blabbering on about the state of Slushland. Joe heard the word ‘Guttermen’, but he was too tired to give the newscast any thought. He had a mind for a hot shower and a soft bed.
 
   He paid the lady at the front desk thirty dollars for a room for the night. She took his money cautiously, saying, ‘Now we don’t want any funny business, son. We’re not that kinda motel,’ while looking towards the front door expecting his hooker. Then her eyes narrowed and a dry smile creased her lips. ‘We supply our own, hon. Whatever you like, we got.’
 
   ‘I just want to sleep,’ Joe said bluntly, holding out his hand for the key.
 
   His room on the second floor overlooked the street and parking lot, and offered a good view of his motorcycle. The room itself was basic enough. A faded painting hung on the far wall over a lumpy bed that could have been filled with screws; wet hair clung to the porcelain bathtub. Joe tossed his bag on the bed and stripped down, throwing his dirty clothes into a pile. The pistol he set delicately on the bedside table, suddenly aware that he’d never used a handgun before in his life. He wasn’t even sure if this one was loaded. He’d shot rifles, a thirty aught six, when he was young, but he’d never had the chance to use a handgun.
 
   Shouts from the street dragged his attention to the window. Joe leaned against the wall, clamping his fingers on the sill, and watched two muggers converge on a man who was groping drunkenly down the middle of the street. The drunk’s echoing voice died in the air as the men fell on him, kicking and clawing at his face with their bare hands, dragging him out of his clothes. Joe’s fingers tightened on the flimsy wood of the sill and his breath quickened as the drunk finally slumped over, motionless, while the two men stood over him.
 
   Joe backed away from the window. With a shaking hand, he locked himself inside the room and wedged a nearby chair beneath the knob, knowing there was nothing he could do to help the man.
 
   He took a quick shower using a leftover bar of soap and crawled into bed, completely and utterly exhausted. His life in Hell Paso seemed like centuries ago. He wondered if he would ever visit it, if he would ever see his mother again. He didn’t want to be apart from her forever, but as long as she was with Terrance, he was determined to stay away. Now, in Slushland, it was all up to him: his career and living situation, every dime spent and penny earned, and every person he spoke to. Every bad and every good decision would be his.
 
   Joe rubbed his face, unable to sleep despite his exhaustion, and lay listening to the riverboats tooting their horns and the gunshots ringing out round the streets. At one point the tarnished doorknob jiggled and shadows flickered beneath the door, but the sound of footsteps went on by down the hallway.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Zeb sat on the back balcony of his boathouse, with his feet propped up on the railing and a cigarette hanging between his lips. A fully loaded double-barreled shotgun was angled against the railing. He had his cellphone to his ear.
 
   At the other end, a woman eventually answered his call.
 
   ‘This Amanda?’ Zeb asked. ‘Hey Amanda, I’m sorry about the hour, but can I speak with Phillip? Oh yeah? How drunk is he? Too drunk to have a conversation with? That should be fine then. Thank you, darling.’
 
   Zeb took a drag of his cigarette while he waited for Amanda to give the phone to Phillip. His unfinished beer sat at his feet. He’d always preferred the buzz he got from smoking over drinking. Drinking made him sweat and his stomach clench up; smoking felt more relaxing and atmospheric.
 
   ‘Hey Phillip, you doing alright? Amanda said you were drinking. Well, pace yourself then, okay? You’re too important to go and croak on us. Hey, I’ve got some big news. I met someone today…No, not like that damn it—a boy…Will you shut up and listen for a second? He came for the job. He had a motorcycle that he’s been working on. Real solid…No, he’s got no experience with hovercars, but we can fix that. I’d bet on him being a quick study. I’m meeting with him tomorrow…That’s the thing, he’s not from Slushland…It doesn’t matter if he’s not bonded to it. He’ll see the importance either way.’
 
   There was a long pause as Zeb listened to Phillip speak.
 
   ‘I think this kid might be on the level, Phillip. I’ll call you about it tomorrow after I meet with him. You’ll meet him eventually, don’t worry…About your daughter’s age.’ Zeb laughed. ‘It’s his dead father’s bike…Yeah, a veteran…All right, be safe.’ 
 
   The line went dead and Zeb set the phone on the ground and slipped another cigarette from the pack.
 
   He sighed and watched the river before him. He loved this city, every inch of it, and it killed him seeing it deteriorate bit by bit every year. He remembered so vividly the day the bridge collapsed with his brother on it. That had been the breaking point for the city, as well as for him. He’d never experienced so much grief. Afterwards, he shut down his shop for a week and stayed inside smoking cigarettes and drinking until his stomach felt like it would rupture. Zeb touched his face and found that his cheeks were wet. Stubbing the cigarette into the deck, he swung his feet off the railing. His foot knocked over the beer bottle; it went clattering to the edge of the balcony and toppled into the river. There was a time when he would have rushed to fish the bottle out. Now he just let it float away. 
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   Joe hadn’t been able to sleep much with all the gunshots firing off randomly in the night. After each one he’d slunk out of bed to the window and watched the gritty, tar-colored street. The condos across from the motel looked abandoned, the doors torn from their hinges and the roof marred with holes. Some telephone wires had snapped and now hung against the poles, swaying in the wind like the tentacles of a sea anemone. Back home, after Terrance had moved in, Joe had had a difficult time sleeping through all the sex and the fights that occurred like clockwork. But after a month had passed, it was like his brain refused to register the noise. He hoped the same would happen in Slushland.
 
   As the first light of morning crept through the cracks in the blinds, Joe sat on the edge of the bed taking the pistol apart and putting it back together again. The five bullets he had found in its chamber stood to attention, like miniature sentries, on the bedside table. He was on his tenth reassemble when he noticed sunlight lapping his toes. 
 
   He put the pistol back together one last time and tossed it onto the center of the bed. Then he got dressed and went down to the foyer where he helped himself to some free coffee set up on a table beside the front desk. It turned out to be stale and cold, but it would have to do.
 
   The city still looked asleep at 7:30 a.m. A light fog had settled along the sidewalk, and there was no movement along the street or in the buildings. Joe walked to a nearby trashcan and picked out a discarded newspaper and skimmed it while he finished his coffee. On the front page was an article about two men from Virginia who had recently carried out a heist in the North. One of them had been caught before reaching the Wall; his partner had been lucky and made it back. The article didn’t go into detail about what had happened to the captured man.
 
   Joe dropped the paper back into the trashcan, along with his coffee cup, and scanned the length of the street. Two bare and bloodied feet stuck out from the porch of a building. He made his way towards them, already knowing full well what he would find. The drunk from the night before lay slumped against the wall of an abandoned grocery store. He was stripped down to his soiled underwear, his chest and face covered in dried blood. His pale eyes stared straight ahead, as if they were watching something on the far sidewalk, and his fists were clenched by his sides. Joe hunkered down beside the man and, ignoring the hardened blood on his face, shut the dead man’s eyelids. What did they do to corpses in Slushland, he wondered. Were there graveyards or did they just dump them in some hole like he’d seen at Dick’s gas station?
 
   He stood up and looked down at the man’s matted hair. If this was me, would anyone bother with a burial? He checked his watch, ten till eight, and left the man where he lay and hopped on his motorcycle.
 
   He wanted to arrive early at the shop. That was something he’d learned from his father, some of the advice he’d given before heading off to war: Always show up early the first day on the job. On time isn’t good enough, son. Any joker can show up on time. He pulled into Zeb’s with four minutes to spare. 
 
   The lifeless canoe remained perfectly still in the glassy, wakeless water. All the lights were off, the shutters closed. Something was missing from the whole picture. Joe racked his brain, trying to figure out what it was. With a mixture of excitement and nervousness, he noticed that the NOW HIRING sign was gone. As he sat on his bike contemplating whether or not that was a good omen, the front door opened and Zeb, wearing the same clothes he’d had on the night before, walked outside smoking a cigarette.
 
   ‘Morning, Joe,’ he said, his back to him as he locked up the boat house. He pointed to the chain-link fence. ‘You can park her in there for now.’
 
   Joe opened the gate and pushed the bike into the empty lot. Zeb locked the gate with a heavy padlock and tugged it to make sure it was secure. He grunted his approval and turned to Joe. ‘Couldn’t sleep, could you?’
 
   ‘I was up the better part of the night.’
 
   ‘I figured.’ Zeb ground his cigarette out with his heel. ‘I’ve never gotten used to the gunshots. Some people do, but not me. Every time a gun goes off at night, I wake up. There’s almost no point in even getting in bed.’ Zeb lit another cigarette without offering one. ‘I wanted you here early so I could show you around Slushland—really show you what this city is all about. I figure that’s only fair.’
 
   They set off on foot, crossing the street and heading west towards the highway. The morning air felt sticky and Joe wished he’d left his jacket behind. He was used to the arid, dry atmosphere of Hell Paso. The air was thicker in Slushland, harder to breathe. Zeb walked a couple feet ahead, taking long, confident strides, like a king showing off his domain. ‘You got in pretty late last night, so I doubt you had a chance to see much of the city.’
 
   I saw plenty, Joe thought.
 
   Zeb continued: ‘If you had, then you mighta realized the truth and gone right back to Texas. This city is dying, if not already dead.’
 
   They passed an abandoned kiosk filled with spoiled produce, rotten fish, and moldy loaves of bread. There were dozens of these kiosks along the sidewalk, each hinting at human life, but without people anywhere. Scattered rubble lay in piles beside the buildings; bricks, splintered beams, sheetrock, and shattered panes of glass were strewn all down the street. Along one of the telephone wires that hadn’t been severed, dozens of old shoes had been strung up like bunting.
 
   ‘Where is everyone?’ Joe asked.
 
   ‘That seems to be the question of the hour.’ Zeb kicked aside a blackened cabbage. ‘There’s no great divide in Slushland, Joe. I’d guess Slushland’s got the highest poverty rate in the south. Not that something like that can be proven—not anymore.’ Zeb pointed straight ahead. ‘Up here, there’s something I want you to see.’
 
   They stopped at the entrance to an alleyway. At first, Joe thought he was merely looking at bags of trash and piles of old, filthy rags. Then someone moved and the true image pieced itself together the longer he looked. People were huddled together, crouched under layers of clothes that also doubled as pillows and mattresses. Some were lucky enough to have a real mattress, but it was shared by at least six bodies. 
 
   Joe looked at them for a couple minutes before asking, ‘Are these Guttermen?’
 
   ‘Slummers. This is the norm in Slushland. I’ve never seen a Gutterman. They might be a myth. I don’t care to know.’
 
   From there, Zeb led Joe to a square surrounded on all sides by skyscrapers. Slummers slept on benches around a bronze monument completely covered in graffiti. It was obvious the square had once been a wonderful source of pride for the city. He imagined employees wearing black ties and jackets looking down on the square from their offices, surely thinking that the city would be eternal and the sun would always shine. Joe used to think the same thing about Hell Paso. It was home, a place that couldn’t be touched, that would stand until the end of time.
 
   The statue was of seven young men wearing ancient football outfits: the hide helmets, high striped socks, and jerseys. One young man stood before the rest with a football tucked under his arm. His vandalized face, that had once exuded confidence, now stared down sadly at Joe and Zeb.
 
   Zeb nodded towards the statue. ‘This epitomizes what’s become of Slushland. When we realized the war was inevitable the city hired a sculptor to build this. It was s’pposed to remind the city to stay strong, come what may. As you can see, it didn’t have the effect we were hoping for. The city decided on the statue’s name—Seven Saints Monument. We thought it was so powerful at the time. As long as this statue stood, our city would remain strong.’
 
   Etched on the base in scratchy, bright lettering were the words ‘Seven Sacks of Shit’. Joe understood Zeb’s disappointment. He realized with some shame that he mustn’t have felt that strongly about Hell Paso or else he would have stayed.
 
   ‘I’ve lived here my whole life, Joe. I’d do anything for this city. But after a while, you gotta cut off the life support. It’s tiring, fighting a losing battle.’
 
   Joe unzipped his jacket and tucked it beneath his arm, somewhat resembling the football player in front of them. It was difficult to comprehend that a city this big was full of so much poverty. Zeb had only showed him a couple blocks. What about the other side of the city? Didn’t people live in the skyscrapers?
 
   ‘Why are you telling me all this, Zeb? Are you trying to run me out of town?’
 
   ‘No, I don’t want to run you outta town, Joe,’ Zeb said, laughing a little. ‘But I’m not gonna keep you here under false pretenses. This city has a disease with no cure. I want you to be fully aware of what you’re committing to if you decide to work for me.’
 
   ‘Are you offering me the job?’ Part of Joe wished the answer would be a resounding No.
 
   Zeb lit his last cigarette. ‘Yeah,’ he said with a lungful of smoke. ‘Unless you want to get the hell out of this city as soon as possible.’
 
   Joe crossed his arms over his chest, his jacket intertwined. ‘I’ve got nowhere else to go.’
 
   ‘Hell Paso?’
 
   Joe shook his head. ‘I couldn’t go back there even if I wanted.’
 
   They left the square, heading back to the auto shop along the river sidewalk. The buildings on the other side of the river were covered in a fog that seemed unable to dissipate.
 
   ‘If this city’s so bad, how come you’ve stayed as long as you have?’ Joe asked.
 
   ‘Several reasons—the most important being that this is still my home, no matter how shitty it gets.’
 
   Joe couldn’t deny that Slushland, even in its rundown, poverty-stricken state, still possessed an uncanny charm. It almost made him wish he’d seen the city in its heyday, back before the war had flipped everything on its head.
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   Phillip rode shotgun in the Jeep chugging up the mountainside in Dustmouth, the place some folk called Hell’s Mouth, and others—the hikers and backpackers—spoke of as the greatest challenge since Everest.
 
   As the bending trees, shrouded in endless dust, zipped past the window, Phillip laid a hand on his leg, tracing the outline of his hipflask with his fingers. It had been two hours since his last drink and he was desperate for another gulp of whisky to warm his stomach, loosen up his bones. He knew he should have snuck a pull back at Jeff’s ranch house, but it was getting dark and Jeff kept urging him to hurry up. Even Jeffrey Graham, a native of Dustmouth, feared being trapped out on a bad night.
 
   Phillip pushed thoughts of the flask out of his mind. ‘How far is it?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Right past that ridge,’ Jeff said, indicating with a finger.
 
   They rolled over a fallen tree, bumping and swaying side to side, before finding solid ground again. The Jeep reached the ridge’s peak, then began the descent to a clearing surrounded on all sides by trees. Jeff drove through an opening that would have been impossible to find unless you knew the land by heart. He parked beneath a canopy of branches, which lessened the harrowing dust and wind. It was unremitting—enough to drive a man crazy. Wind and dust covered everything like buckshot; even the noise of it, the tiny beads scattering against a window, pushed Phillip to his limit, forcing him to appreciate the quiet of Midland.
 
   ‘See it?’ Jeff asked.
 
   Phillip leaned forward until his face was right up to the window, his searching eyes greeted only by clouds of dust. He shook his head. ‘Not a thing.’
 
   ‘Good,’ Jeff said and grabbed two bandanas and two pairs of goggles out of the glove compartment. He handed a set to Phillip, who wrapped the bandana around his mouth and slid the goggles over his eyes.
 
   Without warning, Jeff opened the driver side door. Dust and wind whipped into the Jeep. Phillip leapt out of the car and immediately wished he hadn’t. He couldn’t see Jeff or the hangar, and even though the Jeep was still an arm’s length away, it was beginning to disappear. A flashlight burst on. The grainy light flashed this way and that, beckoning Phillip, who followed it for close to two minutes until the light vanished and a door opened in front of him. Jeff grabbed him by the collar and tugged him through. Phillip stumbled forward as the door slammed behind him.
 
   He stood coughing as he yanked the bandana to his neck and set the goggles up on his forehead. If he’d thought he needed a drink earlier, now he was practically dying for one. Dustmouth was more than he could stand, regardless of what Jeff had to show him.
 
   ‘You all right?’ Jeff asked, helping him to his feet.
 
   ‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ Phillip said, noticing Jeff eyeing the imprint of the hipflask in his jeans pocket. Phillip dusted himself off. ‘So this is the place you had in mind?’
 
   ‘This is it. Zeb’s deliverin’ materials tomorrow.’
 
   Phillip walked around the dusty hangar, kicking aside ancient newspapers and empty bullet shells. It was circular, with one main entrance, the door they’d come through, and another large opening that looked like an oversized garage door. A propeller detached from a prop plane leaned against the far wall. ‘Did you hear he finally found a partner?’ Phillip asked.
 
   ‘He didn’t mention it.’
 
   Phillip stopped at a bloodstained tube lying on the floor. He bent down to pick up the tube and stood with it clutched in both hands. ‘Are these the blueprints?’
 
   ‘Tesh delivered them this mornin’. Ben got very lucky up there.’
 
   ‘I heard about his partner. Offer my condolences next time you see him,’ said Phillip, popping the top off the tube and looking inside at the sheets of rolled up paper. As tempted as he was to take a look at them, he knew he wouldn’t be able to make head nor tail out of them. He’d need Zeb to translate.
 
   Wind and dust beating against the hangar walls tore him from his reverie. He shoved the top back on the tube and propped it against the wall. ‘I don’t know how you do it, Jeff, living in a place like this.’
 
   ‘You get used to it.’
 
   Dustmouth had started as a terraforming experiment, meant to create the perfect conditions for farming and thriving livestock. Experimentation had begun two years before the war, and the years before that had been taken up with creating the living conditions for the horses and cows, planting the corn and tobacco fields, and building the head of operations, which was now Jeff’s ranch house. Phillip didn’t know or understand all the specifics of the experiment, but he, along with the rest of the country, knew that something had gone very wrong. Within six months, the grass had turned poisonous and the drinking water so acidic that it melted the cows’ lips. Soon there were piles of reeking carcasses strewn over what used to be healthy, beautiful land. By tinkering with the weather system, all they had accomplished was to make it a violent, treacherous place, uninhabitable for humans and wildlife. Jeff was the only person Phillip knew of who still lived in Dustmouth.
 
   ‘Let’s get Zeb out here to take a look,’ Phillip said, wetting his lips, aching for a sip of the whisky. It was almost ten p.m. Usually, he’d be five or six glasses deep by this time.
 
   ‘How’ve you been, Phillip? Keeping all right in Midland?’ Jeff asked, worried about the distant, hungry gleam in his friend’s eyes.
 
   ‘Keeping busy. Started tutoring Amanda last week. She’s reached college age, but you know how it is now.’
 
   ‘You’re the only intellectual left.’
 
   Phillip laughed. ‘Hardly.’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Around midnight, Phillip pulled up at his home in Midland, a territory midway between Slushland and Dustmouth. He stopped outside the garage, shoved the shifter into park, and leaned his head against the seatback, letting out a pent up sigh. All the lights were off in the house except for the colorful flashing of the television screen in the living room. He didn’t remember it being on when he left.
 
   It felt like only a couple weeks had passed since he started seeking out great men like Zeb, Jeff, and Tesh in order to help him with his project. He had always been good at foreseeing future events—not like a psychic or anything like that, but more in a connect-the-dots kind of way. He could pinpoint where the dots were, what they meant, and when the line would slice right through them. He wasn’t always correct though. He didn’t predict the war, not at all—even when they were directly in the thick of it. As Mexico’s ambassador, he should have read the signs. He shook his head grimly as he thought about how Buelly the White, now the leader of the North, had so securely pulled the wool over his eyes.
 
   Phillip got out of the car and went towards the front door, wrenching the flask from his pocket and finishing the whisky off before he got there.
 
   Inside, Amanda was asleep on the couch covered in a quilt. The television’s light fell in colorful squares over her. A half-finished microwave dinner sat on the coffee table next to a cup of water. Phillip walked to the muted television, careful not to wake his daughter, and shut it off. Darkness sprang around the room. He waited for his eyes to adjust before picking up Amanda’s leftover dinner and carrying it to the kitchen trashcan.
 
   Glasses clanked together as he brought down the whisky bottle from the top cupboard and filled a tumbler a quarter of the way full. He sipped, but then his eyes fell on the couch where Amanda slept, and he was suddenly filled with guilt, as if he’d been caught in the act of something terrible. He hadn’t promised anyone anything, so why the sudden guilt? He was trying to change the world. Didn’t he deserve to relax?
 
   Quit kidding yourself, Phillip, he thought. It’s never been a drink or two and you know it. Just look at that meal she ate—a frozen TV dinner. Where were you to grill up some burgers or chicken and sit with her while she watched the news? Or maybe she would’ve just wanted to talk, sit on the porch swing and talk to her dad who’s never around anymore.
 
   Phillip looked down at his glass. He’d absentmindedly finished what was in it and filled it back up again. Silently, he bottled up the whisky and put it back in the top cupboard. Before going to his room, he checked all the doors and set the alarm. He thought about waking up Amanda so she could sleep in her bed, but he didn’t want her to see him drinking. So he pulled the quilt up to her shoulders and turned off the fan.
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   Claiming that he needed to see a friend about a dog, Zeb had left town and given Joe the evening off. So Joe sat around at the shop, lounging on the back deck, his feet propped up on the railing and sipping a cold beer, watching the trash barges amble slowly by on the river. His eyes wandered from the barges to the far shore that always seemed covered in a haze, like God’s breath. Curious about what lay beyond the river, he locked up the shop and got on his bike.
 
   He started off on the main street and slowly worked his way beneath the elevated highway where dozens of Slummers were preparing for a night of unsafe sleep. A young Slummer, no older than fifteen, was stooped over the curb creating a shiv by scraping a warped tin can against a rock. The Slummer looked up from his work, snarled, and jabbed the shiv in the air between him and Joe.
 
   Joe wondered how the Slummers filled their days. Life couldn’t be much more than scavenging for food and supplies, hoping to stumble upon some kind of weapon for protection. Survival must be their main preoccupation, day and night, waking or sleeping; their beginning and their end.
 
   Several miles past the highway, Joe found a bridge leading over the river. He stopped at its entrance. He tried to penetrate the haze that seeped over from the other side; he could just make out beads of light and thick towers. Blackened smokestacks rose from the grayness. Joe rode forward slowly, drifting eerily through the haze. It was sticky and wet against his cheeks. He blinked rapidly with the moisture and brought a hand to his face to wipe it away.
 
   On the other side of the river the haze didn’t seem as bad. Many of the buildings’ windows were blacked out using tarp that shuddered in the wind. When he looked over towards his own side of the river, where the auto shop and the skyscrapers were, it seemed as if the haze had switched sides. The skyscrapers were barely visible with their thin heads protruding into the sky.
 
   The roads on this side were better kept, Joe noticed, and smoother beneath his bike’s tires. Taking a hard right, he turned into a neighborhood. As he chugged past the houses, taking his time, he was reminded of Hell Paso before the war. The houses were well maintained and freshly painted, the lawns were manicured, lush, and green. He passed a woman in a large sunhat tending to her plants, bent over them with a bright purple watering can. Joe stopped in front of her home. She lifted her gloved hand above her eyes, blocking out the sun, and stared at him.
 
   Something moved among the bushes behind her. Joe lowered his foot to the ground, watching over the woman’s shoulder, prepared to yell Watch out! when a curved and colorful horn emerged from the bush, followed by a foot encased by a thick white shoe. A grown man stepped out, his face covered in white paint, a blurred smile smeared over his lips. His entire body jangled with bells as he loped towards the street, dragging with him a rope that pulled taut around his neck when he’d gone too far. He stopped halfway between the house and the sidewalk, and the jester—for that’s what he surely was—tucked his hands between his legs as if he desperately had to pee. He bounded up and down, blubbering something and staring at Joe with wild eyes.
 
   Joe looked from the jester to the woman, who didn’t seem to notice the jangling. She smiled at Joe and came towards him, reaching into the pocket of her gardening apron. ‘Would you like to meet my son? He needs a new friend,’ she said.
 
   Joe didn’t wait to see what she reached for—he sped off, glancing over his shoulder at the strange pair. The woman remained on the curb, the jester bounding up and down behind her like a jack-in-the-box, watching him as he disappeared around the bend.
 
   He came onto a street lined with the types of warehouses he had seen through the haze. Some of the smokestacks were charred and webbed with soot. White smoke pumped from their mouths into the air, mixing with the fog. But as he followed the road, he eventually arrived at a small sandwich shop that looked as if it had been transported from a different era. It was painted red and white and had a sign that read ‘Queen Bean’. The small four-car parking lot in front of the sandwich shop was empty.
 
   When he had been fourteen or fifteen years old, Joe had taken a job at a local restaurant as a dishwasher. Originally, he’d begged his dad to let him work at the auto dealership, but his mom had swiftly put a stop to that, claiming that he’d be mixing with ‘beer-bellied foul-mouths’. The irony was that the staff in the kitchen at the rundown restaurant that she finally allowed him to work at were all beer-bellied foul-mouths. Now that he was reminded of it again, Joe could see another irony—Terrance was ten times worse than any scrub he would’ve met at an auto dealership.
 
   He parked the bike outside the Queen Bean and went in. He was the only customer. There were two rooms where he could eat: the main entryway or a room to the right that led to the kitchen.
 
   A short-haired girl wearing light make-up and a loose-fitting t-shirt walked out of the kitchen at the back.
 
   ‘Evening,’ she said.
 
   ‘Hi,’ Joe said, taken aback. She didn’t look like anyone he’d seen in Slushland during his short time there—much too pretty. She had naturally blonde hair, its jagged edges suggesting that she had cut it herself, but it suited her somehow. ‘Do you have a menu?’ he asked, trying to avoid eye contact.
 
   ‘Right there,’ she said, leaning against the counter and pointing to the board beside Joe where the choices were written in chalk.
 
   ‘Thanks.’ He scanned board without really reading it. ‘What do you recommend?’ he asked eventually. ‘I’ve never been here before.’
 
   ‘The Zeus is my favorite. We put our special sauce on that one’—she lowered her voice and said ominously—‘But don’t tell anyone. The Meat Master is also a crowd favorite if you’re really hungry. I hope you aren’t a vegetarian, because we only serve meat.’
 
   Joe thought for a moment, then said, ‘I’ll get the Meat Master and a cup of coffee.’
 
   ‘Your loss. That’ll be six bucks,’ she said.
 
   Joe fished some cash out of his pocket and handed it to her. She handed back some change, then pointed over his shoulder at the empty room. ‘Good luck finding a spot to sit. Your food will be out in a couple minutes.’
 
   Joe sat in the corner window seat where he had a good view of the road and one of the warehouses on the other side of the street. He slipped off his jacket and slung it over the chair, letting the air conditioning cool his sweaty skin. The waitress brought his cup of coffee along with sugar and cream. Joe took it from her and set it carefully in front of him.
 
   ‘I haven’t ever seen you here,’ the girl said. ‘Why is that?’
 
   ‘I just moved to Slushland.’
 
   ‘From where?’
 
   ‘Hell Paso.’
 
   ‘Is Slushland treating you all right? She can be a fickle mistress sometimes.’
 
   Joe poured some sugar and cream into his cup. ‘It’s not all bad. I actually got four hours of sleep last night. That’s a record so far.’ He stirred his coffee. ‘I do have a question, though.’
 
   To keep busy the girl began wiping down the tables with a wet rag. She brushed her jagged hair out of her eyes. ‘It’s possible I might have an answer.’
 
   ‘On my way here I went through a neighborhood that looked like something before the war. And this shop, it’s the first like it that I’ve seen. Was this area of Slushland not hit as bad?’
 
   The girl stopped wiping the table and leaned against a chair, smirking. ‘You really are new to the area.’
 
   Joe sipped his coffee, embarrassed by her response.
 
   ‘Technically you aren’t in Slushland anymore,’ she explained. ‘This is Almost Sunny Springs.’
 
   ‘Almost Sunny Springs?’
 
   ‘That’s what the locals call it. It’s a suburb of Slushland. It actually used to be pretty nice in its day. Don’t let the green lawns and the Stepford Wives fool you. It’s an act. This place is just as crappy. At least Slushland doesn’t try to hide behind a veneer of wealth. See that?’ She pointed across the street to the warehouse with boarded up windows; it looked abandoned, its wood sallow and dry and broken bricks strewn across its front yard. ‘That’s what they refer to as a bathhouse. Otherwise known as…drumroll please…a brothel.’
 
   ‘There are tons of them.’
 
   ‘Just a few are in business, if you can call it that. Lots of Slummers are captured and forced to work in them.’
 
   ‘Don’t you get worried?’
 
   The girl gave him a puzzled look.
 
   ‘You know. Working so close to them,’ Joe explained.
 
   The girl let out an exasperated breath. ‘Thanks for the reminder. I’d almost forgotten.’
 
   Their conversation was interrupted by the kitchen door swinging open. A boy a year or two younger than Joe walked out with a sandwich on a plate and set it on the front counter. ‘Foods up!’ he called before heading back to the kitchen. 
 
   As the girl picked up the plate and carried it to Joe, there was a loud crash in the back room. She and Joe watched the door swing wide to reveal two boys wearing aprons—twins by the looks of them—throttling each other and cursing into the air. The larger of the two threw the other to the ground and pounced, punching him in the face and chest. Joe leaned up a bit in his chair to get a better view. 
 
   ‘Is there…should I do something about that?’ he asked.
 
   The girl slid the plate onto the table and grabbed him some napkins. ‘It wouldn’t make any difference. They fight all day long no matter who gets in between. You’ll probably just end up sporting a black eye for nothing.’
 
   Joe watched them beating each other for a minute or two before settling back down in his chair.
 
   ‘After a while you don’t even notice it,’ she said.
 
   ‘Like all the gunshots in Slushland,’ Joe remarked.
 
   ‘I live in Midland. We don’t have gunshots there.’
 
   Joe was tempted to ask about Midland, but he didn’t want to show his ignorance for a second time. He took a bite, chewed, and had a good look around at the chipped red and white walls of the restaurant, noticing the slight imperfections, the wear and tear that was so obvious to the waitress. He swallowed, realizing he didn’t know her name.
 
   ‘I’m Joe,’ he said, wiping his hand on a napkin and holding it out to her. She took it. Warm shivers went down his spine when he felt her skin on his.
 
   ‘Pleasure to meet you, Joe. My name’s Amanda.’
 
   ‘Amanda from Midland,’ Joe said.
 
   ‘You don’t know where Midland is, do you?’
 
   ‘Not a clue.’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   The Queen Bean disappeared in the mist behind him as Joe drifted slowly along the street, passing houses now wrapped in piercing darkness that cut deeper than bailing wire. Most of the lights across the river had died out and the skyscrapers were only visible when the moon appeared from behind ivory clouds. A floodlight from a barge tore open the sky before the light sputtered out like a blinking eye and the sky pieced itself back together.
 
   Joe abandoned his bike in a ditch, laying it carefully on its side so that if anyone spotted it, they’d take it for scrap. He crawled out of the ditch and ran across the street to the fence line and followed it to the neighborhood he’d passed through earlier. The houses lay asleep, their curtains drawn and all the lights out. Joe surveyed them for several minutes, searching for movement on the street or in the windows. A cat slunk from a gutter and walked towards him before veering to the left and disappearing into a trashcan.
 
   Staying close to the fence, Joe started down the silent street, fighting to keep his breathing steady and his nerves calm. Up ahead, the house he’d stopped at hours ago materialized in front of his eyes as if someone was slapping paint on a canvas. He looked along the eaves and blackened windows. The entire street was devoid of light and sound. Joe’s eyes fell on the bush he’d seen the jester hiding behind earlier. He waited for movement, then put his thumb and forefinger into his mouth and whistled softly.
 
   Something jangled. A horn rose up from the bush like the head of a sea creature, before skulking back down again. After that there wasn’t any more movement. Crouching low, Joe crept across the street and ducked behind a circuit box covered in flowers painted by what looked like a child’s hand. He stayed there, listening and waiting.
 
   The bulb sizzled in the metal arm of the streetlight above him, before flickering on and off and then sputtering out completely. Joe glanced quickly towards the front door then sprinted across the grass to the bush. The jester was sleeping peacefully on a multi-colored mat; a bowl of water and a wedge of meat sat in the dirt near his head. The rope around his neck coiled beneath him, shooting out around his feet where it looped through a hook nailed straight into the brick. Joe laid a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   The jester jolted like a dog waking from a nightmare, bells jangling all over the place. Before he could call out, Joe threw a hand over his mouth. ‘Shhhhh,’ he said, holding a finger to his lips and turning to look at the front door. Joe’s palm glistened with spit when he removed his hand from the man’s mouth. Wiping it dry on the grass, he said, ‘I’m going to get you out of this place. Understand?’
 
   The jester’s dull eyes glared at him for what seemed like a long time before he nodded, the bells jingling on his hat. The white and red facepaint streaked down his eyes and cheeks, barely covering the stubble on his chin.
 
   ‘First,’ Joe said, ‘let’s take this damn thing off.’
 
   He lifted the hat off the jester’s head with both hands, careful not to make the bells jangle again, and tucked it behind him where it wouldn’t get in the way. ‘Hand me that rope there.’ Joe pointed.
 
   The jester scooped up the spool of rope and dropped it in Joe’s lap. Joe dug in his pocket and pulled out a pocketknife. He flipped open the blade, stretched the rope taut in the dirt, and began cutting.
 
   He mumbled while he sliced: ‘This isn’t living, no matter what that crazy lady in there tells you. Is she your mom or something?’
 
   The jester lifted his head, running a hand through his thinning, unnaturally gray hair. ‘Yeah,’ he muttered.
 
   Joe shook his head. ‘What’s your name?’
 
   ‘Rook.’
 
   The rope frayed as Joe reached the halfway point. ‘Rook? That’s your real name?’
 
   Rook shrugged and reached past Joe to thumb the jester’s hat, longing for the feel of the familiar. Joe guessed he hadn’t had interaction with anyone but his mom for quite a while. He was relieved that Rook’s mind didn’t seem entirely broken. Despite his frail voice he seemed confident enough, considering, and Joe figured he’d regain his strength bit by bit the longer he stayed away from her.
 
   The rope split apart in the dirt. Rook snatched it in his fist and followed it to the noose around his neck.
 
   ‘We can work on getting that off once we’re well out of here,’ Joe said.
 
   Suddenly Rook’s eyes widened, hearing something that Joe couldn’t. ‘She’s coming,’ he said placidly.
 
   Joe grabbed his shoulder and heaved him up. Through a crack in her curtains, Joe saw the mom standing at the foot of the stairs in her nightgown. She must have spotted him for she let out a scream. Rook bolted, scrambling through the grass towards the street. Joe flung himself over the bushes, his feet catching on a branch, and he fell flat on his stomach. The porch light shattered the night, spilling over the walkway and illuminating his back. He jumped quickly to his feet and, just as the front door groaned open, he vaulted over the fence, falling onto his side.
 
   The woman came down the path, her nightgown billowing in the wind. Her carbine hung across her arms. Joe pressed himself against the fence, watching through a crack. She stopped out in the street, looking right and left. ‘Rook!’ she screamed. ‘Come back to your mother.’ Her voice carried off into the night. ‘You belong with me, Rook!’
 
   She went down to the curb and craned her neck towards the bridge where Rook had run, then she walked the length the fence, running the barrel of her carbine along the posts. Joe pulled back his head as the barrel clattered over the part where his eye had been. Again she stopped and screamed, her face screwing up into something grotesque: ‘Rook! Come back to me!’
 
   Joe held his breath, his hands flattened against the fence, knees buried in grass and dirt, watching as she turned and made her way slowly back to the house, sobbing. She collapsed on the front porch and wept uncontrollably, ignited in the yellow light.
 
   ‘Roooook,’ she howled like a shewolf calling for its cub.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Halfway across the bridge, soaked in cold sweat, and peering through the fog, Joe heard music coming from somewhere to his right. He slowed, letting the engine’s roar turn to a growl, and looked around wildly, searching for the source of the music. As the fog cleared momentarily, he noticed a man leaning against the side of the bridge. His first instinct was to race down the bridge and get away from possible danger; instead, he slowed the bike almost to a halt.
 
   ‘Hello?’ he called into the darkness. The man he thought he’d seen a moment ago was now lost from sight. ‘Rook?’
 
   The music stopped and everything went silent. Then an old voice crept out of the fog, as controlled as if it was speaking in a library. ‘Hullo there.’
 
   Joe stopped the bike completely, glancing back the way he’d come, then forward along the bridge, looking for anyone else who might be there with them. When he didn’t see anyone, he shut the engine off. As the motorcycle sputtered into silence, Joe’s blood went cold, nervous that he might just have signed his death sentence. Steeling himself, he pushed the bike onwards, breaking through the fog. The floodlight from a barge flashed upward and the side of the bridge erupted with light. Joe nearly stumbled backwards as he caught sight of the man directly in front of him, propped against the railing and wrapped in filthy rags.
 
   ‘Hullo again, son. Ya finally made it.’
 
   ‘Hello,’ Joe said, coming just a little closer. ‘Was that you making music earlier?’
 
   ‘Aye. That was me.’
 
   The man looked past him, as if staring at something a long way off. Whenever he shifted position against the railing, the mass of rags covering his body ballooned and settled as if they had a life of their own. ‘Those that call me anythin’ atall, call me the old crow.’
 
   ‘Do you live on this bridge?’
 
   ‘Aye.’
 
   ‘For how long?’
 
   ‘Fitteen years.’
 
   Joe drew closer to him, the old crow, and leaned an elbow against the railing, trying to meet the man’s eye. A loose-fitting rag was wrapped around his skull, covering the right eye, but the other was wide and moved around, though it looked clouded with cataracts. ‘Fifteen years? How have you survived that long?’ Joe asked.
 
   The old crow didn’t answer. Instead, he reached into the folds of his rags and brought out some rancid chewing tobacco that he slipped into his mouth. ‘Describe yourself, son,’ he demanded as he chomped hard on the chew.
 
   ‘Describe myself?’ Joe cocked his head at the man.
 
   ‘You deaf? Tell me what ya look like. I never trusted names.’
 
   ‘Ohhh-kayyy,’ Joe said. He gave a quick description of himself, from height to weight to eye color to hair color. ‘Anything else you need to know about me?’ he asked when he had finished.
 
   The old crow didn’t answer. A black tear curved along the grimy creases in his wrinkled skin. He brought a gloved hand to his face and swiped it across his eyes, then laid his forehead on the back of his hand. ‘Fitteen years I been lookin’ and you ain’t him.’
 
   ‘I’m not who?’
 
   Suddenly the old crow shot his hand out, grabbed Joe by the hair, and dragged him closer, peering at him with his good eye. After jerking Joe’s head from side to side, taking in all he could, he released him and shuffled round to face the river, laying his arms heavily on the railing. ‘Him. The one I been lookin’ fer fer so long. Like a fool I gave ’im up when he was a youngster.’
 
   ‘Is he still in Slushland?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I dumped ’im off at the stepsa the orphanage. But that got burnt down. I know I ain’t never gonna find him again. Even if I did, he ain’t gonna forgive me fer what I done. Only God forgives fer things like that, and God left these parts a long time ago.’
 
   ‘Is there something I can do?’
 
   ‘Nay. There ain’t nothin’ ta be done. Not by us leastways. My boy’s gone.’
 
   Joe left the old man standing at the side of the bridge. As he made his way back to his motorcycle, the man called out in a wheezing voice. ‘You ever meeta boy who dun know his father, you tell ’im the old crow’s still lookin.’
 
   Joe raised his hand in a wave as the fog congealed between them and the old man disappeared. Me and that boy will have something in common, if I ever do meet him, Joe thought. Then the music began again, a sad tune, played on some strange instrument by a strange, sad old man.
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   Only when Joe shut off the water in the shower did he hear the ringing of his cellphone fill the apartment he now squatted in. 
 
   ‘I’m coming,’ he called out to nobody. ‘Hold your horses.’ 
 
   Without drying off, he slung a shirt over his back, dug through his bag and pulled out his phone, expecting the call to be from his mom. Not many people had his number, and he hadn’t heard from her since he’d left. The caller had blocked their number. Joe hesitated, staring at the vibrating screen, trying to decide whether or not to answer.
 
   What the hell, he thought, and slid a thumb across the phone. His blood went cold when Terrance’s bright red face appeared on the screen. ‘’Bout damn time you answered the damn phone. I’ve called ten times.’
 
   ‘I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not. What do you want, Terrance?’
 
   ‘Look, kid’—Terrance brushed a hand through his hair and put on the most concerned expression he could muster—‘You gotta come home. Sarah is all torn up about you vanishing like that. I know we got our differences, but what d’ya say we work that shit out. For the sake of your mom, y’know?’
 
   ‘Is she there? Why didn’t she call me about this?’
 
   ‘You know how emotional she gets. The woman tears up just at the thought of speaking to you again. Hate to say it, Joe, but you’re her rock. Me, I mean, she loves me and all that shit. What we got is great, but I don’t hold her together like you do.’
 
   Joe expected this from his mom, but never, not in a million years, from Terrance—not after that fight the night he left home. They were two men cut from a different cloth.
 
   ‘I’m not coming back to Hell Paso,’ Joe said, shaking his head. He began pacing around the room. ‘I’ve got a new life here. A job, a new apartment, the whole thing.’
 
   ‘Where are you?’ Terrance asked, causing Joe to pause midstride and look down at his phone where Terrance’s sharp eyes stared up at him.
 
   ‘I’m not gonna tell you that.’
 
   Terrance put his hand to his forehead and started massaging the wrinkles, his eyes focused on the ground. ‘Joe, I’m tryin’ to be nice here. I been tryin’ to level with you. All I want is to do right by your mom.’
 
   ‘I’ll visit Hell Paso once I’ve been here for a couple months. I had to leave. It was time. She knows that just as much as you and I. It’ll be easier on her the longer I’m away. She needs to get used to it is all. Leaving was no easy thing for me to do either.’
 
   Terrance chuckled under his breath. He checked his surroundings to ensure that he was alone. Then his whole demeanor changed. ‘You better get your fuckin’ ass back home, boy. You have any idea, any fucking clue what you’re putting your mom through. You get your skinny ass back to this town and you get down on your knees and apologize to her. You get me you fuckin’ twerp?’
 
   ‘Piss off, Terrance. I’m done.’ 
 
   Terrance pointed at the screen and roared: ‘I’m gonna find you, and I’ll drag your ass back if I got to! I want that bike back too, you fucking bast—’
 
   Joe hurled his phone so hard against the wall that it shattered into three pieces. The blank, reflective screen flipped across the room, landing near his foot. Terrance was gone. Joe huffed, kicking it away, and went back to the bathroom to dry off.
 
   What bothered him was that this was the first time since he’d arrived in Slushland when he’d really stopped to think about how his actions might have affected his mother. He’d busied himself with work at the shop, exploring Slushland, and going to the sandwich shop to see Amanda at least twice a week, never stopping to think about home or his one remaining relative. Could she really be hurting that badly? Surely she understood that it was time for him to fly the coop. He was grown, fully feathered, and there was nothing left for him there. Except her. But that wasn’t reason enough to stay.
 
   Dropping onto the edge of the bed, he yanked on his jeans and boots, trying to calm down. Raising these questions in his mind had been the whole objective of Terrance’s call. He was trying to get to him. No, no, no. Joe shook his head. He wouldn’t let that druggie bastard win. He played the scenes from the night he left once more through his mind. If given the chance, he knew he would do it all over again.
 
   A noise outside tugged his attention towards the window. He went over and peeled apart the blinds, searching the street. Unlike the Starlight Motel room, this new apartment didn’t give Joe a very clear view of the parking lot. He stood on his tip toes and craned his neck painfully to the side. His eyes fell on a figure hunched over his bike digging through the side satchels. ‘Damn Slummers,’ he muttered, and grabbing his gun off the bed he ran out of the room.
 
   Joe burst out of the apartment building, waving the gun around, hoping the sight of it might be enough to stop the thief. The Slummer locked eyes with Joe, then darted across the street clutching Joe’s comic books.
 
   ‘You picked the wrong bike, buddy,’ Joe yelled, chasing him across the street. 
 
   The Slummer looked over his shoulder and sprinted even faster, before skidding left into an alleyway. 
 
   Joe stopped at its entrance, recalling the first time Zeb had shown him the Slummers in their unnatural habitat. He advanced into the darkened alleyway, puddles of water splashing underfoot, the air cool and moist.
 
   He stepped over trash bags and old food wrappers; broken glass crunched under his boots. A dumpster overflowing with garbage stood open against the wall like a gigantic mouth. And then he was at the end of the alley. Where was the Slummer? Joe touched the wall and looked up. There weren’t any fire escapes he could have scrambled up. Both visible doors were boarded and without doorknobs. ‘Where’d you go?’ Joe whispered to the silent alley walls.
 
   Then he noticed an almost invisible gutter set into the lower wall. A surge of adrenaline shot through him like a bullet. All the articles he’d read about the unsolved mystery of the Guttermen rushed back to him. Nobody had met one, and if they had they didn’t live to tell about it. Nobody knew where they lived—obviously somewhere in the gutters, many joked, but there was a whole lot of gutter in Slushland, and it was far too expansive for even a search party of fifty to properly explore.
 
   Joe crouched down at the mouth of the gutter and noticed there wasn’t much of a stench creeping up from its cement lips. It also looked as if the opening had been chiseled bigger to accommodate a body. Carefully Joe reached a hand inside and groped around until he came across something that felt like a rope ladder. This had to be the entrance to the Guttermen’s hideaway. He stuffed the pistol into his waistband and prepared to climb down the ladder. But with one foot inside the gutter, he stopped abruptly, recalling the rumors he’d heard lately at the Queen Bean. It was said that the Guttermen were mutated due to fallout from the war, that they had boils covering their skin, and that their minds had warped so much they had taken to cannibalism. Apparently, there were hundreds of them in the sewers, feasting on rats or each other when they couldn’t find suitable human flesh above ground.
 
   Joe tugged his leg out of the gutter. He peered inside in the hope of getting a better view. The idea of going unprepared into a sewer of cannibals wasn’t one he relished. He only had five bullets, which wouldn’t do much good if they surrounded him. And without a flashlight or a way to mark his route, chances were he would lose his way and wander the sewers until… No, this was not the night to investigate the Guttermen, Joe thought, as he backed away from the sewer. He turned and walked back to his apartment, all thoughts of Terrance wiped from his mind.
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   The morning’s sticky dew clung to Joe’s face, which twitched away the flies that whisked and buzzed around his eyes. Dozens of boats floated along Slushland’s river coated in a pasty fog. Joe stopped what he was doing to watch the anglers cast their nets into the water. One sailor called out to another, his voice carrying across the water, and they began heaving up a net brimming with fish, some slipping free and splashing back beneath the rippling surface.
 
   Joe slumped onto the back deck of the auto shop and picked up his steaming mug of coffee. Since working at the shop, he had forced himself to enjoy it black. Zeb refused to splurge on sugar and cream, claiming that they ruined the bean’s natural flavor. Joe wholeheartedly disagreed, but wasn’t about to waste money on something unnecessary. After drinking half the mug, he went back to work filling a cardboard box with tools, figuring that Zeb had a mind to ship it somewhere. Joe still wasn’t entirely sure why Zeb had hired him—there wasn’t that much to do around the place—but he definitely seemed to be preparing for something.
 
   Joe picked up the cardboard box, determined to ask Zeb the truth about why he’d brought him on board. As he nudged open the back door with his knee, he heard the front door bell jingle, signaling new customers. Zeb greeted them with his throaty, ‘Hello fellas, what can I do ya for?’ Joe went into the side room and lifted the box onto a rack next to two others. Zeb’s personal safe, covered in dust, squatted in the corner.
 
   ‘We run into some car trouble onna way here,’ one of the patrons said to Zeb, while the other asked, ‘You got some water, partner?’
 
   In his mind’s eye, Joe pictured Zeb pointing out the jug in the corner; then he heard the glug glug of the water churning.
 
   ‘What happened to your knee?’ Zeb asked bluntly.
 
   Joe’s hand stopped short of the knob and he froze.
 
   ‘Some shit-dick jumped us onna way to town. Been eating painkillers for weeks just to stay standin’.’ The jug glugged again as the man helped himself to some more water.
 
   ‘Sorry to hear that,’ Zeb countered. ‘So you got some car trouble. Where’s the car in question?’
 
   ‘Right outside.’              
 
   The bell jingled as the three men filtered out of the shop into the morning air. 
 
   Joe lingered in the side room for a moment, listening to make sure they had all gone, before walking carefully, nervously, into the foyer. He lifted the blinds just a fraction. Parked outside against the curb was the red truck. Zeb and one of the rapists were bent over the truck’s hood, examining something. ‘Hell,’ Joe breathed. ‘Oh, hell.’
 
   The rapist with the knee brace threw something into his mouth and swallowed, chasing it with a sip of water. He looked around dangerously, watching some Slummers at the end of the street. Seeing the red truck brought a swarm of memories buzzing into Joe’s mind, images of the dead girl wrapped in her cocoon, the rapist’s white butt thrusting up and down noiselessly, the bloody bone jutting from his knee.
 
   Joe scrambled back to the side room, shutting the door silently just as the three men came back into the shop again. Joe put his back to the door, not listening to a word being said but merely trying to control his breathing. If those men were to stumble upon him, they’d kill him without a second thought. He tried to think. Had they got a good look at his face back at the rest stop? He remembered one of the rapist’s faces vividly. But he had sneaked up behind them and the rest of the time they’d been unconscious. Joe could hardly believe that the one who’d been on the girl was still alive—he’d smacked him real hard. It’s an unfair universe, he mused, when rapists who are beaten with a tire iron live, but their victim dies and lies buried in a car.
 
   The front door jingled.
 
   ‘Joe!’ Zeb called out. ‘Joe, they’re gone.’
 
   He hesitated, even with Zeb’s reassurance.
 
   ‘Joe, damn it, get your ass out here.’
 
   Joe left the safety of the side room and found Zeb locking up the front door and shutting the blinds. ‘Were those the guys you told me about—those guys from the rest stop? I knew right when I noticed that knee brace.’
 
   ‘Yeah, that was them.’ Joe leaned against the front desk, rapping his fingers nervously against the wood.
 
   ‘They’re not coming back. Those morons ran outta gas. I gave them a few gallons and sent ’em on their way. I’ve gotta hand it to you, you picked a fight with some raw characters.’
 
   ‘What they were doing to that girl…there was only one choice to make.’
 
   ‘I’m not saying you made the wrong decision, not by a long shot.’ Zeb flipped off the Open sign. ‘Have you heard of the Arm?’
 
   Joe eased off the front desk. ‘No.’
 
   Zeb got another cup of coffee and led Joe to the deck. ‘Remember how I told you Slushland’s disease will spread to the rest of the south if somethin’ isn’t done? Well, the Arm is determined to spread that sickness as fast and as violently as possible.’
 
   The sun had come up properly now, breaking through the fog that hung over the water and casting a yellow shimmer on its surface. ‘The Arm’s led by a guy named Townes, a real tough bastard whose goal is to break the south. Once it’s broken to his liking, the Arm will take over as some kind of chaos government. A buddy of mine named Phillip thinks that their end goal is to declare war on the North.’
 
   ‘That’s a tall order for a Slushland gang.’
 
   ‘They’re turnin’ into more than a gang. Townes knows what he’s doing, which is the bitch of it all. He’s a good leader. Crazy as hell, but good.’
 
   ‘What’re they doing in Slushland?’ Joe’s mind sifted through the articles he’d read, trying to remember anything about the Arm or this guy Townes, but neither name sounded familiar. It was disconcerting that this news hadn’t reached Hell Paso yet. If Townes and his gang were legitimate, it would have far-reaching consequences throughout the country. It sounded like even the North, cozily tucked away and doing its best to ignore any goings-on in the south, would have to deal with the Arm eventually.
 
   ‘This city is practically broken as it is. All Townes needs to do is take a stroll down the street and his job is half done. What’s really got me worried is that those two guys are out-of-towners.’ Zeb’s voice lowered. ‘They’ve got me nervous. I don’t think this city has much time. I think it’s come time to let you know the reason I hired you. But first, you should meet the guy who hired me. Up for a road trip?’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   The road coiled across the land, wrapping itself around fields of dead corn and dried up lakes. Zeb’s truck raced along, belching black smoke and moving so smoothly it felt like they were floating. Joe sat with his arm crooked on the open window, enjoying the rush of wind funneling against his face.
 
   Zeb was smoking a cigarette, his window open only a crack. ‘Phillip’s an interesting guy. Damn smart. He was the ambassador to Mexico before the war,’ he explained.
 
   Joe raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re kidding? Did he know the war was coming?’
 
   ‘He claims he didn’t have a clue. And Phillip’s sharp as all hell. That just shows how sharp Buelly was to pull something like that over on the poor guy. Phillip’s had a tough time of it since the war. His wife died a couple years after from cancer’—Zeb swerved around an armadillo’s carcass—‘leaving him and his daughter alone.’
 
   ‘Shit,’ Joe halfway whispered, suddenly filled with pity for this man he hadn’t even met.
 
   Zeb settled back in his seat and plucked the finished cigarette from his lips. He flicked it deftly through the gap in his side window. ‘He blames himself for a lot of what’s happened. Even if he’d known about half of it, I don’t know that he could’ve stopped anything.’ 
 
   The truck purred up a steep hill. When they reached its crest, Zeb pointed to a house in the distance. ‘That’s it.’ It was barely visible through the trees, but soon Joe got a good look at what was one of the nicest houses he’d seen in a long time. As they neared it, he noticed how time and minimal upkeep had worn its beauty thin. Manila-colored paint peeled from the wood; empty squares pocked the roof where random shingles had been torn off by the wind; the windows were dulled and yellowed with dust; fence lines drooped clumsily into the overgrown grass beside the long gravel road leading to the house.
 
   Phillip was waiting on the wrap-around porch to greet the visitors. He raised a hand when they pulled up to the front steps. Zeb got out of the truck and patted its roof, greeting Phillip in his twangy voice. Joe stepped out and glanced up at Phillip. 
 
   ‘This must be the new employee,’ he said, padding down the steps, still wearing house slippers. ‘I’m Phillip.’
 
   Joe introduced himself. As they shook hands, his eyes wandered to the imprint of the flask in Phillip’s front pocket.
 
   ‘Nice to finally meet you,’ Phillip went on. ‘Zeb tells me you know a good deal about vehicles. Said something about a motorcycle.’
 
   Joe looked over at Zeb who crossed his arms and leaned against the passenger door. He couldn’t tell if Zeb’s smile showed pride in him or smugness that he’d been put on the spot. ‘Yeah, I like to think I know a bit about vehicles. We haven’t had much work yet at the shop. Back in Hell Paso I worked on a couple of cars a day.’
 
   ‘There’s going to be plenty of time to prove yourself in the weeks to come. Come on in, both of you. It’s one of the hottest days of the year right now.’
 
   Phillip lifted his cold beer off the porch railing and opened the door for the two mechanics. Joe shut his eyes and savored the cool air pumping from ceiling vents. A television hung in a niche on the wall in front of a long couch that could easily seat six people, and a fish tank glowed blue and green beneath a painting that Joe recognized but knew nothing about. A fireplace full of wood was built into the stone wall. 
 
   ‘Anyone care for a drink?’ Phillip asked.
 
   Joe wandered over to the fish tank and stooped in front of the glowing lights. ‘I’ll take a beer,’ he said. Misery loves company, he thought.
 
   ‘Zeb—anything?’ Phillip asked.
 
   ‘I’m good.’ Zeb held up a hand.
 
   Phillip finished off his current beer and pulled two more from the fridge.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ said Joe, taking the cold beer.
 
   Zeb dropped wearily into a seat around the circular kitchen table. He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his chin in his hands. His eyes were distant, his thoughts clearly taking him somewhere very far away. From the kitchen Joe could see Midland’s hills rolling against the skyline. Somewhere behind them, Slushland, with its single river and collapsed bridge, was just waking up from its regular nightmarish sleep.
 
   ‘Townes is recruiting outsiders,’ Zeb said to Phillip who leaned against the counter cupping the beer with both hands.
 
   Phillip nodded, unsurprised. ‘I guess he exhausted all the resources that Slushland had to offer. Once he takes Slushland and really makes a name for himself, that’s when new recruits will be arriving by the truckload. I’d wager he has a couple hundred people at his disposal right now. That number will reach a thousand before month’s end.’
 
   Now that Joe had a chance to get a decent look at him, he noticed the tired red rings branded around Phillip’s eyes, the dehydrated pupils streaked with yellow.
 
   ‘You think he’ll make a move by then?’ Zeb asked.
 
   ‘Honestly, I don’t know what he’s waiting for.’
 
   Joe thumbed through a stack of newspapers on the counter that dated to almost three months before. Phillip watched him for a moment before asking, ‘You interested in old articles?’
 
   Joe laid a hand flat on the top of the stack. ‘I missed a lot of what’s happening in the rest of the country, living so close to the border. The random paper picked out of the trash was my news source.’
 
   Phillip pointed with the tip of his beer bottle to a framed newspaper-clipping hanging on the wall. ‘Take a look at that one. It might interest you.’
 
   The frame was made of worn wood heavily sanded and coated with a maroon-colored finish. Inside was the front page of a newspaper. One of its pictures showed a middle-aged man with long thin hair and bleached white skin. His lips were fixed in a straight line—neither a smile nor a frown. The caption told him it was Buelly the White. Next to Buelly was a picture of a desert with mangled buildings rising up out of the sand like half-buried corpses. Beneath the picture it said ‘Mexican Ruins’. The article’s headline blared in solid black lettering: THE PURGING OF MEXICO: AFTERMATH.
 
   ‘This is dated three days after the war ended,’ Joe said without looking away from the clipping. 
 
   Behind him, Phillip grunted confirmation. Zeb shifted in his chair, trying to get a better view of the article. Joe put his hands into his pockets and bent closer to the glass to read the small print:
 
   I write this with a trembling hand. Friends, loyal readers, forgive me if I venture into the realm of subjectivity during this short editorial. With all that’s happened, I don’t see how a human of sound mind could look at the events of the past few years objectively.
 
   We’ve been reduced to nothing by so many forces of evil at work in this world: Buelly, Barrett Wheeler, the Desaparecidos, to name a few. There remain people whose evil hasn’t been uncovered. Phillip Goodwin, who still pleads ignorance, is one such man. As always, time reveals all things, and his role in the War of Borders remains a mystery.
 
   For those who do not know, the war is over. We won, if you call the murder of thousands of innocents winning. I’ve walked along the border of Mexico and Texas and seen the bodies of men who gave their lives protecting two glorious countries. But when historians hundreds of years from now look back on this time, and when children in classrooms read about this war, they will know one thing: we began the war when the Desaparecidos stormed Mexico City, and we ended it when the bombs fell.
 
   Right now, we truly understand the meaning of the axiom ‘you reap what you sow.’ We spread the seeds of violence by allowing one man to control our lives, our thoughts, and our government. When his silver tongue turned to ash, we found ourselves waist deep in the embers.
 
   There’s little point in my continuing with this editorial. This magazine will never be printed again. We backed a man and his lies, spun his bullshit into gold and fed it to all of you. Our judgment is now suspect, and rightfully so. For all these things, I am sincerely sorry. An apology means little I know, but it is all I have to offer.
 
   Good luck and God bless as you create a life in this new world.
 
   Joe’s eyes wandered to the top of the article and settled on Buelly. Although he hadn’t heard every detail about the war, about what actually happened, he’d heard plenty about Buelly. People called him the White Devil all over the south. Warmongering Coward was another favorite throughout Hell Paso. Joe stared him down as if staring down the real man, as if they’d bumped into each other on a street corner somewhere in the North. He wondered what that confrontation would be like. Would he simply kill the man who caused the deaths of so many innocents? Or would he ask him first why he did it?
 
   It often baffled him how an entire country could at one point have rallied behind such a man. Joe was only nine or ten when the war began, maybe six when Buelly came to power—much too young to understand the headlines and the reports on television, too young to understand why his father had to leave for this thing called war.
 
   ‘It’s hard to believe this really happened,’ Joe said, breaking the silence that had filled the kitchen. 
 
   One moment, Buelly was the country’s crowning glory, the man that would lead them into a prosperous era, lead them into the next renaissance; a week later, he’d fled to the north-easternmost point of the country, leaving the rest of the country to clean up his bloody mess.
 
   Phillip put an empty beer bottle onto the countertop. ‘The proof is in the pudding. I suppose you noticed my honorable mention in there. If I had known what was going to happen, I would have strangled Buelly with my bare hands.’
 
   Phillip seemed sincere, though Joe had a difficult time understanding how he could have been so close to Buelly and not have known. Then again, the fact that Buelly hadn’t trusted Phillip seemed to prove Phillip’s credibility as a decent, sane human being.
 
   ‘Does anyone know exactly where he is?’ Joe asked.
 
   Zeb answered. ‘There’re rumors he’s in Boston somewhere, living like a king when he should be strung up on one of Slushland’s skyscrapers.’ He leveled a finger at the article. ‘He’s gonna pay for his crimes sooner or later. I’d like to be there when he does.’
 
   Joe walked away from the clipping and went to another picture angled beneath the window. Dust covered the glass, obscuring the image. ‘You mind?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Go ahead,’ Phillip said.
 
   Joe wiped away the dust with the bottom of his shirt and lifted the picture for a better view. A surprised grin spread over his face. The photograph was of three people: Phillip, a woman who was presumably Phillip’s deceased wife, and Amanda—Joe recognized her straight away, even though she was much younger in the photograph. They were standing on the beach, the sun setting metallically behind them. Phillip’s wife’s head was wrapped in a colorful bandana; Amanda looked like she had enough hair for the both of them—it fell to her shoulders in waves. She couldn’t have been older than ten, but Joe was positive it was her. Then he recalled her mentioning Midland and her father who, in the picture, looked healthier and happier: demon free.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   That night, Joe sat with Amanda on the front porch swing while Zeb and Phillip stood in the yard grilling burgers and hot dogs. Phillip hadn’t stopped drinking since they arrived that morning, eventually switching from beer to whisky as the day wore on. Joe quit after two beers. Zeb hadn’t touched the alcohol at all, though he wasn’t without his vices: his once full pack of cigarettes now contained only two and he refused to share them with anyone.
 
   ‘What’re the odds I come home and find you?’ Amanda said, pushing her feet against the deck, swaying the swing back and forth.
 
   Joe smiled and took a sip of the iced tea Amanda had made him. ‘Anything happen at work today?’
 
   ‘Tom’s acting weird again.’ She looked at Joe and brushed her jagged hair behind her ears. ‘I think he’s back on drugs.’
 
   ‘You know what kind?’
 
   ‘Seedjoi probably. That’s what it was last time.’
 
   ‘My mom’s boyfriend was big into serratone. He couldn’t afford seedjoi luckily.’ Joe scratched his head. ‘Have you two ever dated?’ he asked, trying to sound casual.
 
   By the look on Amanda’s face, he knew he’d failed miserably. ‘Why? Are you interested in him?’
 
   ‘I was just thinking, you two work together and…I don’t know, I just wondered,’ he said, shrugging it off and hoping she’d move onto a new subject. He felt like a moron for even bringing it up.
 
   ‘You and Zeb work together. Where’d you take him on your last date?’
 
   ‘Okay, okay,’ Joe said, drinking some tea and trying to hide his face. ‘I shouldn’t have asked. But you never did answer my question.’
 
   ‘I’d rather put an icepick through my eye than date Tom. How’s that for an answer?’
 
   ‘That’ll do.’
 
   Amanda went inside to refill their glasses, leaving Joe time to catch his breath. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been around a girl this pretty, certainly not in Hell Paso. His determination to stick it out in Slushland was stronger than ever now that she seemed to be a permanent part of his life. The thing he liked best about her, Joe thought while he rocked on the porch swing, was her strength, considering what she’s been through—losing her mother after the war when she was still so young, watching everything around her change, and yet still growing up to be kind and good-humored.
 
   Near the grill, Phillip laughed at something Zeb said, which gave Joe another thing to tack on his list: every day Amanda had to watch her father fall deeper into his addiction, just like he’d had to watch his mother grow weaker every day, eventually supporting herself using addicts who couldn’t even care for themselves.
 
   Amanda returned with two full glasses of tea and eased down onto the porch swing. ‘Where did Zebulan get a name like Zebulan? Were his parents from outer space?’ she asked.
 
   ‘I think they must’ve really, really liked science-fiction,’ Joe answered.
 
   Later, the four of them ate dinner at the circular kitchen table. Burgers, hotdogs, coleslaw, baked beans, and another two beers for Phillip. Joe ate slowly, enjoying the meal and amazed that Phillip maintained his composure after drinking half his body weight in alcohol. Zeb hadn’t been lying when he’d said Phillip had a problem.
 
   Out of nowhere, Phillip asked, ‘Did Amanda tell you that she writes poetry?’
 
   Joe shook his head, smiling at her. ‘No, but I’ll have to read it sometime.’
 
   Amanda slid her father’s beer away from him. ‘I think that’s enough for you, old man.’
 
   Enough arrived about four hours ago, Joe thought.
 
   After clearing her plate, Amanda hugged Phillip, said goodnight to the rest, and went upstairs to sleep. Joe stood up to go clear his plate, but Phillip waved a hand towards him. ‘Later. There are things we need to discuss.’ He brought a whisky bottle and three glasses to the fireplace. ‘Help yourselves,’ he said, then turned to light the logs.
 
   Soon, flames licked the air, spitting black smoke towards the flue. Joe poured himself some whisky and leaned back in the wooden chair near the hearth.
 
   ‘Oh, what the hell,’ Zeb said, and reached forward for a shot of whisky.
 
   ‘Let’s get down to brass tacks, gentlemen,’ Phillip said, bending forward, bunching his hands together on the coffee table beside his full glass. ‘Zeb already knows a good deal about the project that I and some others have been working on. I’m not going to tell you everything tonight, Joe, but I’m going to start you off with more than I told Zeb when he first signed up. The more I trust you and the more you prove yourself, the more you get to know.’
 
   Joe nodded, not breaking contact with Phillip’s eyes. They were watery and yellow, but somehow sharp and focused all at once.
 
   ‘Zeb and I have been looking for another mechanic who can help Zeb throughout the last stages of the project for close to…I don’t know—’ He looked to Zeb for an answer.
 
   ‘—five months,’ Zeb said. ‘Most of the best mechanics died in the war.’
 
   ‘When this project is complete, Joe, oh lord, it is going to change everything. That gaping hole Buelly ripped into the world? We’re going to sew it up. Have you heard of Gregory Tesh the Third?’
 
   ‘No.’ Joe ran his thumb round the rim of his glass.
 
   ‘That’s fine. There aren’t many people left who would remember him. He was a brilliant entrepreneur before the war. Made millions by investing in start-ups. For the past year, Tesh has been hiring smugglers to sneak into the North and bring out all kinds of things—weapons, food, blueprints, sometimes people.’
 
   ‘I read about the stolen blueprints in the paper,’ Joe said.
 
   ‘That was Benjamin you read about. And those blueprints have already been delivered to us. They’re for a hovercraft the northerners dubbed 340-Flytop. We prefer to call it the Cloudhorse.’ Phillip took a sip of his whisky, then another, before continuing. ‘The fact is, Joe, we need two Cloudhorses built within two months. Zeb is the best mechanic around, and he’s told me that you’re up to the task. You work for Zeb, but you don’t yet work for me. Having spent the day with you, I like what I see. You’re capable, not like the Slummers who are fine with wallowing in a diseased city. I’m asking for your help with the project. Are you up for it?’
 
   Joe thought about his father who had gone to fight and die in the war. His father had believed he could help save the world for his son and wife; he’d believed it so strongly that he’d died for it. Maybe he could pick up where his father left off. 
 
   ‘I’ll help,’ Joe said firmly.
 
   Phillip leaned forward and gripped his shoulder. ‘I knew Zeb was right about you, son. It’s good to have you aboard.’
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   A bunch of crazed-looking Slummers had collected in front of the Queen Bean, each with their own sandwich board covered in scratchy black-and-red text. A young girl stood beside her father, clutching his hairy leg with one hand and holding a sign that read THE END IS NIGH with the other. Joe pulled into his spot in front of the restaurant. When he shut off the engine, one of the Slummers moaned, ‘The Guttermen will be thou reckoning! Oh this world of lost morals and forked tongues. Woe, oh woe is all of us.’
 
   Joe walked over to them. They went quiet, obviously not used to people paying them any attention. He spoke to the Slummer in the center whose sandwich board cried out FEAR THE GUTTER: ‘Have you met a Gutterman?’
 
   The Slummer’s wild eyes flitted all over Joe, then he answered through his unruly beard in the most prophetic voice he could muster: ‘Oh, but I have my child. It happened but three nights ago. The vision, the sight, will be forever burned in my memory.’ He spread the skin around his bloodshot eyeball with his fingers. ‘It came from the water. Soaking wet, covered in the world’s filth and trash, and lo, the Gutterman held a horn that he put to his lips and blew into the night sky. I saw the sky split open. I saw the world’s end. Upon his arms were tattooed thusly: a city in the sky’—the Slummer slapped his right bicep—‘and upon this arm, a horse with black eyes and fire snorting from nostrils agape.’
 
   Around Slushland and Almost Sunny Springs, these Slummers were branded the Saneless Sect. An inbred family obsessed with their own fabricated psychobabble, they were notorious for starting small riots at the local shops that had managed to stay in business. Joe hadn’t seen them around the auto shop yet. He could only imagine the wrath Zeb would unleash on them if they started anything outside his shop. Business was bad enough without crazed Slummers thrusting pickets around at their imaginary Guttermen. Joe left them scuffling around in their bare feet on the sidewalk and went inside the Queen Bean. 
 
   He knew something was wrong as soon as he walked through the door: it was silent and Amanda didn’t greet him with her usual quip. He walked to the front desk and looked towards the closed kitchen door. The sound of a dragged chair brought him to the eating area on the right. There he found Amanda sitting on the chair with her back to the front door, her face in her hands.
 
   Joe quickly crossed the room and dropped beside her, a hand on the back of the chair. ‘Amanda, are you okay?’
 
   ‘I thought I locked the door,’ she said. By her voice, Joe could tell she was holding back tears.
 
   ‘What happened?’ he asked.
 
   Amanda shook her head, her hands still covering her face. ‘You shouldn’t be here, Joe.’
 
   ‘Amanda—look at me!’ He reached forward, taking one of her hands in his. She allowed him to gently pull her hand away from her face. A purple bruise was forming around her left eye; a splotch of blood smeared the skin below both nostrils.
 
   ‘No! Oh, no, Amanda! Are you okay?’
 
   She put her forehead on his shoulder and started crying. Joe placed a hand delicately on the back of her sweat-soaked head. Had Phillip gone off on her in some drunken rampage? 
 
   ‘I’m going to get you some ice.’ He rushed to the soda fountain, threw off the top and grabbed a handful of ice, which he wrapped in two napkins.
 
   Amanda cupped the ball of ice over her eye. Joe dabbed another damp napkin beneath her nose to get rid of the blood.
 
   ‘Who did this, Amanda? It wasn’t…?’
 
   Amanda glared at him with her good eye.
 
   ‘Who?’ Joe pleaded.
 
   ‘Tom. I told him he couldn’t do drugs in the kitchen and he just went crazy on me. I told you he was acting weird. It messes with his head.’
 
   ‘He’s still back there?’
 
   ‘I don’t know.’ But her face told Joe otherwise. 
 
   ‘I’ll be right back,’ he said, momentarily placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder.
 
   He found Tom stooped over the cutting board mashing up seedjoi bulbs with a spoon.
 
   Tom glanced up at Joe. ‘Hey, man, look, listen, she shouldn’t mess with me like she done,’ he spluttered. ‘I just pushed her away. Was an accident, I swear.’
 
   Joe’s vision tunneled down to Tom with his drugs and a red sheen of anger descended over everything in the room. The familiarity of the situation flooded his senses like a rush of grim nostalgia. He grabbed Tom by the throat and swung him against the edge of the sink, scattering pots and pans, ringing, onto the floor. Tom screeched as his hip dug into the sink’s sharp edge.
 
   ‘It sure as hell didn’t look like an accident,’ Joe growled. ‘You think you can beat on her and just walk away?’
 
   Joe dragged Tom by the throat to the dough flattener and smashed one of his hands flat on the feeding tray. Sensing the weight, the flattener turned on automatically. Tom’s face scrunched up in horror. He watched as his hand crept closer towards the rolling pin. Joe let go of Tom’s throat and wedged his forearm beneath his chin, pinning Tom to the wall, his hand still on the flattener. 
 
   ‘Are you ever gonna touch her like that again?’
 
   Tom shook his head violently. His fingernails were skimming the rolling pin.
 
   ‘If you touch her, next time I won’t go easy on you. Got it?’
 
   ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ Tom screamed, his fingertips crunching beneath the pin. 
 
   Joe pulled Tom’s hand back off the tray, tearing off the tip of one of his fingers. He flung the whimpering addict to the ground, where he scurried under a table as fast as he could, his maimed hand cupped to his chest.
 
   Joe was shaking with adrenaline as he led Amanda to his bike. He helped her on, then slid in front of her. Somehow, the sensation of her head against his back and her arms wrapped tightly around his waist helped to calm his shaking limbs and his hammering heart.
 
   The Saneless Sect were still picketing outside the sandwich shop, the prophetic Slummer stalking around his ratty congregation, sizing up each Slummer’s faith with a glance.
 
   Joe whistled at them to get their attention. ‘Hey, there’s a guy blaspheming Guttermen in there.’ He nodded towards the front door of the Queen Bean, started the engine, and pulled onto the road. 
 
   Behind him, the Slummers filed eagerly into the shop, their leader chanting something about the wrath that befalls heretics.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Amanda fell asleep almost as soon as she’d crawled into bed at Midland, the sheets pulled up so far all Joe could see was the top of her sandy blonde hair. Phillip was in Dustmouth for the night and Joe didn’t feel like Amanda should be alone. He sat at the side of the bed, still rattled by his fury at the restaurant. Even when he’d caught those two men raping that woman, he’d stayed calm. But when he found Amanda like that—nose bloodied, eye purpled—he just flat-out snapped. Tom didn’t know how lightly he’d got off. Joe had been ready to inflict some real damage—and he wished he had. A torn finger wasn’t just desserts for hitting Amanda. Yet something had held him back. Maybe he didn’t want Amanda to see him really hurt someone. Maybe he didn’t want to see any of Terrance in himself.
 
   Joe had always wanted to be like his dad, willing to give up his life for the good of family and country. His father had known when to fight and when to back down—at least, that’s what Joe’s mom had always told him. What scared Joe most, though, was his acute fear of dying. He worried that when the rubber hit the road his fear would be crippling. To his shame, there were times when he lay in bed or sat on the back porch of the shop and considered how lucky he was that he’d only been a child when the war began. But Amanda was a strong girl, brought up to weather the storms and brush off the debris. Joe knew he was seeing a vulnerable side of her that she usually kept hidden.
 
   He eased himself off the bed and on his way out of the room, stretched his arms up, gripping the top of the doorframe, swaying there for a moment, thinking. Then he went through the kitchen cabinets and poured himself a small tumbler of Phillip’s bourbon. He drank it sitting on the porch swing, rocking gently and watching shadows eke down the hillside like curtains being slowly drawn.
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   Night had fallen on Slushland. The empty, foreboding streets were flushed with moonlight and the glowering shadows from overhead lights. An airplane, single-manned by the sound of it, whizzed overhead.
 
   Silently Joe loaded his backpack with supplies: a flashlight, water bottle, chalk, and the pistol. He was tired of the mystery surrounding the Guttermen. Not for a second did he believe they came from the river covered in tattoos, or that they were inbred monsters feeding on Slummer children. The time had come to find out. Putting aside his fear, he stood in the center of the room, his backpack loaded with the essential gear.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Joe flashed the light into the gutter, illuminating the rope ladder that led down to the sewer floor. He figured it was close to a seven-foot drop. Slipping off his backpack, he got on his belly and slipped his lower half into the gutter, feeling around blindly with his feet for the ladder’s rungs. He pulled his backpack in with him and, with the flashlight in his mouth, descended carefully into the sewer.
 
   The expected stench never came, and the trash he was positive would be strewn along the sewer floor was nowhere to be seen. It was as if the sewer had been scrubbed clean and sanitized a dozen times over. He removed the pistol from his backpack and put it under his belt. In one hand he carried the flashlight, in the other he carried chalk to mark his way.
 
   An overwhelming smell of bleach stung his nostrils, irritating his eyes, as he continued deeper into the sewer, the flashlight leading the way. Water dripped from the ceiling, echoing Joe’s hollow footfalls.
 
   He stopped when he came to a fork, wondering which way to go. He sniffed the air wafting from both tunnels and shone his light down each. One route carried the distinct smell of bleach and looked cleaner than the other, so Joe marked the tunnel he’d come from with an X and started down the new tunnel.
 
   He didn’t mind small, cramped areas, but after three more turns with nothing but his flashlight to guide him and the walls closing in on him with every step, he began feeling claustrophobic. His mind started going over horrifying scenarios where the sewage water washed away his chalk marks, leaving him trapped in this underground maze. Just as he was ready to call it quits, he heard voices echoing along the tunnel. Joe paused, listening as more people joined the conversation. He shut off the flashlight. Everything went black. The voices continued.
 
   He gave his eyes a little time to adjust to the darkness and crept along the tunnel before running headfirst into a wall. He switched the flashlight back on, touching his hand to his forehead to see if he was bleeding. Looking ahead, he could see there was only one way to go: the path to the right had been blocked off with rubble. The narrow passage on his left was where he could hear the voices. Now that he was closer, he could make out their tone—casual, like the kind you’d hear in a bar on a quiet evening.
 
   His hand went to his waist, hovering inches over the pistol. Cautiously, he walked down the tunnel towards a wall at the far end through which filtered cracks of light. He arrived at a wooden door surrounded by freshly laid brick that reached from ceiling to floor. Shoving the flashlight into his pocket, he placed both hands on the brick and put an eye gently to the ill-fitting door, where small gaps allowed him to peer through.
 
   In the next room, he could make out people moving around, and he heard the distinct chatter of women and children. And there was the low humming of something electronic. He couldn’t get a decent fix on the room’s layout, but it seemed large enough to hold at least thirty people.
 
   Suddenly Joe felt cold metal against the nape of his neck. He froze, his hands flattened against the brick. 
 
   ‘One move and I’ll shoot you in the back of the head. Now come on, back up,’ said a man. The metal lifted from his neck. There was something in the man’s voice—a willingness to do whatever was needed to protect the people behind that door—that persuaded Joe to do what he said.
 
   ‘Slowly,’ the voice said.
 
   When they had moved at least two feet back from the door, the voice said, ‘Open it up.’
 
   Joe felt around for the knob. He finally found it and pulled open the door.
 
   Light stormed his eyes; noise drowned in his ears; a wall of warm air hit him. In the huge room, men, women, and children dropped whatever they were doing and stared at him. Some, mostly men, stood in alarm, ready to protect. Women grabbed their children and held them close.
 
   The man pushed Joe forward with what Joe presumed was the barrel of a gun and called out, ‘Found this guy sneaking around outside the door.’ The barrel jabbed his spine. ‘Put your hands on your head.’
 
   Joe obeyed, nervous sweat gathering beneath his armpits. His eyes wandered around the room. It was even larger than he had initially imagined. One side of the room had clearly been designated as the sleeping quarters, and was crowded with dozens of cots and sleeping bags. A kitchen area had been set up, where a lean man wearing an apron was grilling something that smelled like bacon. Joe noticed that most of the children carried books; one of them was holding his stolen comics. Three generators buzzed in the corner, supplying power to the floodlights that hung from the ceiling like oversized wasps nests. 
 
   The man who had been cooking the food quickly came over, untying his apron as he went. He was lean, muscular, and about an inch taller than Joe. Without missing a beat, he snatched Joe’s pistol from his waistband, handed it to a nearby woman, and patted Joe down for other weapons. After he’d taken Joe’s backpack and decided he was no longer an immediate threat, he said, ‘Good work, Dan. Take him to the infirmary. I’ll meet you there.’
 
   Dan led Joe at gunpoint through the silent crowd. Everyone stared at him in disbelief, especially the children who looked as if they hadn’t seen anyone like him before. The evident fear in the women’s eyes troubled him. He wanted to shout at them that he wasn’t dangerous, to convince them that he’d only come out of curiosity, not to harm anyone. But he never got the chance. He feared that if he spoke Dan might just get nervous and put a bullet through his brain.
 
   The infirmary was what used to be a supply room for sewage maintenance workers. Three cots with white sheets replaced whatever gear used to be there; shelves stocked with medicine were drilled into the wall. 
 
   ‘Take a seat,’ Dan said and moved to the far end of the room. 
 
   Joe sat down on the center cot. ‘I’m not here to hurt anybody,’ he said feebly.
 
   ‘Quiet.’ The barrel still hovered in the air, trained on Joe’s chest.
 
   After a few minutes, the cook and an older woman walked in. Dan lowered the weapon as the woman drew the curtain, cutting off any view Joe had of the main room. The man dropped Joe’s backpack at his feet. 
 
   ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he asked.
 
   Joe looked up at him from the backpack. ‘I…I came out of curiosity. I was looking for the Guttermen.’
 
   ‘Well, you found us,’ the man said. ‘Why’d you bring a gun? What did you hope to accomplish by seeking out people that obviously don’t want to be found?’
 
   ‘I brought a gun in case the rumors were true.’
 
   ‘What rumors?’
 
   ‘That you’re monsters. Cannibals. I don’t know. In every rumor I’ve heard you’re dangerous.’
 
   The man scoffed at Joe’s words, but the woman reprimanded him. ‘There’s nothing funny about that, Ronald. You started the rumors. I told you they’d only lead to more people venturing down here. We should have kept quiet.’
 
   Ronald acted like he hadn’t heard her. He crossed his arms. ‘What do you think of us now, boy? Are we as dangerous as they say? Are the rumors true?’
 
   ‘I don’t know yet.’
 
   ‘We’re not nearly as dangerous as the people up there. The Slummers and gangs—all the politicians who think the bomb is the key to peace.’
 
   ‘I’m not a Slummer and I’m not part of a gang.’
 
   ‘You’re probably a scout from the Arm. Maybe you thought we didn’t know about them. Well, we keep tabs on the mayhem.’
 
   ‘I’m telling you, I’m not part of the Arm. My name’s Joe and I work at an auto shop.’
 
   ‘Which one?’ Ronald barked.
 
   ‘Zeb’s.’
 
   The woman glared at Ronald with a look that said See?
 
   ‘That doesn’t mean anything, Faith. Just because he works there doesn’t mean he shares Zeb’s sentiments. And he couldn’t have worked there long because I’ve never seen him before.’ Ronald turned to Joe. ‘I’ve known Zeb since the war. He’s not the kind of person who’d go seeking out trouble like you. How’d you find the entrance?’
 
   ‘A Gutterman—or whatever you call yourselves—stole stuff from my motorcycle satchel. I followed him to the alley.’
 
   ‘Jeb, that damn idiot!’ Ronald turned to Dan. ‘I told you we shouldn’t let a man with no sense go scouting.’ Dan responded with a nod. Ronald continued. ‘We’ve discussed what to do with anyone who discovers our location. I’m of the opinion that anybody from up top cannot be trusted, even your beloved Zeb. I think you should be silenced for good. What’s another body in the Slushland river, eh?’
 
   Joe didn’t say anything. He looked at the faces of each of his captors; none of them had the face of a murderer. They looked like the kind of people who would be driven to kill only from necessity. But leading a person through the sewer and shooting them in the back? Even in his vulnerable position, Joe didn’t think it possible. Faith had a mother’s eyes, Dan looked like a family man, and the first time he saw Ronald was in the kitchen wearing an apron. Joe mustered his courage and said, ‘I don’t think any of you wants to kill me. I came down here alone and out of curiosity, not to hurt a soul. If you let me live, I won’t tell anyone about this, not even Zeb.’
 
   ‘Don’t tell us what we will or won’t do,’ Ronald said. ‘As far as I’m concerned, you’ve committed just as many atrocities as any other person up there.’
 
   ‘I could say the same about any of you,’ said Joe, gulping nervously. ‘I was ten when the war started. I’m not the reason you’re down here.’
 
   Faith spoke up. ‘Ronald, may I speak with you a minute. Outside.’
 
   Once more, Joe found himself alone with Dan who leaned back against the wall and folded his arms. Joe could tell that he had relaxed about the situation. He decided to try asking a question. ‘How long have you been down here?’
 
   Dan’s eyes lingered on Joe for a moment, considering whether or not to answer. Eventually he said, ‘Around a year.’
 
   Faith and Ronald came back into the infirmary. Ronald looked angry as he took position beside Dan. It was Faith who spoke.
 
   ‘If Zeb trusts you, then we’ve decided to trust you as well, even if it puts our safety at risk.’ She nodded towards the curtain that Dan pulled aside. ‘Look out there, Joseph.’
 
   He looked. Children were chasing each other on the far side of the room. One wore an old battered space helmet and wielded a curved stick as a taser. 
 
   ‘If word gets out about us, all those people that live up there—that you live among—will come down here. They will rape the women and kill the men. I can’t bear to imagine what they’d do to our children. Do you understand what we risk by letting you live?’
 
   ‘I understand,’ Joe said, watching the kids racing in circles, bounding through parents’ knees and screeching at each other, until Dan let the curtain slide back into position. ‘I promise I won’t mention this to anybody.’
 
   She continued: ‘There are certain conditions that must be met. You need to keep us informed about anything of significance happening in the country. If there are any supplies we need, you’re to be the courier. Our last courier was murdered by the Arm, forcing us to gather our own supplies lately. I think these terms are a fair trade for your life. Do we have a deal?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Joe answered without hesitation. ‘But how will I know what supplies you need?’
 
   ‘You’re to meet one of us at the sewer entrance each week. We’ll have a list for you. You’re never to come here unless expressly invited, understood?’
 
   ‘I understand.’
 
   Ronald pointed a finger at him. ‘You sure as hell better understand, boy. If you say one word about us to anybody, I’ll come to Zeb’s myself and tear you apart. I meant what I said about the river.’
 
   ‘You can trust me,’ Joe said to all three.
 
   ‘We have very little choice in the matter,’ Faith said. ‘Ronald thinks the human race is doomed. I believe there’s still some good that can be salvaged. I sincerely hope you prove me right—for their sake.’ She nodded towards the curtain.
 
   Dan led Joe back to the sewer’s entrance, Joe’s pistol tucked into his pants and holding the rifle at his side. As they walked through the darkness, Joe’s flashlight bobbing in front of them, Dan told him about their group: they consisted mostly of teachers, writers, and painters. ‘Ronald was a famous author back when things like that mattered,’ he said. ‘Faith, if you couldn’t tell, was a teacher. Luckily for you, she’s got a soft spot for kids.’
 
   ‘What about you?’ Joe asked, rounding the corner onto the last stretch towards the sewer exit.
 
   ‘I was a pianist. I still dabble in it a bit if I stumble on a working piano when I go scavenging, but they’re few and far between.’ Dan sighed. ‘There’s not much need for things like that anymore. We’re only concerned with survival now. Ronald hasn’t written a sentence since we made our home down here. I think he’s just waiting for the day when his skills will be useful again.’
 
   ‘Is he the leader?’
 
   ‘There is no leader. We’ve seen what power can do to people. We all try to stay on equal footing. To tell the truth, I don’t know how much longer we can last down here. I keep telling Faith that we should leave the sewers, head somewhere north that isn’t as affected. In our group we’ve got farmers who know how to work the land, carpenters who could teach us how to build houses.’ Dan looked down at his feet, his eyes trailing the sewer floor. ‘They say they want to wait until it all blows over, like they’ve become so accustomed to being down here that they’re afraid of leaving. This was never supposed to be a permanent measure.’
 
   At the sewer exit, moonlight slotted in through the gutter, falling on the ground in a silver rectangle. Joe mounted the rope ladder. Just before he left, Dan asked, ‘How’s Zeb been doing since the accident?’
 
   Joe paused halfway up the ladder. ‘What accident?’
 
   Dan’s eyebrows furrowed as he slung Joe’s backpack off his shoulder and shoved the pistol into its main pocket. ‘When his brother died. The entire bridge collapsed.’
 
   Joe took the backpack from Dan and pushed it out of the sewer into the alleyway. ‘Zeb never told me about any accident.’
 
   ‘Oh. Well, it’s not something I’d want to talk about either if it happened to me. I’d tell you to let him know that Daniel said hi, but you never met me, remember? Have a good night.’ Dan retreated into the darkness of the sewers, and soon the barely audible patter of his feet vanished.
 
   Joe squeezed out through the gutter, rolling onto his back in the alleyway beside his bag. He lay there for several minutes watching the black sky churn between the skyscrapers, his mind reeling with his discovery. He understood the logic behind Ronald’s and Faith’s seclusion: in the sewers, they were more or less the masters of their fate; they could live untouched by Slummers and gangs and poverty. But they were missing out on the world, on living, no matter how brutal it had become. Joe understood the desire to escape violence and war, but he wasn’t prepared to give up altogether. The human race might be doomed, as Ronald claimed, but Joe wasn’t going to sit idly by and watch its demise.
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   The night before last, Joe had met Dan at the gutter to pick up the list of supplies he needed to deliver on their next meeting. Dan seemed to enjoy the company of someone other than his usual crew. He told Joe he used to live across the river—the ruins of his old home could be seen from Zeb’s shop. Joe figured Dan must have been a bachelor before moving underground. He never mentioned any kids or a wife, before or after the war. He sensed restlessness in Dan—a desire to live above the ground again, even if it had to be among the Slummers and gangs.
 
   As Joe walked back to Zeb’s from lunch, he pulled the list from his pocket and looked over the words scrawled on the creased paper: Band-Aids, flour, bacon, hammer, rope. He read through the list several times, trying to think where he could find the items. The rope and hammer could be scavenged, but the bacon and flour would be difficult. If the market did sell bacon, it would likely be sold out within the hour. An entrepreneur had set up a makeshift pharmacy on the bottom floor of his apartment building that he could check for Band-Aids. The quality wouldn’t be top-notch, but it would at least be something.
 
   Joe folded up the list and stuffed it into his back pocket. He checked his jacket pocket, felt the indention of Zeb’s new pack of cigarettes that he’d picked up for him. He was up to a pack and a half a day now, creating a constant haze of smoke that lingered inside the shop and had worked its way outside onto the deck where it never seemed to dissipate.
 
   Joe reached the sidewalk that ran along the banks of the river. He looked out over the expanse of water at the dilapidated bridge, vaguely aware of a car cruising unobtrusively behind him, recalling what Dan had said about Zeb’s brother. But when the car didn’t overtake him, Joe began to get nervous. He walked a little faster, wishing he hadn’t left his pistol at the shop two blocks up. The car continued its slow pace, making sure to stay behind Joe. He glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of a red truck. Suddenly, its driver mashed down on the gas pedal, spinning the tires and flinging dirt into the air, and charged forward. Joe lunged behind a streetlight just as the truck mounted the sidewalk where he had been before swinging haphazardly into the side of a skyscraper.
 
   Joe spun. The faces of both rapists stared at him through the windshield, blurred like two horrific oil paintings. They fumbled with the door handles and tumbled out of the truck. The one with the knee brace pulled a large rusted Bowie knife from his thigh holster while the other grabbed the tire iron—the one Joe had used on them—from the truck’s bed. 
 
   ‘Told ya that was the little shit,’ one of them cursed.
 
   Joe took off along the sidewalk, weaving between broken kiosks and shattered beer bottles. The men screamed threats behind him. The one with the knee brace couldn’t keep up, his club foot swinging back and forth, back and forth; the other man was faster than he looked, and the gap between him and Joe closed with every step.
 
   At last Joe reached the shop. Skidding onto the walkway, almost tripping on the loose sand, Joe ran past the chain-link fence and barreled through the shop’s front door. Just when he crossed the threshold, pain erupted through his chest as the tire iron dug in between his shoulders. He toppled over and sprawled onto his stomach, hitting his head on the floor. Then he was flipped around onto his back, the pain searing through him. The rapist stood over him, shafts of light filtering from under his armpits and through his tattered shirt. With his fuzzy vision, Joe noticed the shaved spot on the man’s head, the scraggly black twine stitched into his flesh.
 
   Pain shifted from Joe’s back and filled his mouth as the man’s knuckles cracked against his jaw. Blinded by fear, he grabbed his assailant by the collar and tried to push him away. But the attempt was met with a twisted laugh and a quick jab to the stomach. Joe heaved, tasting for the first time sticky blood on his lips. Is this how I’m going to die? On the floor of an auto shop, murdered by rapists. An image of his weeping mom flashed through his mind.
 
   The door creaked open and the rapist with the Bowie knife hobbled inside. ‘Lemme have a go at the sonofabitch,’ he growled.
 
   The pressure on Joe’s windpipe lessened as a knee was lifted from his chest. He peeled his eyes open and saw the knee brace next to his head, the Bowie knife hovering a couple inches from his face. ‘I ain’t never gonna walk right ’cause o’you. Lemme tell you what: I’m gonna cut your throat nice’n’slow. See how well you do with a hole in your neck.’
 
   ‘Don’t kill him too quick,’ said the other man. ‘I ain’t done with him yet.’
 
   Then, from the far corner of the room, a pump-action shotgun was cocked. ‘I think you’re done with him.’
 
   Joe tilted his head painfully to the side. Zeb stood calmly behind the counter, the shotgun aimed directly at the rapists. The fan chugged above him, throwing black shadows over his face at intervals.
 
   ‘This’s got nothin’ to do with you,’ snarled the one wearing the knee brace. The knife remained poised over Joe’s face.
 
   ‘When you try to kill someone in my shop, it becomes my business. Besides, I happen to like that kid. Now get the hell outta here, or would you like to see how well you do with a hole in your head?’
 
   ‘Do you have any idea who we are?’ the other man asked. ‘When we come back we won’t just be comin’ for him. Let us leave with the boy right now and this will all be over.’
 
   ‘That’s not gonna happen.’
 
   The man who was stooped over Joe roared and spewed spit into the air. The knife trembled almost uncontrollably over Joe’s face. His partner sensed his friend’s volatility and took him by the arm, hoisting him up. ‘C’mon. It’s not worth it. Not yet.’ He pushed open the front door and light flooded in. The rapist with the knee brace ambled outside, spitting and cursing, his hand still shaking as if he were having a seizure. 
 
   Just as the other man was leaving, he said to Zeb, ‘You must like this kid an awful lot. We’re gonna come back and we’re gonna kill you both. If you hide, we’ll tear this city apart lookin’ for you.’
 
   The door slammed shut and the men’s voices jostled together out to the sidewalk, then vanished as they made their way back to the truck. 
 
   Zeb dead-bolted the front door and, setting the shotgun to one side, kneeled down beside Joe. He put a hand under his head and lifted it up to get a better look.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ Joe said and attempted a smile through his blood-coated lips.
 
   ‘Don’t thank me yet. I’m gonna regret not killing them later.’
 
   Joe winced as Zeb pressed on the bruises forming over his eye and jaw. ‘Nothing’s broken. Luckily.’ 
 
   He grabbed Joe’s arm and helped him to his feet; he was light-headed and wobbly with adrenaline. Putting a hand on the wall for support, Joe took several deep breaths, each more painful than the last, and wandered over to the sink to wash off the blood. Zeb began stuffing supplies into a duffle bag.
 
   ‘We’re gonna have to stay at your place for a while,’ Zeb said. ‘The shop’s done.’
 
   Joe rinsed his mouth with water. He’d bitten a deep gash into his tongue that he examined in the mirror. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said after spitting out a mouthful of bloody water.
 
   They both loaded the boxes full of tools into the truck bed as quickly as possible. Joe grabbed his backpack and shoved the pistol in his belt. ‘You can follow me,’ he said, mounting his motorcycle. 
 
   Zeb, tying a tarp down over the boxes, looked up at him. ‘We should only take one vehicle. My truck makes the most sense.’
 
   ‘I can’t leave my bike for them to destroy!’
 
   Zeb paused for a moment. But when he opened his mouth to speak, Joe cut him off: ‘It was my dad’s bike. I won’t leave it.’
 
   Zeb finished tying down the tarp and jumped off the truck’s bed. He made a quick inspection to make sure the tarp would hold, before pausing a moment to take what he knew was a last look at his shop.
 
   Joe, seated on his bike, looked from Zeb to the shop, weighed down by guilt. If he’d just driven past that rest stop, none of this would have happened. The woman died anyway, so what did he accomplish with his heroics? Thinking back, he couldn’t even recall why he’d stopped there in the first place. The problem, Joe thought, was that he’d only halfway dealt with the situation. He should have either killed them both, or left well enough alone. He didn’t finish the job, and it had come back to bite him in the ass.
 
   But Zeb allowed him no more time for regrets. ‘Let’s get the hell outta here,’ he said.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Joe leaned against the wall beside the window, fidgeting with the pistol, peering through the closed blinds at the Slummers and members of the Arm wandering past on the sidewalk. He had a good view of the alley leading to the Guttermen’s sewer entrance and wished he could leave a message for them, explain he was now on the lam, and that showing his face in daylight would be suicide. For the third time, he checked the pistol’s chamber and switched the safety from on to off. Zeb sat on the edge of the bed with the shotgun draped over his knees. ‘Doing that won’t make more bullets magically appear. It’s not a lamp.’
 
   ‘What time is it?’
 
   Zeb checked his watch. ‘Seven ten. Gonna get dark in an hour. Then they’ll be looking for us.’
 
   Joe shifted his position against the wall and sighed, watching the sun fall behind a skyscraper through a slit in the blinds. ‘You think they’re gonna look for us all night?’
 
   ‘Probably.’ Zeb ran a hand over the barrel of his shotgun. ‘Fellas like that can’t exactly be reasoned with.’
 
   ‘Did you have a brother?’ Joe asked, the words tumbling out of his mouth before he could stop them.
 
   Zeb stopped polishing the shotgun’s barrel and glanced up at him. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Someone said something about your brother, but I’ve never heard you mention him.’
 
   ‘He died,’ Zeb said simply, and went back to working on his shotgun.
 
   Joe returned to the window and watched a skinny, shirtless man chase a male Slummer from the alleyway a few blocks down, slashing at his back with a chain, eventually bringing him to the ground in the middle of the street where someone else bludgeoned him with a fist wrapped in barbed wire.
 
   It was when night fell that the rioting began. The skyscraper opposite Joe’s building erupted into life. Bullets and rocks shattered its windows, then a carpet of flame crept along its walls and up each story. Fire gushed from random spots in the building, and soon, every building was alight. Slummers, some aflame, leapt from the burning skyscrapers, screeching as they tumbled through the air, colliding with the streets in a fiery mass of blood, bone, and cinder. Gunshots ate away at the night. Two men scaled the nearby lampposts and bashed in the bulbs, throwing the street in to almost pure darkness. After that, the only time Joe could get a good view of anything was when a gun went off, illuminating the darkness with a flash of yellow light.
 
   He heard the door to his building open and slam shut. Shouts of men out for blood followed. Joe backed away from the window and stood in the center of the room, listening to them running along the floor below, checking the rooms and dragging out anyone unlucky enough to be found. They were going to reach his room in a matter of minutes.
 
   ‘Help me block the door,’ Joe said, grabbing the side of the moldy fridge with both hands and scraping it across the carpet. Zeb pushed it from the back, coughing through the clouds of dust that lifted with it. With a monumental crash, the fridge toppled over in front of the door.
 
   ‘Well, if they didn’t know we were here already…’ Zeb said, picking up his shotgun and setting it on top of the fridge.
 
   Joe stuffed all his belongings in his backpack, then slung it on, buckling the strap across his chest. Zeb lit a cigarette as they waited.
 
   Shouts rang out along the hallway and Joe ran a thumb nervously over the ridged pistol stock, listening to them scavenging in nearby rooms, throwing doors wide. A woman screamed, chilling Joe’s blood. He took a step towards the door when she screamed again. Zeb held a hand out and shook his head. ‘It’s too late,’ he whispered. The woman’s screams grew fainter as someone dragged her away.
 
   Someone else was still out there, stalking the hall, carefully stepping over broken glass, unsatisfied with their female haul. Joe heard him try the door across the hall. A few seconds later, their door knob jiggled.
 
   Everything was silent except for Zeb’s deep draw on the cigarette. The knob jiggled again, this time with more force; then someone shoulder-charged the door, buckling its center inward. Joe leveled the pistol at the door, wondering if the bullet would go through the wood. He jerked back, his finger fumbling over the trigger, as the sharp edge of an axe sliced through the door directly where he was aiming.
 
   The axe head was wrenched out of the splintered gash and a bloodshot eye appeared. It ricocheted back and forth from Joe to Zeb, then vanished as its owner screamed down the hallway, ‘I found ’em! I found them bastards! Gettup ’ere quick.’
 
   Zeb flicked his cigarette aside and rushed to the door, the shotgun cradled in the crook of his arm. ‘We’ve gotta get out of here before the whole gang shows up.’
 
   They grabbed the side of the fridge and pulled it a couple feet from the door, creating enough space for both of them to fit through. Joe quickly glanced out into the hallway. It wouldn’t be empty for long.
 
   ‘Is there any other way out?’ Zeb asked.
 
   ‘Just the stairs.’
 
   With Zeb leading the way, they ran across the hallway to the stairwell. He placed his ear to the door and listened while Joe went to the window and looked down at the street. Four members of the Arm were running into the building. ‘They’re coming,’ he said.
 
   ‘Just wait. You sure this’s the only way up?’ Zeb asked.
 
   ‘Positive.’
 
   Zeb kept his ear to the door, monitoring the sound of the footsteps in the stairwell. Just when it seemed like they were inches from the door, Zeb flung it open, the shotgun aimed directly ahead, and fired twice. Blood spewed from a man’s chest as he flew backwards into his friend, who took the second shot to the face. The other two men, covered in their friends’ blood, scrambled backwards, stumbling down the steps towards the front door.
 
   Zeb and Joe followed them, leaping over the dead man. Joe couldn’t help but look at the injured man. The shot had torn the skin off his cheeks, peeling back the scalp to reveal bloody flesh and bone. With one roving eye that lay on his cheek, the man watched Joe step over him. Joe wished he could put the man out of his misery, put a bullet through his head to end the pain, but he couldn’t waste a bullet on someone who was no longer a threat. Anyway, he had to remind himself, that man had been coming up those steps to kill him.
 
   The street stank of smoke and alcohol; oil glistened over the pavement, reflecting the crazily blurred stars like crushed jellyfish. Fire erupting from the nearby buildings encased the street in hot light, illuminating the dead bodies of the murdered Slummers. Some who had jumped to their deaths still lay in a smoldering heap. Joe looked back at his own building: a shrouded, monolithic tower reaching all the way to outer space, lights flashing in it randomly. Everywhere was chaos: shouting, gunshots, screaming, the whoosh of flames, groaning, breaking glass, last breaths.
 
   As Joe and Zeb ran to the parking garage a block over, Joe looked out at the river. Burning riverboats floated on the water, crewmen scrambling over the decks, desperately trying to put out the fires. On the remnants of the bridge, several men stood with lit bottles in their hands, waiting to launch another flaming cocktail at another boat. It all seemed so senseless: killing just for the sake of it. Had he been the catalyst, the final excuse they needed to break Slushland?
 
   ‘There!’ someone behind them screamed.
 
   Without looking back, Joe and Zeb sprinted through the ground floor of the parking garage, where the riot’s din was momentarily muffled as if they’d entered some kind of purgatory. Zeb was out of breath by the time they reached his truck.
 
   ‘Asthma,’ he gasped and held a hand to his chest to slow his breathing.
 
   ‘Can you drive?’
 
   ‘Got to…Your bike…Can’t leave it.’
 
   Still fighting for breath, Zeb wedged himself into the truck and started the engine, while Joe revved up the motorcycle. They each did a U-turn, tires squealing, and hurtled off towards the exit, Joe’s bike barely two feet from the truck’s bumper. They zipped around a square pillar coated in graffiti and up the ramp to the exit.
 
   Just as Zeb flew over the ramp, a dreadlocked woman hurled herself out of the darkness and swung a bat into the windshield of the truck. Zeb roared on past her and out into the street. Then the woman spotted Joe, and with bat held aloft, ran towards him, screaming like a banshee. Without thinking about it, Joe cut her short. The pistol shook in his hand, its recoil making it tingle. The woman staggered backwards, dropped the bat, and fell to the ground in a pool of blood.
 
   Two quick honks from Zeb’s truck dragged Joe back to the present. He pulled out into the street, jerking his eyes from the dead woman’s head that was haloed in blood, her dreadlocks spreading out like tentacles.
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   Joe dipped into the valley thick with fog. His fingers tightened around the rubber handlebar grips as he concentrated hard, following the dim red lights of Zeb’s truck to Phillip’s home at Midland.
 
   He wasn’t quite sure where they were. He turned his head quickly and glimpsed the burning city behind him, filled with remorse that he had to abandon the Guttermen in their concrete cell. He imagined Dan and Faith watching the city crumble around them. Fire lit up the sky, creating red auras around the tops of the buildings. The bone-colored moon hung above the destruction like an enormous, weeping eye.
 
   He lifted a hand to his face and wiped away tears torn from his eyes by the wind. His heart was thudding in his chest and his hands were shaking. He felt like screaming as loud as he could, like a kettle that whistles when the pressure becomes too much. He wanted to roar at the night. Then, in his peripheral vision, he picked up two glowing white eyes hidden in the underbrush; they streaked towards the road.
 
   Zeb’s truck swerved violently to one side, bouncing off the cement into the dirt, the brakes squealing dramatically as Zeb brought the truck to a halt in a cloud of white smoke. Joe slammed on his brakes and slid to a stop behind the truck.
 
   A deer wandered off on the far side of the road. It stooped to smell something, then lifted its head to look at them. Its white tail stood on end when the truck door was flung open. Zeb dropped out cursing, and the deer scampered away, leaping over a fencepost and vanishing into the dark.
 
   Zeb circled the truck until he came to the back right tire that had blown out hopping from the road to the dirt. ‘Dammit,’ he moaned, kicking at the tire. ‘Position your light over this.’
 
   Joe angled his bike so the light fell over the back of the truck. He dismounted and walked over to take a look. The tire was mangled around the wheel, curved pieces of rubber hanging limply across the hubcap. He looked back at the road. Black skid marks zagged towards them.
 
   Zeb reached into the bed of the truck and pulled out a jack that he dropped beside the tire. He knelt down by the rear fender and reached below the truck to feel around for the spare. He hauled out his hand, covered with grease, and started coughing into his fist. Wheezing, he tilted his face to the side and spat into the dirt.
 
   ‘Let me do it,’ Joe said. Before Zeb could protest, he bent down beside him and slid beneath the truck.
 
   While Joe fixed the tire, Zeb stood coughing for a while. Then he spoke into the darkness. ‘You asked about my brother. I’ll tell you. My brother died when the bridge collapsed.’
 
   Joe stopped what he was doing, looked up at Zeb silhouetted by the burning city, and sat beside the truck listening.
 
   ‘He was crossing the bridge to come to work at the shop. He was younger by about four years. I told him I had some work for him. I’d always jip him on the pay but he didn’t care. The kid just liked working at the shop.’ Zeb coughed again. ‘I’d always sit on the patio. See if I could spot his car as he crossed the bridge. He drove this bright orange thing, some kind of old pinto. A real piece of shit. You could spot that ugly color a mile away. And I did. I could see it chugging along the bridge just as it collapsed, breaking in half like a wafer. All the vehicles went spilling into the water. Some people made it out of their cars and swam to shore. But not my brother—he couldn’t swim.’
 
   Joe leaned the spare tire against the side of the truck, walked over to Zeb and stood a couple feet behind him. Zeb turned his head towards Joe. ‘I don’t want your pity,’ he said. ‘You asked about my brother and I’m tellin’ you. I love that city because that’s where my brother’s buried. Somewhere in that river, he’s watching those fires burn.’
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   Joe chose one of the guest rooms on the second floor of Phillip’s house. He threw his backpack on the bed. Then, making sure nobody was around, shut the door and took out the pistol. He opened the chamber and counted the bullets.
 
   Four.
 
   He really had shot her—the dreadlocked woman. It wasn’t just some dream that he would wake from and find himself back in Hell Paso, where the most he’d had to deal with was a beating from his mom’s addict boyfriend. No, if he went back to Hell Paso, he wouldn’t be the same person. Could he return to a normal existence knowing that he’d ended someone’s life? What was normal existence anyhow? He slammed the chamber shut and shoved the pistol back into his backpack. Better that woman dead than him.
 
   The guest room had several pictures hanging on the walls. Joe eased himself off the bed to take a look. Most of them were of Amanda and her mother. They must have been taken before the cancer because Amanda’s mother had hair down to her shoulders. Looking at the mother was like seeing a photograph of Amanda fifteen years in the future. As he looked at the pictures, Joe found himself desperately wishing Amanda was there to calm him with her relaxing presence.
 
   He went to a shelf and thumbed through some of the books that had been relegated to the guest room. They were classics that even Joe recognized: Gulliver’s Travels, Moby Dick, Ivanhoe, and White Fang. There were also some modern philosophy books by men whose names he couldn’t pronounce. He wondered if these books would still be read, now that most universities in America had closed their doors. He picked up Ivanhoe, skimmed the back cover and tossed it on the bed for later.
 
   Joe left the room and went to the banisters, leaning over the edge to listen to Zeb and Phillip downstairs. Phillip’s voice, which started out calm but worried, had grown increasingly loud, verging on angry.
 
   Joe sighed and slowly made his way down the flight of stairs.
 
   ‘What do you mean you left them?’ Phillip said, pacing in front of the fireplace, the smell of whisky following him like a sickly ghost. When he reached the window, he turned and went back to the front of the fireplace.
 
   Joe walked past Phillip and sat at the kitchen counter. He hunched over, his hands on his knees. Phillip’s anger was bringing the image of the bleeding dreadlocked woman back into his mind. He looked up at Phillip, whose cloudy eyes hinted at his drunkenness. Joe wanted to scream at him, tell him to shut the hell up, that they’d been through enough that night; so many people had died and were still dying in Slushland. Zeb, standing behind the couch, merely looked at Phillip, raised his hands and shook his head.
 
   ‘Do you have any idea what went into getting those blueprints? How important they are?’ Phillip went on. ‘Someone died in order to get them for us, and now because of you two he died for nothing.’
 
   ‘Don’t blame Joe,’ Zeb said. ‘They weren’t his responsibility.’
 
   ‘I don’t give a damn whose responsibility they were. We need them. We have to have them.’
 
   Phillip put his fingers to his eyes and pressed inward, mumbling, ‘Damn it all to hell.’ Joe thought he looked like some kind of drug lord or kingpin from the old movies in his white bathrobe with his tumbler of whisky. He’d never seen Phillip in such a rage. The man didn’t seem capable of it. He usually seemed so beaten down by the world. Joe didn’t know he had this kind of spark left in him.
 
   ‘I’ll get ’em then,’ Zeb said, straightening up. ‘I’ll go back and get them.’
 
   ‘No,’ Joe suddenly said. He thought about Zeb’s breathlessness, the multiple packs of cigarettes each day, the asthma. Even if he did make it to the auto shop, he was too big and lumbering to sneak past the Arm. His coughing and wheezing would be like a klaxon.
 
   Phillip and Zeb looked at him expectantly. When Joe didn’t continue, Zeb said, ‘This is my problem. I left them so I oughta retrieve them.’
 
   ‘They’ll kill you,’ said Joe. ‘Can’t we just wait for it to die down in Slushland?’
 
   ‘By that time it’ll be too late. They’ll take one look at Zeb’s safe and drag it out of the shop,’ Phillip explained. ‘Then we’d have to find a way to get the blueprints away from the Arm, which is an idea I don’t want to entertain.’
 
   ‘D’you have any shotgun shells, Phillip?’ Zeb asked. ‘I’m gonna need more.’
 
   ‘Come on.’ Phillip led the way out of the kitchen with Zeb following, leaving Joe alone at the counter.
 
   Joe let out a sigh so pent up it rattled from his bones. He clutched the sides of his face with both hands, knowing that Zeb’s task was impossible, the ultimate fool’s errand. They were about to watch him drive away for the last time and walk right to his own death. Joe shook his head. How could Phillip force him into this? Zeb wasn’t a fighter. He could kill a man without flinching—Joe had learned that earlier—but that didn’t mean he had what it took to fight his way to the shop. Even all three of them might not be able to do it.
 
   Joe wondered what would his father have done. His mom had told him that when the war came, his dad was one of the first to volunteer to defend the border. Joe doubted he gave it a second thought.
 
   He slid silently off the stool at the counter, listening for any sign of Phillip or Zeb returning. He knew he didn’t have much time. His heart raced inside his chest and his brain felt strange with the rush of adrenaline. He breathed deeply, trying to summon his father’s courage buried somewhere inside him.  
 
   He grabbed Zeb’s keys from the kitchen table and went quietly out the front door. When he reached the gravel walkway, he took a last look back at the empty kitchen and tossed the keys beneath the porch, where Zeb couldn’t find them.
 
   His motorcycle roared to life. Phillip and Zeb appeared at the kitchen window holding the shotgun and handfuls of shells. Through the glass, Joe met Zeb’s eyes; Zeb yelled something. Then he and Phillip raced to the front door, but by the time they got there, Joe was tearing down the dirt road towards the highway. 
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   The freezing water of the Slushland river went to his ankles, rising as he took each step over the rocks and sludge, until it was up to his crotch. Joe cast a quick glance back at his motorcycle parked at the water’s edge beside a clump of small bushes. Holding the pistol above his head with one hand, he swam with the other.
 
   As he got closer, he could see the full extent of the city’s destruction. Tall buildings roared with flames like great sizzling logs, lame sentinels unable to stop the destruction of their city; fire sparked menacingly on the broken bridge. Everything looked haunted, as if it was some weird ghost world. Yet the auto shop remained untouched. Were they saving it for last? Maybe they were lying in wait for Joe and Zeb to return.
 
   Something swam by Joe’s leg—he kicked out, sending ripples through the dark water, and swam harder, searching the shoreline for movement. He found none. Everyone must be out on the streets, murdering, looting, destroying. He didn’t understand what the Arm wanted with a burned-down city. Phillip and Zeb said that the Arm’s goal was to break the Slummers’ will, but what was the point of torching the city in the process? The Slummers’ will was already broken, that was obvious enough.
 
   He arrived beneath the shop’s back deck elevated above the water. Clinging to one of the wooden pillars, Joe caught his breath and listened for any noise from inside. He remained in the water for…he didn’t know how long. Five? Ten minutes? He watched through the floorboards for any sign of life and listened so hard his ears hurt.
 
   Reassured that no one was there, he slid the gun up onto the deck. Then he grabbed the bottom of the deck and hoisted himself, dripping, up to the railing and scrambled over. His boots squelched against the wood, leaking water. He slipped them off and silently poured out the river water, then put them back on again. He picked up the pistol and crept through the backdoor of the shop.
 
   Inside it was dark but with just enough light speckling through the front door to allow him to grope his way around. He felt like he’d wandered into the shop as it would look in a different time period, as if a hundred years had passed since he’d last been there—abandoned, dusty, dangerous; a useless relic of a lost generation.
 
   He went into the side room and bent down in front of the safe. He spun the wheel, muttering the combination under his breath. On the final click, he jammed down the handle and pulled open the six-inch-thick metal door. There was only one thing inside: the blueprints. Just as his fingers wrapped around the green tube, the front door shook and voices filled the shop. Joe silently swung the door shut, locked it, and backed up nervously.
 
   Footsteps wound around the shop; voices; laughter; breaking glass. Joe tensed as someone tried the side room door, found it locked, and gave it up for a bad job. Wind funneled through the shop as someone opened the back door to take a look.
 
   Then he heard the sound of splashing liquid, which began to flow under the bottom of the door, lapping against his boots. The smell of gasoline filled the air. 
 
   Soon, the voices left and he could see flickering red and yellow light between the cracks in the door, and could feel the heat through the wood. Joe grabbed the warming doorknob and swung it inward. Fire ate away at the door, and the floor spurted plumes of red towards him. The flames skittered around the cuffs of his jeans. 
 
   He barreled through the flames, shielding his face with the blueprints. Fire raced up his legs to his chest as he burst like a juggernaut through the backdoor and flung himself over the railing, a flailing, spiraling ball of flame, somehow remembering to keep the green tube of blueprints high in the air. When his face hit the water it felt better than anything he’d ever experienced. He sizzled, smoke rising from his body and hair as he panted out over the water, coughing silently, feeling the river water cool the burns branded onto his legs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   26
 
    
 
    
 
   Zebulan and Phillip jerked upright on the porch when Joe pulled up to the house. He dismounted from the bike, flipped open the side satchel and grabbed the green cylinder, then limped across the gravel road to the steps. His jeans were burned up to his kneecaps, leaving tattered cloth hanging limply from his legs; the exposed skin was pulsing bright red where it was peeled and charred. He felt as if his legs were still on fire, right through to the bone.
 
   Joe tossed the cylinder up to them. Zeb caught it with one hand and handed it to Phillip, then ran down the steps to examine Joe more closely.
 
    ‘Joe. Oh, shit. What the hell happened to you?’
 
   ‘Got the blueprints,’ Joe answered dreamily. Zeb’s face flickered in and out of his vision. He could still smell the smoke and gasoline, hear the voices, the laughter, feel the water and wind on his face. His eyes felt heavy.
 
   ‘Shit.’ Zeb turned to Phillip. ‘Help me get ’im up there. He’s in bad shape.’
 
   Zeb propped Joe up under one arm, Phillip took the other side and together they helped him up the steps. Joe’s head slumped back and he stared momentarily at the stars, remembering when he and his father would search for constellations before the war. He’d shown him Orion, Draco, Cassiopeia, and the Big Dipper. He also recalled his father teaching him Follow the Drinking Gourd, a song slaves used to sing that gave coded instructions on escaping to the North. He began mumbling the words he could remember.
 
   When the sun comes back…
 
   Zeb and Phillip pushed open the door and carried him inside.
 
   When the first quail calls…
 
   They lowered him slowly onto the couch. A ceiling fan spun above him, blowing cold air against his face, throwing curved shadows on the walls.
 
   Follow the drinking gourd…
 
   ‘What’s he talkin’ about?’ he heard Zeb whisper to Phillip. 
 
   Phillip shook his head and said, ‘He’s delusional. Let’s care for these burns. You get him comfortable and I’ll get some antibiotics.’
 
   Zeb lifted Joe’s head and propped two pillows beneath it. ‘Stay with us, Joe. You did a damn brave thing tonight. Stupid as hell, but brave all the same.’
 
   ‘I got the blueprints,’ Joe said as a chill went through his body. Zeb saw him shudder and yelled at Phillip to hurry. Then a female voice said something. Joe didn’t catch the words, but he recognized the voice.
 
   ‘Amanda!’ he said, looking at Zeb. ‘She’s pretty, isn’t she?’
 
   Zeb glanced up at someone behind Joe and then looked back down at him. ‘Yeah, she’s pretty.’
 
   ‘When you see her, tell her about the thing I did. You gotta tell her.’
 
   ‘I’ll make sure she knows. But you oughta worry about getting some rest now. You can tell her the story yourself.’
 
   Joe smiled. ‘It’s a good story.’
 
   Phillip returned and bent down beside the couch with a brown bag full of medicine that he laid out on the coffee table. ‘We need to get his pants off without scraping the burns,’ he said. There was a pause for a moment before Phillip slid both hands beneath Joe’s buttocks and lifted him up. ‘Undo his belt and take the pants off. Make sure there aren’t burns further up.’
 
   Zeb undid the belt buckle and unzipped Joe’s jeans. He pulled them off as carefully as he could. Joe groaned as the cloth dragged over his right thigh. Zeb apologized, sweat beading over his forehead. Finally the pants were off and Joe lay on the couch in his boxers and t-shirt, filthy with dirt and river water. 
 
   Phillip looked relieved to see that most of the burns were around Joe’s knees. Some blisters were forming around his ankles but they didn’t look severe. He took a basin of cool water and poured it over the burns. Joe let out a relaxed breath, a reminder of how he’d felt when he’d hit the water outside the shop—an instant explosion of relief. But the pain returned when Phillip dabbed at the blisters with soapy water, and intensified when he cleaned them with Polysporin. Joe screamed and cursed, tears streaming down his cheeks. His hands tightened into fists and he tried to lash out, but Zeb held them down. Behind him, Amanda’s voice soothed him: ‘It’ll be okay, Joe. Just think about telling me the story when you’re better.’
 
   Joe’s muscles relaxed. He did his best to shut out the pain by picturing Amanda, her sandy blonde hair cut short and jagged, her wounded blue eyes that knew more than she let on. ‘I’ll tell you,’ he muttered haggardly. ‘I’ll tell you.’
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   He woke to the sound of voices. Looking to one side, he saw a window with the blinds open revealing silhouettes of trees in the blackness. He wasn’t on the couch anymore. They had moved him to a bed. He was lying on top of the comforter, shirtless, wearing only his boxer shorts. A fan spun above him. Joe shut his eyes, savoring the cold air against his scorched body. The events of hours earlier barely seemed real. But he felt proud. He’d never done anything so brave. He knew now how his father must have felt.
 
   Joe turned his head the other way and saw Phillip and Zeb in silhouette outside his door; Phillip was drinking and Zeb was fumbling with a pack of cigarettes.
 
   ‘He’s coming along fine,’ Phillip said. ‘You made the right choice with this one. I knew he was a good kid, but this—I never expected anything like this.’
 
   ‘T’be honest, neither did I. It’s not my call, but I think he’s proved himself enough to be told about Ararat,’ said Zeb.
 
   ‘You’re damn right he has. If anyone deserves to know, it’s him.’
 
   ‘When d’you think?’
 
   ‘Tesh is coming to Midland in a couple weeks,’ Phillip said, taking a drink. ‘I’ll see if he and…’
 
   The voices trailed away as they moved off, heading down the stairs, their flat, oblong shadows warped against the wall. 
 
   Joe shut his eyes, mouthing the word ‘Ararat’. He’d never heard of it. But that didn’t particularly concern him. All that concerned him at that moment was sleep. The sooner he slept, the sooner he could tell Amanda about what had happened that night, see the fear and excitement in her eyes. 
 
   He pictured her lips. He pictured kissing them. And then he slept.
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   Some days later, Joe woke up to spears of sun shining through the window over his face. He groaned and swung a hand to his eyes, turning away.
 
   How long have I been out? What day is it?
 
   Lifting up his head, he glanced at his lower legs. They glistened; the skin was bright red and purple, and wrinkled like old paper. Joe pushed himself further up on the bed and leaned his head back on the headboard, watching the fan make its endless rotation.
 
   When he finally got to his feet, he realized how badly he needed to relieve himself. Someone had laid out a pair of blue gym shorts, which he grabbed before heading to the bathroom. Fifteen minutes later, he stood in the center of the room with the shorts on, touching the skin around the burns, wondering how long it would take to heal. He hadn’t got a good look at his injuries that night; in fact he hadn’t got a good look at much of anything. He wasn’t even sure how he’d managed to make it back to Midland. All he could remember after hitting the water was climbing out of the river and hauling himself, wet and sopping, to his bike. After that, his memory broke down into disjointed fuzzy snippets: him flying past trees that blurred into pasty green; and the moon and stars that looked more like Christmas lights; and then there was singing—did he sing that night?
 
   Joe needed to shower, but his empty stomach groaned, telling him a shower would have to wait. Out on the landing, he examined himself in a circular mirror. He had dark bags under his eyes, his skin was sallow and oily, and his lank, greasy, dark hair was pushed to one side of his head. Grimacing at his own reflection, he turned and made his way slowly downstairs  to the kitchen.
 
   ‘Hello,’ Joe called out, peering down the hallway leading to Phillip’s room. 
 
   Movement outside the window caught his eye. Amanda was rocking back and forth on the front porch swing. She immediately set aside her book and ran across the porch, a smile splitting her face. She was wearing jeans and a loose blue shirt. Her hair was still wet from showering.
 
   ‘Welcome to the world of the living,’ she said and hugged him, careful not to touch his legs. ‘I’m so glad you’re okay.’
 
   ‘How long’ve I been out?’ he asked, his head over her shoulder.
 
   ‘Three days. You didn’t make a sound.’ Amanda pushed him back and grinned at him. ‘A baby doesn’t sleep that peacefully.’
 
   They crossed the porch and sat together on the swing. It was a beautiful morning. A cool breeze came down from the mountains, rustling through the field of tall grass spread out before them. A strange scent filled his nostrils, some kind of flower that he’d never smelled before. 
 
   ‘Where’re Zeb and your dad?’ Joe asked.
 
   Amanda began rocking the swing again with the tips of her toes. ‘They left for Dustmouth a few hours ago to get some work done. They should be back by the afternoon. How’re the burns?’
 
   ‘I’m no doctor, but they look like they’re healing okay.’
 
   ‘Do they still hurt?’
 
   ‘Only when I move. What’re you reading?’ He cocked his finger at the open book, its spine arching upwards.
 
   ‘Wallace Stevens. Poetry. My dad’s tutoring me, since the prospect of going to college is pretty much bust. This is part of the English curriculum.’
 
   ‘Since high school, I’ve only really had time to take care of my mom. I wish I had more time to read, but staying alive comes first, y’know?’
 
   Amanda marked her place in the book with a blade of grass and slid it beneath the swing. ‘Is your mom still in Hell Paso?’
 
   ‘Yeah. With her boyfriend.’ Joe wanted to tell Amanda that he hadn’t willingly abandoned his mother; that he’d left because he had to. ‘There’s more for me here. Once I’m on my feet, I’m going to go back for her. Hell Paso isn’t safe.’
 
   She watched Joe with eyes full of understanding. ‘You want some breakfast?’ she said. ‘I learned a thing or two working at the Queen.’ She stood up and walked past him. ‘Turns out that place wasn’t a complete waste of my time.’
 
   For a moment, Joe got a glimpse of Phillip in her—that strange mix of weariness and wisdom. But Amanda had something Phillip didn’t have, some kind of strength—the ability to put the past in the past? Nothing seemed to weigh her down, unlike her father whose fetters were practically crippling.
 
   They went inside where Amanda made some coffee and eggs, and they sat at the kitchen table watching the sun lift over the hills. Joe scarfed down four eggs before getting up to scramble some more. As he cracked an egg against the side of the counter, he asked, ‘Have you heard of Ararat?’
 
    ‘Like from the Bible?’
 
   ‘I didn’t know it was from the Bible.’
 
   ‘Yeah, it’s the mountain that Noah’s Ark—or was it Moses? Whichever one of them had the Ark—landed on after the flood.’
 
   Joe recalled the story from his childhood when his parents dragged him to Sunday School: a story about a flood, a bird, and a rainbow. It was odd, the tidbits you remembered. But it still didn’t help him understand why Phillip and Zeb had been talking about it.
 
   ‘Why do you ask?’ Amanda said.
 
   Joe flipped the eggs around, watching them sizzle in the pan and wishing they had bacon. ‘I heard it mentioned a couple days ago.’ He slid the eggs onto a plate.
 
   He came back to the kitchen table and sat beside Amanda, wondering if he’d actually meant what he said about getting his mom out of Hell Paso. When would be the right time to do that? He was too involved here now. He wanted to know about Ararat, and he’d agreed to help with the Cloudhorse. Joe chewed a mouthful of eggs and tried to shut off his mind, if only for a moment.
 
   ‘I never really thanked you for what you did,’ Amanda said. ‘When you stood up for me back at the diner.’
 
   Joe fought back a smile. ‘It was nothing.’
 
   ‘Really, though, I want to do something to repay you. Have you heard of Northern Lights?’
 
   Joe shook his head. 
 
   ‘It’s a restaurant in Almost Sunny Springs, the last nice one they’ve got. Would you like to go? My treat obviously.’
 
   Was she asking him on a date, or was this just a gesture of thanks? Joe was suddenly aware of how grimy his body was and how he must smell of three-day-old river water. 
 
   ‘Of course,’ he replied. As long as Amanda was involved, he didn’t care either way.
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   A week later, Joe stood in front of the bathroom mirror examining his thighs. The swelling had gone down and a thin layer of fresh skin had formed. He could wear jeans again, though he still preferred to have bandages covering the wounds. Showering wasn’t a chore anymore and the water actually felt good on the new skin. 
 
   Joe was getting ready for his night out with Amanda. Laid out on the bed was one of Phillip’s old suits. Phillip had also let him pick out a tie. Joe settled on a dull red one with yellowish fleur-de-lis speckling the front. It hung on the doorknob, already tied. The night before, Joe had tried to figure out for himself how to tie it. He must have tried ten times before finally submitting. Embarrassed, he had gone to Phillip, who showed him the proper technique. He knew all the names for different knots: Windsor, Pratt knot, Trinity, Eldredge, and others that Joe didn’t remember. Joe had decided to go with the classic Windsor.
 
   He slipped into the suit pants and then into the button-down shirt, which he tucked in, hoping the discomfort wouldn’t last all night. Then he tightened the tie around his neck and hiked on the tweed jacket. It fit neatly across his shoulders and buttoned snugly at the waist, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. He stood in front of the mirror, hardly recognizing himself. He remembered his dad wearing outfits like this when he and his mom went on dates long before the war. Since then, Joe hadn’t seen anyone in a suit; he never thought he’d actually get the chance to wear one himself. He wished he had a picture of his dad taken on one of those date nights. He wanted to see how similar they looked.
 
   Joe answered a knock at his door and found Amanda standing out on the landing. She was wearing a light blue dress and had her hair pinned behind her ears. She wore half-inch heels and a hint of lipstick.
 
   ‘Wow,’ Joe said quietly. ‘You look…you look amazing.’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You look great yourself.’ For the first time, Joe saw her blush. 
 
   ‘Are you ready to go?’ he asked.
 
   ‘I think you forgot something.’
 
   Joe looked at her, bewildered. Was he supposed to have a gift? Did she expect him to kiss her? She pointed at his feet. He looked down at his toes wiggling nervously inside white socks and grinned.
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Taking the motorcycle on their date had been out of the question. Phillip had been reluctant to let them take his vehicle, but he acquiesced when Amanda reminded him of all Joe had done for them the past few months. ‘Not a scratch,’ Phillip had said, tossing the keys to Joe. The truck was spotless on the inside, and it would be hard to find a scratch on its exterior. Phillip didn’t drive it often, having no real reason to venture far from Midland, aside from his trips to Dustmouth or to pick up Amanda in Almost Sunny Springs. Before they left, Phillip told them not to be out too late: Tesh would be arriving in the morning.
 
   They pulled up to Northern Lights and Joe killed the engine. He shuffled out into the brisk night air and swung open her door before she had a chance to reach for the handle. She smiled, thanking him, as he helped her out. A shiver skittered along her arms, so she pulled her cardigan over her shoulders. Gathering his courage, Joe put an arm over her shoulder for warmth. She drew closer to him and they walked towards the restaurant.
 
   Northern Lights sat atop a hill, and had winding steps cut into the rock leading to the large doorway. On their way to the steps, they passed two male Slummers, one that looked familiar. Joe assumed they were members of the Saneless Sect. He expected them to ask for money, but they remained quiet as he and Amanda made their way up the steps, his hand on the small of her back.
 
   Blue lanterns glowing like incandescent jellyfish were suspended on hooks along each side of the steps. Strung along the grass was a thin membrane of green seaweed. Joe glanced up at the building itself. The eaves burned with an eerie greenish-blue light that twisted and wrapped around the roof like a double helix. A chimney in the center of the roof pumped ashy smoke. 
 
   The doors swung open of their own volition, admitting Joe and Amanda into the foyer, a circular, chandeliered room with blue and green lights moving along the black walls. With his hand on her waist, Joe gently steered Amanda up to the peroxide-blonde hostess, thinking quickly about what to say. All that came out was: ‘For two.’
 
   ‘Very well, sir, would you like inside or patio seating?’
 
   Joe looked at Amanda. ‘Whatever you want.’
 
   ‘Patio seating sounds nice. Does it overlook the river?’
 
   ‘Yes ma’am.’
 
   She led them through the main dining room, weaving past tables full of people chattering noisily. The floor seemed to be made of glass and Joe swore he saw fish swimming beneath his feet. The hostess threw open the patio doors and found a spot for them beside the railing, directly beneath an overhanging heater.
 
   Joe ordered a beer. Amanda ordered water. 
 
   ‘You don’t drink?’ he asked.
 
   ‘My dad…I’m worried it might be in my blood. That’s the last thing we need. Two alcoholics.’
 
   After a couple minutes, their waiter, a broad shouldered man with a small head, brought out their drinks and handed them two menus. While they looked over the menus, a mariachi band began playing a slow ballad before transitioning to a lightning fast song, the guitarist’s fingers moving in a blur over the frets while another man pounded the accordion in and out, in and out. Most territories had outlawed Mexican music; some had even gone so far as to hold burnings of all things Mexican. The stigma might have died away, Joe thought, after the Purging of Mexico. The obliteration of an entire country was punishment enough for a war they didn’t start.
 
   When the band finished, Joe brought out some money to tip them, but Amanda put her hand on his, saying, ‘Told you it was my treat.’ She handed the guitarist a wrinkled bill.
 
   After they ordered, the waiter asked if they would like to take a tour of their walk-in aquarium to pass the time. ‘We are famous for our exotic species of fish,’ he explained. ‘They come from all over the country. Even overseas.’
 
   Glass circled them, keeping at bay the crystal clear water full of sea urchins, anemones, coral, and some man-made structures, like the large image of Buddha meditating soulfully in the pebbles. Colorful fish danced around them in constantly moving schools. Joe’s fingers met Amanda’s and intertwined as they slowly walked along together.
 
   ‘I got some more information about your Ararat,’ Amanda said as they walked.
 
   ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘I heard my dad on the phone with Tesh. Whatever Ararat is, it’s in Mexico.’
 
   Joe scrunched up his nose. ‘There’s nothing in Mexico.’
 
   Amanda shrugged. ‘That’s what he said. Tesh will take you tomorrow. I’m going to see if I can come too.’
 
   Joe thought about it as they walked along the corridor looking at the fish. He hadn’t crossed the border into Mexico since he’d been very young; the family had gone to the Gulf for vacation. Perhaps they had started rebuilding down there—not likely, but possible.
 
   He and Amanda stood on the balcony overlooking the river, telling stories about their pasts while they sipped their drinks. They had a perfect view of Slushland’s skyscrapers. The fires had gone out days ago after a downpour of heavy rain. Joe thought of the Guttermen hiding in the sewers, peering out at the madness in the streets. How many people had died, he wondered. Three that he personally knew about; one by his hand. The regret he felt for that dreadlocked woman had faded with his burns.
 
   Amanda slid her fingers back into his. ‘What’s Hell Paso like?’
 
   ‘Dirty and hot. A lot like Slushland without the tall buildings and Slummers.’
 
   ‘Are your parents still there? You mentioned your mom, but your dad…?’
 
   Joe looked out over the water, trying to picture his dad’s face. ‘He died protecting the border. I was just a kid at the time.’
 
   ‘He sounds brave. I can see where you get it from.’
 
   It was nearing eleven o’clock when they decided to head back to Midland. Amanda paid the waiter a generous tip on their way out. It had been raining lightly, and now the steps outside were slippery and perilous. Joe held tightly to the railing while he helped Amanda down the long, winding steps to the parking lot. When they reached the lot, he loosened his tie and craned his neck, gasping for breath. 
 
   ‘I’ll never get used to one of these,’ he said.
 
   Amanda tugged down on the tie. ‘But it looks so good on you. I could get used to this new look.’
 
   ‘We’ll see,’ Joe said, smiling.
 
   Three cars were parked in a row beside theirs. As they passed the second car, Joe noticed a shadow cast near its rear tires. He tensed when the two Slummers from earlier appeared, blocking their way. Both fidgeted, their hands wringing themselves out like wet rags. One of them ran his shaking hand through thinning, unnaturally gray hair. Joe put his arm in front of Amanda and moved her behind him.
 
   ‘C–c–can you sp–spare su–su–su–some cuh–coin, brother?’ one of the Slummers stammered. His eyes were dilated. Joe noticed track marks running along his forearm. The gray-haired Slummer glared lustily at Amanda, before his eyes moved to Joe.
 
   Joe held out his hands, palms up. ‘I don’t have anything.’
 
   ‘D–d–don’t lie tuh–tu–tu mmm–mmm–me.’
 
   ‘I’m not lying to you.’
 
   ‘Joe,’ Amanda whispered, ‘let’s just give them—’ 
 
   The stammering Slummer pulled a pistol from his pocket, and it quivered in his hand, the barrel pointed at Joe’s waist. Amanda sucked in a pocket of air. 
 
   Joe took a step back, pushing Amanda back with him. ‘Put the gun away. We’ll give you what we got.’
 
   The lusty-eyed Slummer licked his lips and pointed at Phillip’s truck. ‘Gimme the keys to that—and her bra and panties,’ he said, cocking his head like a rabid dog at Amanda. That was when Joe remembered where he’d seen him before. It was Rook.
 
   ‘Take what we have,’ Joe said, emptying his pockets, handing them his wallet that contained only a few dollars.
 
   ‘I want her panties,’ Rook repeated. ‘Give me ’em. Give me her cunt, too.’ The words dripped from his mouth, slathering his chin with their vile intent.
 
   ‘Don’t you remember me?’ Joe asked desperately. ‘I freed you that night in Almost Sunny Springs. I got you out of there, Rook.’
 
   Rook glared at Joe, his pale, twitching eyes showing no recollection. ‘I don’t know you,’ he said. ‘But if ya know me, then ya gotta know my stepmom. When I came back to beg forgiveness, she’d blown a hole in her face. Or did you do that to her after freein’ me?’
 
   Joe shook his head. ‘I never hurt her. Here, take our money and let us leave,’ he said. ‘We’re trying to work with you.’
 
   ‘Wha–what’s she gu–gu–got inner p–purse,’ said the other Slummer, pointing the gun past Joe at Amanda. 
 
   Joe edged in front of the barrel and noticed that the Slummer was holding the gun’s stock in his fist, his finger not even on the trigger. 
 
   ‘Here,’ Joe said, lifting his open palms slowly into the air. ‘Take my tie.’ He pulled it off over his head. 
 
   The Slummer blubbered. ‘Wh–wh–hat do we wa–want th—’ 
 
   Spit burst from his mouth as Joe lunged into his chest, driving him to the ground. The gun skittered across the parking lot. The tie fluttered atop the Slummer’s chest. Joe grabbed him by the throat and punched him in the mouth, shattering his front teeth, splitting open his own knuckles.
 
   Rook began screaming, screaming at Amanda. Joe punched again, cracking the Slummer’s nose, and felt his body go limp beneath him.
 
   ‘Joe!’ Amanda yelled.
 
   Behind him, he heard a wet coughing, choking. Still on top of the Slummer, he spun on his knees.
 
   Rook stood just inches away from Amanda touching her stomach; Amanda’s eyes were wide with surprise, her mouth torn open, making that hacking cough. Then Joe noticed blood bubbling around Rook’s hand, dripping through his fingers and down Amanda’s dress, pooling between her legs. Rook was regarding her greedily. Joe screamed. Rook pulled the shiv out of Amanda’s belly and stabbed again.
 
   Joe’s blood turned to ice and filled his entire body in an instant. He didn’t register Rook’s cackles or him running beneath the streetlight to whip the shiv through the air, slinging Amanda’s blood onto the asphalt. Joe ran to Amanda and caught her before she hit the ground. Her weight forced him to his knees. 
 
   ‘Amanda, Amanda,’ he said over and over, as if she would be revived by hearing her own name, as if, being reminded of his existence, she could find the will to stay alive.
 
   Her eyes were slits. She coughed blood. 
 
   ‘No,’ he said, determination mounting in his voice. ‘Stay with me. Please, Amanda.’ 
 
   His determination turned to a plea. He scooped her up and carried her to the car, refusing to look at the two gashes cut in her dress from which leaked her blood. Joe swung open the car door. It bashed into the car next to theirs and set off its alarm. 
 
   ‘You’re gonna make it, you’re gonna be fine.’ 
 
   He positioned her in the passenger seat and wiped the hair out of her face. Her eyes moved slowly from his chest to his forehead, not really focusing on anything. He thought he saw the smallest flicker of a smile cross her lips, but then it was gone. She’s afraid. She knows…she knows I’m lying to her…
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   ‘Take it easy with her, Joe. She’s an antique,’ Phillip called out, half-laughing, from the front porch as Joe screeched to a stop in front of the brightly lit house. His face wilted when he saw Joe sprint across the front of the truck, his jacket soaked in blood to open the passenger door. There sat Amanda, pale, bloodied, wide-eyed, slumped in the seat. Phillip’s whisky glass hit the deck, amber liquid spilling around his feet, flowing beneath the cracks.
 
   ‘Help me,’ Joe screamed, unbuckling her seatbelt, his hands slick with blood. 
 
   Phillip threw Joe to the side and moved his hands frantically over Amanda, over her belly, her face, the dress his wife had worn so many years ago. ‘God, God. No, it can’t…this can’t…’ He lifted his hands and they were covered in her blood.
 
   He turned to Joe who was sitting on his ass in the gravel. ‘You killed her, you…you…’ The words dried in his throat as Phillip said something so softly that Joe couldn’t hear. 
 
   Joe lifted his head and through his tears saw the rage and despair pouring out of Phillip’s eyes. Then there were hands around his throat, hands covered in thick sticky blood, and fists being driven into his ribs and chest. Joe didn’t put up any resistance. Another voice came from nowhere and Phillip’s weight was lifted from him.
 
   Phillip fought to get back to Joe. ‘He killed her! He killed my daughter!’ 
 
   Gravel and dirt flew as Zeb held Phillip by both arms. Finally Phillip stopped, breathing madly, insanely, sobbing. Then he pushed past Zeb to the truck. He picked up his daughter and carried her to the garage. The light flickered on. The garage door groaned closed behind them.
 
   Zeb knelt down next to Joe, his blonde hair hanging across his eyes. ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘I tried to stop them.’ All Joe could think about was Amanda’s face when the shiv was in her stomach—her horrified, surprised expression, unable to control her own features. What if he hadn’t tried to get the gun? Would she still be alive? ‘I couldn’t…’ Joe began to cry. ‘I couldn’t stop him. I was right there. So close to both of them.’
 
   Zeb put a hand on Joe’s shoulder. ‘This isn’t your fault.’
 
   Joe didn’t know how to respond to that. How couldn’t it be his fault? He was supposed to protect her. He should have been the one who was killed, not her. He dug his fingers into the gravel and dirt, cutting his fingertips and bending his nails back.
 
   Zeb sat with him for close to twenty minutes before leaving to check on Phillip. When Zeb was out of sight, Joe stood up and wandered to the porch. He stripped off the bloodied jacket and threw it in the corner out of sight. He sat on the porch swing. Amanda’s book of poems lay beneath it. Instantly, she was there with him, alive and beautiful, her hair pinned back, wearing a loose-fitting t-shirt and torn jeans, laughing and joking about something. He felt like he could reach out and touch her.
 
   Bravery. He laughed bitterly. What good did bravery do him in the end?
 
    
 
   .........
 
    
 
   Joe jerked awake to the smell of gasoline, scorched rubber, and burning grass. The porch swing rocked beneath him. In his hands he held Amanda’s book of poems, though he didn’t remember picking it up. Bloody fingerprints smudged the cover. The sky remained shrouded in a veil of silvery black. In the field in front of the house, something burned. Joe stood up and walked unsteadily to the railing where he stood staring out.
 
   Fire bloomed from the truck’s roof and open doors. There didn’t seem to be an inch of the truck not consumed by flames. The smell of it wafted all the way to the house. It was a horrible smell, but Joe refused to turn away. He let it hit him with full force.
 
   Phillip appeared out of the field, striding up the gravel path towards the house holding a can of gasoline. He looked dreadful—haggard, ashen, as if the life had been sucked out of him. His hands still wore the maroon cast of dried blood. He dropped the gas can and began up the steps. Joe looked at him, wanting to say something. But Phillip brushed past without looking at him and went inside. Joe watched him through the window, moving through the kitchen to the sink where he began washing his hands feverishly, ripping at the skin with his nails to peel off the blood. Joe turned back to the field where the truck burned, spitting yellow and red flames into the air.
 
   When the sun came up, Joe, Phillip, and Zeb went to the hilltop overlooking the house. Phillip walked ahead of them, a shovel pitched over his shoulder like a rifle. They followed a well-worn path to the top, where a beautiful tree grew, casting its shade over a cross and grave.
 
   Phillip’s wife, Joe thought.
 
   Phillip went to work digging a hole. Dirt arced through the air as he grunted and heaved and sweated, his pale face turning red and his cheeks puffing out like sails. His yellowed eyes were distant, spent. Exhausted, he handed the shovel to Zeb who, after some digging of his own, handed it off to Joe. Three hours later, they had a hole dug that a man could step inside and not be able to see out of.
 
   Phillip wiped his face with a dirty, blistered hand. ‘The funeral’s in an hour,’ he said, his voice hollow. ‘Let’s get cleaned up.’ 
 
   As he spoke, a prop plane curved round from the north. Joe raised a hand to block out the sun. It skimmed close to a clump of trees, circled them three times, then came in to land below, next to the house. Two men stepped out.
 
   ‘Tesh,’ Zeb said. 
 
   Phillip nodded.
 
   Joe watched as one of the men from the plane walked towards the truck smoldering in the field and waved the other one over. As the plane’s propeller groaned to a stop, they stood staring at the truck quivering with trapped heat.
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   And then they lowered the casket Phillip had been saving for himself into the ground. Zeb and Phillip stepped back from the grave, their shoes crunching over dirt and rock, clothes clinging to sweaty skin.
 
   Tesh and someone named Ben had joined them for the funeral. Ben stood solemnly off to the side, watching the proceedings from afar, while Tesh remained near Phillip, a hand clasped on his shoulder.
 
   Tesh looked like the kind of big-game hunter Joe had read about when he was younger. All he needed to match his earthen-colored clothes and crocodile skin boots was a musket strapped over his back. Ben was harder to work out; he looked hard, like stone.
 
   For several minutes, they were all silent. The only sound was the wind whipping up from the valley, scattering debris and rustling through the leaves of the tree looming over them. Then Phillip began speaking, more to himself and his daughter than to those around him.
 
   ‘If your mother was alive, she would have been proud of the woman you became. You were strong. So much stronger than I ever was. You handled everything so well, never letting anything…not even my drinking…get to you. Always smiling and sarcastic. So funny. Lord, you could make me laugh.’ 
 
   Phillip choked and cradled his face in his hands. Zeb put an arm on his back. Joe couldn’t bring himself to look at Phillip. He stared at the indentions in the casket, thinking back to his time with Amanda at the Queen Bean. Phillip wiped his eyes and went on.
 
   ‘I remember once when you made me laugh so hard, milk and eggs came out my nose.’ He chuckled softly to himself through his tears. ‘I was mad at first, but that was on me, never you. How could I blame you? Being who you were. I wish I’d been as good a father as you were a daughter to me. I can’t tell you how lucky I was to have known you, to have had the honor of raising you. I’ll miss you more than you can know.’
 
   Silence fell once again, and in that silence Joe thought of his father’s funeral, the only funeral he’d ever attended before Amanda’s. 
 
   A massive memorial had been held for all the men who had died protecting the border. There had been too many bodies and too few caskets. So anyone who had lost a loved one was encouraged to walk up to the front where a huge cork board frowned down on the congregation. Joe could still remember the noise around him as he waited his turn, clutching a picture of his dad that his mom had given him. People had wept as they’d hobbled to the front, barely able to contain their emotion, and with shaking hands pinned their photographs to the board. When Joe’s turn came, he made his way to the front and sunk the pin into the cork board over his dad’s head. The paper around the pin had wrinkled, but his dad’s face remained smooth, unblemished. He could remember looking at the rows of closed caskets, wondering if maybe his dad was in one of them, just sleeping peacefully.
 
   Then Joe’s mind went to the woman who had been raped at the truck stop. She’d died alone, surrounded by vicious men. The last thing she’d seen was a naked man towering over her like an evil god. Joe shook his head imperceptibly; he hated the places his mind wandered to now. Ever since leaving Hell Paso, all he’d seen was death.
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   After the burial, Phillip remained on the hill beside his lost wife and child. Nobody tried to convince him to come down, knowing it would have been pointless. Joe had gone down with Zeb to talk business with the two newcomers.
 
   Tesh pulled his hands out of his pockets. ‘We haven’t been properly introduced,’ he said to Joe. ‘I’m Tesh.’ They shook hands. ‘I wish we’d arrived under better circumstances, but those are hard to come by these days.’
 
   Ben looked at Joe. ‘Sorry for your loss,’ was all he said. 
 
   Joe guessed that Ben was only a couple years older than him and nodded his appreciation. ‘We were supposed to leave for Ararat today,’ he said, and almost added, She wanted to go too.
 
   ‘We’re still going. We have to be there by nightfall. The invitation still stands of course,’ Tesh said.
 
   ‘I shouldn’t, considering what just happened.’ Joe cast a quick glance towards the hilltop, where he could see Phillip hovering over the graves.
 
   Zeb pulled the cigarette from his mouth, exhaling to the side, and said cautiously, ‘I think it might be best that you go, Joe. Phillip, y’know—he might need some time alone.’
 
   Joe understood. Phillip blamed him for Amanda’s death and Zeb was afraid of what would happen if Phillip was forced to be in close quarters with him so soon afterwards.
 
   ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Joe said, though he realized he wasn’t sure if he still believed that.
 
   ‘I know it wasn’t. We all know it wasn’t. But he’s a grieving father. The man’s lost his entire family. He’s lookin’ for someone to take responsibility.’
 
   ‘What if I talked to him?’
 
   ‘It wouldn’t help. I’ve known Phillip a long time. He needs time. You wouldn’t imagine how it was after Mary died. I took Amanda in for a week because we were afraid for her. You’re not family. You don’t have any safety net with Phillip.’
 
   ‘You really think it would be best?’
 
   ‘Yes. Go to Ararat. When you get back, we can continue work on the Cloudhorse. I’ll do what I can while you’re gone. Phillip will have realized by then that you aren’t to blame.’
 
   ‘He’s right,’ Tesh said, lighting a cigar. ‘Distance is your best bet.’
 
   Joe left them outside and went upstairs to gather his things. He grabbed his backpack from the guestroom bed and slung it over his shoulder. Before going back down, he went to the bathroom and splashed water over his face, then bent over the sink staring at the drain. Water dripped from his nose into the bowl. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he said to himself. ‘I did not kill her. I tried to keep her safe.’ He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the cool mirror over the sink. Just as tears were beginning to form, he jerked back and dried off his face with a hand towel.
 
   ‘Ready?’ Tesh asked when Joe walked through the front door onto the porch. Joe nodded and came down the steps to the gravel walkway.
 
   ‘Let’s get to it then.’ Tesh gave two cigars to Zeb. ‘For when he comes down.’
 
   Zeb thanked him. ‘See ya around, Joe.’
 
   ‘See ya, Zeb.’ Joe tossed his backpack into the cargo compartment and climbed into the cramped single seat behind the cockpit where Tesh and Ben sat. Ben reached out and slammed the door shut. Joe watched Zeb through the dirty, watermarked window.
 
   ‘Safe travels,’ Zeb called out, retreating backwards from the plane.
 
   Tesh began working the controls up front. The propeller whirred to life and the plane eased forward, a creaking mass of metal and bolts. Joe gazed through the cockpit window at the indistinct landscape. Trees, fields of dirt and grass, all blended into a colorful still life. Zeb disappeared from view just as he was lighting up another cigarette. 
 
   Up front, Tesh doused his cigar in an ashtray. The plane began picking up speed. Ben stared out the window, two knuckles tapping inaudibly against the glass. ‘How long’s this goin’ to take?’ he asked. Joe got the impression that there was a great deal on Ben’s mind. Maybe they had something in common after all.
 
   ‘Eight hours as the crow flies.’
 
   ‘I’ve never flown before,’ Joe confessed.
 
   Tesh pulled something from beneath his chair and tossed it over his shoulder. ‘Puke in that,’ he said. 
 
   Joe grabbed it on the fly. It was a simple white bag with wire ties at the top to seal it up when there was nothing left to puke. Joe set it on his knee, keeping it close at hand.
 
   His stomach levitated into his throat when the plane rose into the air, clearing the trees, climbing higher and higher. All Joe could see were the clouds and blue sky. The sun glowed somewhere to the left, its light streaming through the cockpit. Tesh steered right and circled the house, getting his bearings from the landscape. Phillip appeared momentarily down below, a hazy statue on the hilltop standing next to Amanda’s grave.
 
   Joe missed her. He wanted someone to share this moment with, someone to share his life with, although he hadn’t had the courage to admit it until now.
 
   ‘Is Ararat really in Mexico?’ he asked, trying to keep his mind on other things.
 
   ‘Correct,’ Tesh said. ‘But it won’t be for much longer.’
 
   Joe didn’t know what Tesh meant by that and he didn’t feel like prodding him. I’ll figure it all out when we arrive.
 
   They passed over Slushland and Ben tensed, staring down at the mangled city sliced by the muddied river. Joe searched for his apartment building, but everything just looked the same as they tore through the annihilating sky.
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