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    Prologue


    


    Charles Rogers stood in line with the other prisoners waiting to get on the prison bus. He was going away for the next two years, and was still in shock from the swiftness of it all. He didn’t think he deserved to be here with these criminals. He was a computer geek, and a generally law abiding citizen, living a quiet life and keeping to himself most of the time. He was younger than most of the other prisoners, having recently celebrated his twenty-second birthday alone in front of his computer eating microwaved pizza.


    The hydraulic door of the bus opened with a hiss, and a burly middle-aged prison guard stepped out holding a clipboard in one hand and a baton club in the other.


    “All right, convicts, single file, move to the back of the bus and take a seat.” the older guard shouted.


    “Get moving!” the younger, red-haired prison guard shouted from the back of the line, gesturing with his black baton.


    Charles braced himself and began to shuffle forward with the others. As he reached the front of the bus, he came face to face with the burly older guard, who scowled at him, lightly tapping his police baton in a threatening manner. Charles tried to think of something to say to the man, but was too nervous. He wanted to tell him that he wasn’t really a criminal, and that the guards didn’t have to worry about him causing any trouble, whatsoever. He stood there hesitating as the guard stared at him, frowning.


    “What?” the guard barked impatiently.


    “I’m sorry, I...” he trailed off, searching for the right words. Why did he even stop?


    “Get on the bus.” the guard said, pointing toward the door with his police baton. “Now!”


    Charles wisely chose to shut up and get on the bus. He was going to ask if there was a bathroom, but decided to just shut his stupid mouth before he got clobbered. He’d seen that look before, when he was bullied by jocks in high school. He stepped up onto the bus and walked toward the back. The bus driver, who also wore a prison guard uniform, watched him as he walked past, frowning.


    Charles tried to ignore the looks of the other inmates, who were already seated and were staring at him. He thought he saw one of them kiss the air in his direction, and immediately tried to block it out. That’s exactly the sort of thing he hoped not to see.


    “Dude?” one of the already seated prisoners was gesturing toward Charles and the empty seat beside him. He looked about the same age as Charles, with long, straight black hair and a thin mustache, and was gesturing for Charles to sit down beside him.


    Charles considered the implications of his next move. Four prisoners had already boarded the bus, each taking window seats at the rear. He could choose to take a window seat and sit by himself, or sit on the aisle next to one of the already seated prisoners. If he chose to take a window seat by himself, someone might sit down next to him. He glanced backward at the man behind him, who looked quite scary, with bulging muscles and crude tattoos covering his face and hands.


    The young dark-haired prisoner pointed again at the seat beside him, and Charles decided to accept his invitation and sit down. He hoped it didn’t mean that they were married. Charles was not at all interested in finding romance while in prison. He was still saving himself for the right girl.


    “Dude, you shouldn’t talk to the guards.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Charles replied, not knowing what else to say.


    “Don’t be sorry, either.” the young man said, glancing sideways out the window. “What’s your name, dude?”


    Charles answered cautiously. “Charles Rogers.”


    “Hey Charles, what up?” the young man said, offering his handcuffed right hand in a handshake gesture. “Jake Walker.”


    “Hello, Jake.” Charles replied, awkwardly accepting the handcuffed handshake.


    “Is this your first time?” Jake asked.


    “Yes.” Charles replied. “I still can’t believe it. It happened so fast.”


    “Yeah, same here.” Jake replied.


    “Really? What did you do?” Charles asked.


    “I killed a cop.” Jake said, almost casually, like it was no big deal.


    Charles wondered if he had made a terrible mistake sitting down next to this person. He tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t offend a cop killer, but was drawing a blank.


    “It was self defense, though.” Jake added, “The pig was trying to zap me with his taser, but I took it and tased him instead.” Jake made a low stabbing gesture, showing how he might have tased an officer several times. The handcuffs jingled and made the maneuver difficult but Charles got the idea.


    “They said his heart exploded.” Jake said grimly.


    “He died?” Charles asked, quietly. He was starting to wish that he had chosen a window seat. What was he thinking? Why would they put him in with murderers?


    “Yeah, but he deserved it.” Jake replied casually.


    Charles nodded. He was still in a state of shock. This morning he had been sitting at his computer checking the news on the Internet, not realizing that this small matter of appearing at the courthouse would so quickly lead to this moment, sitting on a bus with prisoners bound for the state penitentiary.


    “So, what are you in for?” Jake asked.


    “Unpaid parking tickets.” Charles said.


    “No shit? How many?” Jake asked, grinning.


    “Fourteen. I didn’t even know that I had parking tickets. I never saw one on my car.”


    “Dude, that sucks.” Jake said. “Did you piss off the judge?”


    “I told him I never saw the tickets, and he called me an anarchist. He wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say after that. I think he insulted my mother too.” Charles said.


    “Probably the same judge I had.” Jake said. “He called me a miscreant, whatever that means.”


    The younger, red-haired prison guard boarded the bus and took a final count of heads while consulting with the bus driver over a clipboard. They nodded to each other, and he took a seat at the front of the bus, near Charles and Jake’s seat. Soon they were driving on the highway, heading toward the prison.


    Charles looked out the window across from him, watching the scenery go by, enjoying the view of the countryside, perhaps for the last time until he was released from prison in two years.


    


    * * *


    


    A short while later, the bus began to pass a long convoy of military trucks and hummers. A large silver tanker truck within the convoy suddenly lurched out of control, jack-knifing on the highway before them. The sun gleamed off the truck’s mirror-like shell, blinding the prison bus driver at the worst possible moment. Charles saw the silver shape looming as the bus skidded, turning sideways toward the jack-knifed tanker. They crashed amidst a flood of silvery liquid that burst from the ruptured tanker, covering everything. Charles was thrown sideways off his seat, striking his head against the roof and falling unconscious. He slept in a coma-like state, completely unaware of time passing, not even dreaming.
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    The New World



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 1


    Awakening


    


    Charles felt like he was floating in a black ocean, gently swaying with the tide. He saw a bright light that was getting brighter, and with the light came pain. His head was aching, and he felt dizzy. He tried to swim away from the light, but it was inside his mind, everywhere.


    “Can you hear me?”


    A voice coming out of the light. It hurt his ears like the light hurt his eyes, even though they weren’t open. It felt like a hangover. The worst hangover he’d ever experienced.


    “Me think this one still alive.” a different voice said, deep and gravelly, with a strange accent.


    Charles tried to remember...what was he just doing? He tried to open his eyes and see, but could only make out blurry shapes beside his bed. He was lying down. He knew that. Someone was standing next to him, and he thought it might be a doctor. That would make sense. He remembered the accident. Seeing the tanker turned over, and being thrown across the bus. He must have hit his head. That would account for the headache. He hoped it wasn’t too serious.


    “Try to sit up.” the doctor’s voice said, with a strange hint of urgency. He must be in the prison hospital, Charles thought.


    “You’ve been asleep for a long time, and you might still be weak,” the doctor’s voice said, “But you must get up now, if you want to live.”


    Charles thought that was an odd thing for the doctor to say to someone who had just been in a major highway accident. Nevertheless, he tried to do as instructed, feeling the bones in his spine creek like an old wooden door as he sat upright in his bed. His vision was clearing, and he squinted to see who was talking to him.


    “Good, good.” the doctor said, “Move around and stand up if you can. We must leave this place soon.”


    Charles did as he was told, stretching his arms and rubbing his eyes. He felt like he might have slept for three days. Had he been in a coma?


    He saw the blurred form of the doctor beside his bed, and now wondered why the lights were so dim.


    “Is this a hospital?” he asked, his voice cracking slightly.


    “No.” the doctor’s voice said, “This is a tomb.”


    “A tomb?” Charles said uneasily.


    “A place for the dead.” the doctor’s voice explained.


    “I’m not dead.” Charles said. He was starting to get very nervous again. This wasn’t making sense. He squinted and struggled to clear his vision and see what was around him.


    What he saw was unlike any hospital he’d ever seen. It was a large room with no visible windows. Everything seemed to be made of metal, including the walls and ceiling. It looked like the interior of a submarine, only much larger. Dim lights in the ceiling provided barely enough illumination to see the metal floor. He looked down at the bed in which he was sitting. It had low metal walls surrounding a soft foamy mattress, like a metal coffin with rounded oval edges. He looked up and saw a great metal lid was attached to the head of the bed, like a clam shell. A metal coffin in a metal tomb.


    Alarmed, Charles tried to climb out of the coffin, swinging one leg over and reaching for the floor. He was startled by a soft beeping alarm coming from his bed, and almost fell to the floor, but was caught by strong hands that reached out to support him.


    “Be careful.” the deep voice said, right next to him, helping him to his feet. It sounded like rocks grinding together. “You lucky we find you alive.”


    “Please don’t do this!” a new voice pleaded, seeming to come from everywhere. Charles looked to see where this voice was coming from but saw nothing. He looked to the deep voiced man, meaning to thank him for his help, but was so startled by what he saw that he recoiled in horror, desperately pulling free from the monster’s grasp. He tripped over something, landing sprawled on the cold metal tiles. Something terrible must have happened to that man. He looked like a monster. An enormous, hulking, pink skinned monster in a fur coat.


    “Oh my God!” Charles cried out, “What are you?”


    “Me is Moosh.” the gravelly voiced monster replied.


    “Don’t be afraid,” the doctor said from across the room, “Moosh is a friend.”


    Charles tried to get up, his bare foot sliding on the wet metal floor. Had he landed in some sort of puddle? He looked down and saw that his foot was in a puddle of dark red liquid. It was blood! A lot of blood! It was coming from a body that Charles had tripped over. Its head was missing, apparently cut clean off by some sort of blade. Charles began to panic, scrambling to get away from the corpse, his feet sliding in the slippery pool of blood. He began to moan like a sobbing child, as his feet kept slipping. He finally got some traction and scrambled away from the body, hitting his head hard on another metal coffin behind him. The blow made him see stars, but wasn’t hard enough to knock him out. Nevertheless, he fainted from the stress of the situation, passing out on the bloody metal floor.


    


    “Dude?” a voice in the darkness, whispering in Charles’ ear. It sounded strangely familiar. He opened his eyes, expecting to see that he was still on the prison bus. It looked like a submarine. A metal tomb. He hadn’t been dreaming.


    “Dude, are you okay?”


    “Charles.” he replied weakly, struggling to sit up. He recognized the voice of Jake, the long-haired young man he had sat next to on the bus.


    “Charles, dude, you gotta get up.” Jake said, kneeling beside him.


    “Take my hand.”


    Charles looked at him and accepted his outstretched hand, remembering the handshake on the bus. Jake helped him to his feet, and he felt grateful to have something familiar to grab onto.


    “Do you know where we are?” Charles asked.


    He could hear voices from the other side of the room, arguing. It sounded like the monster, Moosh, and the doctor were arguing with someone else, but he couldn’t make out the words.


    “I think we’re in the future.” Jake said, his voice lowering to a whisper.


    “The future?” Charles echoed, as if questioning the meaning of the word.


    “That Davy Crockett dude said we were sleeping here for years, until they found us,” Jake said, “But they say we have to leave soon, before someone else tries to kill us.”


    Charles listened intently. Part of him was deciding if this might all be some sort of prank. He quickly dismissed that notion. Get a hold of yourself Charles, he silently told himself. He noticed that Jake was dressed differently, trading his orange prison jumpsuit for something that looked like a shiny silver and blue full-bodied unitard. Looking down at himself, he saw that he was dressed the same way.


    “Yeah, nice duds,” Jake said with a sort of half smile that hinted at sarcasm, “We look like superheroes in silver tights.”


    “What happened?” Charles asked, rubbing his fingers across the smooth metallic fabric covering his chest. It felt slick like a new nonstick frying pan.


    Jake shrugged. “We were on the bus. There was an accident. I woke up here.” Jake said.


    “Yeah, that’s what I remember.” Charles agreed.


    “Well, listen dude, this is important.” Jake said, “The skinny guy said that those other guys came here to kill us, and the big guy saved our lives.” As Jake mentioned the other guys, he pointed across the aisle at what appeared to be several dead bodies and body parts, thrown into a bloody pile on the floor. Charles shuddered.


    Jake continued. “But they said we have to get out of here, because their friends might come back to finish killing us.”


    “I don’t understand...” Charles said, “What’s going on?”


    “I’m trying to tell you.” Jake said impatiently. “I think we should go with these guys.”


    “Okay.” Charles said. He was still confused, but Jake seemed pretty sure of what he was saying. It was easy for Charles to follow directions when he was unsure about things.


    Charles looked around at the large room they were in, which he judged to be about the size of his high-school gymnasium, only round instead of square, like the inside of a dome. An immense hexagon-shaped metal machine dominated the room’s center, humming softly. The central machine was surrounded by a round walkway, lined with coffin beds that plugged into the core like spokes on a wheel. Charles estimated there might be two-hundred coffins lining the round corridor, and could see a junction with ramps leading down inside the machine and up to a metal door in the wide outer wall. A large window beside the metal door overlooked the round room, where a dim light could be seen in the room beyond.


    Charles saw the man approaching, who he’d believed at first to be a doctor, followed by another man dressed in a shiny silver and blue unitard like Charles and Jake. He recognized the other man as the young red-haired prison guard that rode with them on the bus, frowning the entire time. He was still frowning, looking confused but resigned to follow. Charles understood that feeling.


    “Are you ready to go, brothers?” the man asked. He looked more like a cowboy then a doctor, dressed in frilly leather frontier clothing. He wore a leather gun belt, like a cowboy, with a pistol slung in its holster. He looked to be in his late thirties, tall and thin, with shoulder-length red hair and freckles.


    “Who are you?” Charles asked.


    “You can call me Brother Kevin, as most people do.” he said with a friendly smile that made the corners of his eyes wrinkle.


    “Are you a priest?” Jake asked suspiciously.


    “Nah, but I am a friend to all peaceful folk.” Brother Kevin said, sounding sincere and humble like a priest.


    “What about them?” the prison guard asked, pointing toward the pile of blood soaked bodies.


    “They were not friends or brothers,” Kevin said, “They would have killed you if we hadn’t stopped them.”


    “What about the police?” the guard said with a hint of anger in his voice. “Don’t you cowboys have a sheriff in your town?”


    Brother Kevin frowned slightly, seeming slightly confused at this, then responded. “Nah. Well, maybe. But we’re not in town, and there was no time to fetch the Hunters. We heard screaming, and we came to help. Had we waited any longer, you would all be dead.”


    The prison guard seemed skeptical but nodded.


    “Yeah, chill out dude.” Jake said.


    “Then I guess we should thank you.” the guard said, still looking skeptical.


    “No need to thank us, brothers. But we should be leaving quickly.” Kevin replied.


    The guard turned to Jake with an angry look and thrust a finger toward him. “Don’t call me dude. My name is Parker Boll. Officer Boll to you, remember?”


    “Yeah, okay.” Jake said dismissively.


    “What happened?” Charles asked, “Who is trying to kill us?”


    “These men are from the Choppers clan to the north.” Brother Kevin said, pointing at the pile of bodies.


    “Choppers?” Parker Boll asked. “Is that some sort of gang?”


    “Yah.” Brother Kevin replied. “There are many of them, but not usually this far south.”


    “Hey,” Jake interrupted, looking toward the pile of bodies. “Does that dude have tentacles?”


    “Yah, there was one with tentacles, in the dead pile.” Kevin replied.


    “Whoa...” Jake said, and walked over toward the pile of bodies. The prison guard followed him, and they both inspected the gory pile together. Kevin’s hulking friend Moosh was hunched over the bodies, searching them for valuables and stuffing items into a large leather sack.


    Charles couldn’t help staring at the hulking man, who seemed too big to even be human. He stood slightly stooped over, with long bulging arms that reached all the way to the floor. He was big and muscular like a bodybuilder, but larger than any bodybuilder Charles had ever seen. He imagined if Moosh stood up straight he would be eight feet tall. His skin was pink, as though sunburned, but appeared to be hard like a rhinoceros, covering his body in dense hard plates. His hairless face looked chiseled, with high cheekbones and two vertical slits in place of his nose. He wore leather moccasins on his feet, and tanned leather pants, with a dark, matted fur coat covering his back.


    Charles wondered if Moosh had been a burn victim, but that wouldn’t account for his great size. His bulging oversized arms were longer than Charles’ entire body, and nearly as thick.


    “Are you a mutant?” Charles blurted out. It was either that, or Moosh was an alien.


    Moosh looked back at him with flaring nose slits and nodded. Brother Kevin looked at Charles with a look of compassionate concern, and reached out to place a hand on Charles shoulder.


    “There’s no need to be afraid. Moosh is a mutant, and the best friend I’ve ever known.”


    Charles was slightly taken aback by the man’s open and kind attitude, like a father or a loving uncle, but felt strangely reassured at the same time, and slightly ashamed.


    “I’m sorry, I’m just confused.” Charles said.


    “It’s alright, brother. Just know that you are among friends.”


    “Thank you.” Charles said, and Brother Kevin nodded in reply, smiling.


    “Were there no mutants before you went to sleep?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “No, not really.” Charles said. “Was there a nuclear war?”


    “I think so, but it was a very long time ago. We can talk about it later.” Brother Kevin replied, glancing toward the exit ramp.


    Moosh finished gathering items and they were ready to leave. Brother Kevin pointed to the ramp leading up. “Let us return to Unyun now, and be away from this tomb.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Return to onion?” Jake asked, “Huh?”


    “Unyun is the town near here, where me and Moosh live on my farm.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Oh, okay.” Jake said. “So you’re like, a farmer?”


    “Yah.” Brother Kevin said with a hint of impatience in his voice. “Come. Follow behind me now.”


    Brother Kevin waved for them to follow as he started along the curved corridor toward the exit ramp. Charles and the others followed, and they ascended the ramp to the upper level. A metal door at the top of the ramp hung slightly open. A fist-sized hole was melted in the door where the handle would have been, apparently having been cut through with a blowtorch to bypass the locking mechanism. Moosh pulled the damaged door aside and took the lead as they entered a straight hallway with metal paneled walls. A sturdy metal door stood closed at the far end, with two open doors along the way. Dirty bootprints on the floor told a story, as many could be seen running the length of the hall in both directions, while other footprints from bare feet could be seen all going in one direction, toward the exit at the end of the hall. Charles feet were bare, as were the others who’d awakened.


    “Stop right there!” A shrill voice shouted through hidden speakers in the walls, seeming to come from everywhere. Charles looked around nervously, wondering who it was that was shouting.


    Brother Kevin gestured for the group to stop, moving up to stand beside Moosh. “What is it now, ghost?” Brother Kevin asked impatiently.


    Charles saw what appeared to be a three dimensional cartoon character standing in the hallway. It was an animated caricature of an aging bespectacled professor who wore a brown pinstriped jacket. The cartoon professor was frowning at them disapprovingly, while blocking their exit.


    “I am the caretaker of this Synaptech facility...”


    “Yah, I know.” Brother Kevin interrupted, “What do you want?”


    “What I want,” the ghost professor replied, “...is for you to cease trespassing and leave this facility. However, I can’t allow you to leave with stolen property that belongs to Synaptech.”


    “We are leaving, and we haven’t stolen anything.” Brother Kevin replied.


    “Incorrect.” the professor said quickly, producing a translucent wooden pointer that appeared in his hand as if by magic, pointing it at Charles and the other two awakened sleepers.


    “These three basals must be returned to their pods before you can leave.” the cartoon professor said.


    “These are free men.” Kevin replied, “You can’t force them to stay here.”


    “Incorrect. These three basals are the legal property of Synaptech, and removing them is a serious offense.”


    Moosh reached out with one arm as if to lightly slap the professor, but his hand passed through the hologram without resistance.


    The ghost professor looked disapprovingly at Moosh. “Given the circumstances,” it continued, “I’m willing to drop any criminal charges against you, if you will simply agree to return these basals to their pods.”


    “Basals?” Jake asked. “What’s that?”


    “I think he means us,” Parker said from behind them, “And I’m not getting back in any pod.”


    “Hell no!” Jake agreed.


    Charles just nodded and watched as Brother Kevin continued, speaking slowly as if to a child.


    “You’ve got it wrong, brother. These are men, not property, and we’re not stealing them. They’re leaving by their own choice.”


    “You can’t leave.” the professor replied sharply. “This facility’s entrance has been sealed, and police have been notified of the burglary. They will arrive shortly to arrest you, unless you return the basals to their pods.”


    “The door!” Moosh said, stepping past the hologram and heading for the far end of the hall.


    “I wouldn’t go any further!” the professor shouted. “It’s electrified and quite deadly!” Blue sparks suddenly appeared rippling across the surface of the metal door at the end of the hall, causing Moosh to stop suddenly to avoid electrocution.


    “Door was broke!” Moosh shouted back at the professor.


    “I repaired it, and it’s the only exit.” the professor replied quickly, seeming pleased with his own cleverness. The hologram professor turned to address Brother Kevin. “Now, if you’ll return the basals to their pods, you’ll be free to leave with no criminal charges.”


    Brother Kevin turned and looked back at Charles and the other two awakened sleepers, considering.


    “Excuse me?” Charles said, stepping up besides Brother Kevin to address the professor. “I don’t know how I ended up here, but I’d really like to leave now.”


    The professor looked at him for a moment and said nothing, then turned back to Brother Kevin.


    “Please, be reasonable.” the professor said, ignoring Charles. “Industrial theft is a serious crime with penalties ranging from virtual imprisonment to total mind erasure.”


    “Hold on a minute!” Parker Boll said, pushing past Charles and Jake to confront the hologram professor. “I’m a police officer! You can’t hold us here against our will.”


    The cartoon professor squinted comically behind his spectacles at Parker Boll. “Impossible.” he stated. “Basals cannot have occupations.”


    “Oh yeah, well fuck you!” Parker shouted.


    “Door was broke!” Moosh shouted again from down the hall, his gravelly voice rising and reverberating throughout the metal tomb. Brother Kevin walked down the hall to join his friend by the electrified door, followed by Parker and Jake.


    Charles hesitated, wondering if it were true that this was the only exit. He stepped around the professor and looked through the door on the left. Inside he saw what looked like a small control room, with a large picture window overlooking the gallery of metal coffins. A long shelf beneath the window was adorned with an array of lights and displays, like the computerized dashboards of some modern automobiles Charles had seen.


    “What’s in this room?” Charles asked to no one in particular, not really expecting an answer, but in an instant the hologram professor was standing in front of him, blocking his path.


    “This is the Maintenance Adminatory.” the cartoon hologram replied. “It’s nothing that would concern any of you. Please step back for your own safety to avoid an electric shock.” As he finished saying this, an arc of blue lightning leaped from the back wall toward the control desk, splitting into tiny branches that skittered across the floor before fizzling out. Charles thought it might be dangerous to walk in there, and quickly took two steps back into the hall.


    “Did you do that on purpose?” Charles asked the professor.


    “No. A power conduit was damaged by gunfire earlier today. The room is off-limits until repairs can be completed.”


    “Hmm...” Charles said, continuing to examine the room from the safety of the hallway. He saw a blocky protrusion on the far wall that looked almost like a small refrigerator, with an angled top like a podium. A metal panel on the front of the podium was removed and lying on the floor, and Charles could see some strange glowing wires in the dark space within.


    “Please step back to avoid being injured by the automatic door.”


    Charles obeyed without thinking, taking another step back away from the doorway while glancing toward the end of the hall where his four companions were gathered. A metal door suddenly slid down from the ceiling with a soft whooshing sound, completely sealing off the room from the hallway. Charles raised his hand to touch it, and a hissing spiderweb of electricity suddenly rippled across the door’s surface.


    Charles jumped back and hit the metal wall behind him solidly. “My God! Are you trying to kill me?”


    The image of the cartoon professor blinked into the hallway standing in front of Charles. It looked at him and made a face of exaggerated concern. It was a living caricature. Some sort of computer program that could at least emulate some emotions.


    “If you can understand me, please listen. You must return to your pod.” His voice sounded deeply concerned as he continued. “You aren’t well, and you can’t survive away from your pod.”


    “What’s wrong with me?” Charlie asked, suddenly concerned for his health. Maybe his life.


    “You are a basal.” it replied simply, as if that was explanation enough.


    “But...” Charles began, when the cartoon professor suddenly disappeared.


    “Don’t do that!” the professor’s voice shrieked through the hidden sound system. Charles turned and saw the professor was now at the end of the hall, standing between Moosh and the electrified door to outside. Moosh was holding something that looked like a metal chair up near his shoulder, poised to throw it at the door. “That’s private property!” the professor cried, holding both cartoon hands out in front of him in a futile effort to stop what was coming next.


    Moosh grunted and heaved, launching the chair like a missile straight at the door with tremendous force. It struck the door and vanished, passing through it with a loud clattering sound. It clattered a bit more before rolling back into view, passing through the door again, as if it weren’t there. The chair rolled to a stop just inside the entry.


    “A friggin’ hologram.” Jake yelled, sounding amused, like he’d figured out a magic trick.


    “Oh ho!” Moosh said, striding forward to snatch up the chair.


    “Wait!” the professor said, suddenly doubling in size to look Moosh in the eye. “Let’s talk. Let’s make a deal.” he pleaded, sounding almost frantic.


    “No.” Moosh said, and swung the chair at the door without letting go. It passed through the professor and the door behind him with no resistance.


    “You lie. We leave now.” Moosh said. The pink giant turned and waved for the others to follow, then strode through the door, vanishing.


    The cartoon professor shrunk back down to normal size to plead with Brother Kevin, as he followed Moosh to the door.


    “Please don’t leave. I require assistance. Let’s make a deal.”


    Brother Kevin looked at him, frowning disapprovingly. “They say never to trust a robot...or a ghost. I know that now.” Kevin said softly.


    “I’m not a ghost.” the professor said. “My name is Norman.”


    “Well brother,” Kevin said, “We can’t stay any longer, but I’ll come back sometime if you really want to talk.”


    “Yes.” the professor said, nodding, “I require assistance, to repair the damage to this facility.”


    “We’ll talk about it when I return, Norman.” Kevin gestured for the others to come, then walked through the hologram door. Parker followed, walking through and vanishing, as Moosh and Kevin had done.


    Jake paused before going through, admiring the illusion. Lightning still crackled across the face of the metal door. “Trippy.” Jake said, then smiled and walked through the door with its fake curtain of sparks.


    “I might also come back.” Charles said to the professor. “If you’re willing to talk, I might have some questions you could answer.”


    “I’m not permitted to answer questions from invalid entities, though I could make an exception if you return to your pod.”


    Brother Kevin reappeared and gave Charles a knowing look, tilting his head toward the door. “Let’s go, brother.” he said.


    Charles walked through the door, flinching slightly as he expected to get an electric shock, though he knew it was just a hologram. He stepped through to the other side, finding himself at the bottom of a short stairwell with the bright light of day shining down from above.


    “Oh, wait!” Charles said excitedly, whirling around to poke his head back through the door.


    “What is today’s date?” he asked the cartoon professor, who was still standing there in the hallway.


    The professor faked an artificial sigh before answering. “Today is the 22nd of April, 2581.”


    “The year is 2581?” Charles asked.


    “Correct.”


    “Okay.” Charles muttered, remembering the number but not ready to contemplate what it meant. Not yet. He stored the knowledge in the back of his mind and turned to join the others outside.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 2


    Possies


    


    Charles walked up the short flight of muddy concrete stairs into the sunlight. He felt a chilly breeze on his face and hands as he reached the top of the stairwell, taking his first look at the world outside.


    He was in a dark forest clearing, on one side of a wide, tree-filled valley. The overcast sky was filled with bright, lavender hued clouds that cast a purplish light on everything, particularly the melting snow drifts that dotted the terrain in places. The ground was soft and muddy, and the air smelled like spring, but with something added that Charles couldn’t quite make out. Something new. There’s bound to be a lot of new things, he thought, given how much time had passed, but he didn’t want to think about that now.


    Charles stopped gawking at the forest and turned to his companions. They were standing next to a vehicle that looked like a futuristic dune buggy. It was rugged looking and splashed with mud, with a row of metal spikes mounted on the front bumper. Standing beside the vehicle were two strange looking creatures with saddles on their backs. One looked like an albino reindeer with short antlers and six legs, while the other, larger beast looked like a brown woolly musk-ox, with short curved horns on its head.


    Charles looked back at the dune buggy. It had big knobby tires and an open roll cage design, with a sleek, futuristic looking engine in the back. There were seats for a driver and a passenger in front of the V-shaped engine. Charles walked over and examined the engine, looking to see if there was a gas tank, or if it might be electric. He was surprised to see a familiar symbol of three triangles in a circle imprinted on both sides of the engine. “An atomic dune buggy?” Charles asked out loud.


    Brother Kevin nodded grimly. “The choppers are known to use atomic buggies and bikes.”


    “Awesome.” Jake said, admiring the vehicle.


    “It would be unwise to leave this here, so close to the Possie border. Can any of you mount this buggy?”


    “Mount it?” Jake said, grinning, “I think you mean drive. I think I can, if we can get it started.”


    “Anyone check for keys in the ignition?” Parker Boll asked, leaning over to inspect the vehicle’s dashboard. “I don’t see any keys, but there’s a big red button.”


    “Let me try it.” Jake said, hurrying around to the driver’s side.


    “Hey, who said you’re driving?” Parker exclaimed, as Jake slid into the driver’s seat.


    “Chill out, dude.” Jake said. “It’s cool. I’m good at this.” Jake pushed the red button, and the atomic engine roared to life with a high-pitched whine, like a small jet aircraft. “Woo!” Jake said, then bent over, looking at his feet. “It’s got two pedals.” he told Parker Boll, as the ex-prison guard slid into the passenger seat.


    “Good.” Parker said, finding the leather seat belt straps draped over the back of the seat. He pulled them around and fiddled with them, trying to figure out how they connected.


    Charles walked over to stand beside Brother Kevin, who was watching the two in the dune buggy. “I guess I’m riding with you?” he asked, and Brother Kevin nodded, pointing to his albino reindeer and smiling.


    Moosh stood beside his riding ox, looking down at the myriad tracks in the mud, studying them. It was obvious, even to Charles, that a great many people had been through here recently. There were tire tracks from at least three other vehicles, and many footprints in the mud. All of the tracks went clearly back and forth between the stairwell and the muddy clearing where the dune buggy was parked.


    “Where are we going now?” Charles asked Brother Kevin.


    “First we must return to town, then you and your friends are welcome to stay at my farm until you can get settled.” Kevin replied.


    Settled? Charles thought, boggling at the idea that everything he knew was likely gone, and that he was also now homeless. “Thank you.” Charles said earnestly, “Thanks for helping us.”


    “You’re welcome, brother.” Kevin replied, smiling warmly.


    The sharp sound of hydraulic hissing came from the dune buggy beside them, as the vehicle’s front end reared up, raising two feet off the ground. The buggy’s spiked front bumper angled up, tipping its passengers backward in their seats. “Whoa!” Jake said from the driver’s seat, sounding impressed. “It’s got lifters!” Jake seemed to have it under control as he lowered the buggy’s nose back down and then raised the rear slowly up and down, testing its limits. Then he did it faster, so that the front of the dune buggy leaped off the ground before splashing back down with a spray of mud that barely missed hitting Charles and Kevin.


    He’s having a good time, Charles thought, wondering how Jake could manage to enjoy himself, in light of what had happened to them. How they’d lost everything and everyone they ever knew.


    Moosh finished studying the ground and looked to Brother Kevin, shaking his head. Behind him, Charles saw movement on the hill at the edge of the clearing. Two men dressed in crude gray furs like Eskimos were creeping over the top of the hill toward Moosh, each holding long rifles.


    “Watch out!” Charles yelled, hoping Moosh could hear him over the sound of the atomic dune buggy’s engine. Moosh turned to see the encroaching men, and immediately ducked down as they raised their rifles. Charles could see two more men coming over the hill behind the first pair, carrying bows and arrows.


    Brother Kevin turned to see what was happening, drawing his flintlock pistol from its holster.


    A shot rang out, and then another. Charles heard the bullet ricochet behind him, as he stood directly in line between the dune buggy and the gunmen on the hill. They weren’t men though, he could see now. They were beast men, with faces like giant rodents. They had long pointed snouts filled with sharp teeth, and the gray fur coats they wore were their own natural fur.


    “Possies!” Brother Kevin shouted, taking aim and firing a shot from his flintlock pistol. “Let’s go!”


    Charles hesitated, unsure if he should try running back down the stairs to get out of the line of fire.


    “Ride with me, brother.” Brother Kevin said, tugging on Charles arm and then nearly shoving him toward his albino mount. “Get to the road!” Brother Kevin shouted at Jake, pointing back behind the vehicle. Brother Kevin led Charles to his six-legged steed and began to help him up, while Moosh climbed onto his own mount.


    Jake put the vehicle in reverse and kicked the accelerator pedal to the floor, sending a spray of mud out in front of them before the tires finally caught, jerking the vehicle backward. He could see the archers on the hill directly in front of the dune buggy as he drove backward to turn around. A volley of arrows flew toward the dune buggy then, one skipping off the front mud guard. Another arrow struck Parker Boll in his left shoulder, solidly pinning him to the seat. Parker cursed loudly in pain, looking down at the crude arrow shaft stuck in his shoulder, as Jake spun the dune buggy around in the mud.


    “Hold on to me.” Brother Kevin told Charles as he flicked the reins, urging his mount into a gallop. Charles held on to Brother Kevin’s waist as the albino beast surged forward, holding its short rack of antlers down as it carried them toward the road, away from their attackers. Jake kept up with them in the dune buggy, with Moosh riding in the rear.


    Another volley of arrows fell around them. Charles saw the shafts fly by, some sticking in the ground near them and others flying into the trees on the other side of the clearing. He tried to duck down as best he could, feeling terrified.


    “Follow the road east!” Brother Kevin yelled at Jake, pointing the way. Jake nodded, thrusting his arm out for a moment to raise his thumb up, showing that he understood.


    Brother Kevin urged his steed onward, and they galloped toward the road. The dune buggy roared past them, picking up speed. Charles heard two more gunshots and looked back to see two gray plumes of smoke rising from the beast-men’s rifles as the shooters turned to run back the way they’d come. The bowmen were already retreating, making haste back over the hill into the deeper forest.


    Charles held on to Brother Kevin’s waist as they rode out of the forest clearing, turning onto a dirt road through the woods. Riding on the back of this beast was surprisingly smooth, due to its having six legs instead of four. It negotiated the terrain easily, moving at an impressive speed as it kept up with the dune buggy. Charles had to turn his head to avoid the sudden glare that flared up in front of him as they rounded a turn, like a hundred camera flashes going off at once. He clung on with one hand and used the other to shield his eyes as he tried to see what was blinding him. Across the road, rising above the forest, he saw what appeared to be a mountain of broken glass, glittering brightly in the sun. It wasn’t all glass, as he could see clumps of trees near the mountain’s snow-covered peak, interspersed among the giant glass shards.


    “What is that?” he asked Brother Kevin, raising his voice so he could hear over the rushing wind.


    “Shard Mountain.” Brother Kevin replied, steering his beast onto the wider dirt road, following the dune buggy.


    Charles looked back, seeing the trail they had come from receding in the distance. That was a close call, he thought. They continued to gallop down the dirt road toward the mountain of broken glass, and Jake slowed the buggy, allowing Brother Kevin to ride up beside him.


    “This dude’s gonna die!” Jake yelled, pointing at the arrow buried halfway in Parker’s shoulder.


    The ex-prison guard looked pale, but awake and obviously in pain. He muttered something that Charles couldn’t hear, wincing as the dune buggy hit a small bump that jolted him on the arrow.


    “Hey, can we stop and check him out?” Jake yelled up at Brother Kevin.


    “Yah!” Brother Kevin shouted back, pulling back on the reins to slow his beast.


    They all came to a stop, having rode at least half a mile away from the beast-men’s ambush. Half a mile away from their sleeping pods in the metal tomb.


    “Stay here.” Kevin said as he slid down off his saddle.


    “Okay.” Charles replied, as Kevin went to look at Parker’s wounded shoulder.


    “Cryote.” Moosh said as he came to stop beside Charles. Charles looked and saw he was trying to hand him a shiny pistol. Charles reached out and took it from him, surprised at how heavy it was. He’d never held a real gun before, much less fired one. Now that he had it, he wasn’t sure what to do with it. He didn’t want to accidentally shoot himself or Brother Kevin.


    “We need to get him to town.” Brother Kevin said. “There’s a healer who can tend his wound.”


    “Shouldn’t we break the arrow off?” Jake asked.


    “Don’t touch it!” Parker hissed angrily.


    “Nah, it’s not far. Just over these hills.” Kevin said, pointing in the direction they were going.


    Charles thought he heard the sound of a chain saw somewhere in the distant woods, getting louder. Moosh must have also heard it as he turned to look behind them, raising a hand to shield his eyes against the glare from Shard Mountain.


    “Let us continue. It’s not far.” Brother Kevin said, sounding nervous as he climbed back into the saddle in front of Charles. Charles clutched the heavy gun to his chest in one hand and got ready to hold on with the other, hoping he didn’t accidentally shoot someone. They started off again, down the road toward Unyun, while the chainsaw sound behind them continued to grow in volume.


    Glancing back, Charles saw the source of the noise. There was another vehicle on the road behind them, approaching rapidly. It looked like a metal swamp boat, floating above the road and leaving a trail of smoke and fire behind it. It was gaining on them rapidly, and Charles could make out the shapes of gray-furred beast men riding on top, waving spears and other weapons. A vortex of blue fire swirled within a large metal ring at the rear of the boat, propelling it forward at a high velocity.


    “They’re going to catch us!” Charles yelled.


    “Can you go faster?” Kevin yelled down toward Jake, riding alongside them.


    “Hell yeah!” Jake yelled back, as if it were a dumb question.


    “Then go! We’ll catch up!” Kevin yelled as he urged his beast to go faster, giving the buggy room to pass. Jake pressed the throttle and the dune buggy surged ahead of them, throwing up mud and rocks.


    Charles could see the lead possie sitting at the front of the boat, wearing an elaborate headdress with dreadlocks, and holding a wooden staff. He was barking orders and pointing, as the boat bore down on them.


    Kevin signaled Moosh with a gesture, and the pink giant returned the gesture with a nod before veering left, off the side of the road, to trot alongside the trees. Kevin split right and did the same, attempting to divert the sled into the forest on either side, while the dune buggy roared off on the road ahead, gaining speed.


    The possie boat commander paid no attention to the ruse, staying on course behind the dune buggy, continuing to gain speed on the slight downward incline. It roared past the mounted riders, leaving a trail of white smoke on the road behind it. Brother Kevin fired a shot with his pistol as it went by, and Charles was pretty sure that it missed. He remembered the gun that he was clutching to his chest. He forgot it was there until he saw Kevin fire a shot. He thought maybe he should do the same, then reconsidered as the sled was already speeding away, chasing after the dune buggy. He wondered if Jake would be able to outrun them.


    “Zang!” Brother Kevin cursed, steering his beast back toward the road. Moosh came up alongside. “They want the buggy!” Brother Kevin shouted, urging his mount to run faster down the dirt road, following after the two vehicles.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake opened up the throttle all the way, enjoying the thrill of it. He felt the nose start to rise up and quickly let up a bit on the throttle to avoid flipping over. That would suck! He briefly imagined the dune buggy tumbling end over end. Then an idea came to him, and a wicked smile crossed his lips. He gunned the engine again while tilting the wheel forward, causing the rear lifters to jack up the back, while keeping the nose pointed down. He watched the old-fashioned speedometer dial climb past one-hundred as he attempted to bury it. For a moment he was in heaven as they rocketed down the mud road, which was more like a wagon trail than a real road. He’d never felt such raw power beneath him. It was bliss.


    “Slow the fuck down!” Parker Boll shouted. “You’re going to kill us!”


    “I got it.” Jake said, keeping his eyes on the road ahead.


    “You don’t even know where we are!” Parker said. “We’re in the fucking woods!” he continued, sounding desperate.


    Jake saw a turn in the distance as the road curved out of view to the right. It was approaching fast. He looked down at the speedometer dial, currently at one-twenty, before letting up on the throttle. “Okay, okay.” Jake said, letting Parker think he’d talked him into slowing down. He drove over a small rock in the road, and Parker Boll winced from the pain in his shoulder.


    “You’re an asshole, you know that?” Parker said bitterly.


    “Dude, just chill out.” Jake told him. “I’m driving you to the doctor. I’m like an ambulance driver.” he continued, grinning slightly. “So chill out, okay?”


    “I am chill, broski!” Parker replied with exaggerated sarcasm. “You chill out!”


    But Jake had already slowed down to about fifty, which seemed like a crawl compared to how fast they had been going before. Jake tried to keep the ride smooth as they went around a turn in the road. He thought he saw some strange shit in the forest, like some giant spiders in the trees, but he had no time to look as the road curved down into an S-shaped curve within a low valley, going around a cluster of trees before heading up the other side of the hill. Jake wasn’t sure how far he should go before trying to meet up with the others. Should he just stop here at the top of this hill, or continue on? He didn’t want to ask Parker Boll, because he thought he was a dick. So he decided to pull off here to wait.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Parker asked, flinching with the bumps as Jake guided the buggy to a stop on the grassy side of the road.


    “We’re going to wait for them here.” Jake said.


    “Why not keep going down the road, like he said?” Parker replied. “Remember those things have guns, and arrows.” he pointed to the arrow in his shoulder to emphasize his point.


    “I don’t want to get too far ahead...” Jake said, “How do we even know if they’re okay?”


    “You want to go back?” Parker asked incredulously.


    “I don’t know, do you think we should?” Jake asked.


    “No.” the ex-prison guard replied flatly.


    “I thought you’d say that.” Jake replied. “So we’ll just wait here.”


    “All right, fine.” Parker said. “I’ll just sit here and bleed.”


    Jake thought of saying something witty, then decided against it. They both stared back at the road where it curved out of view, waiting to see their mounted companions or the possie hover sled come around the corner. From this vantage point, they’d be able to see them from a good distance off.


    They didn’t have to wonder for long, because they could already hear the hover sled approaching. It came into view almost immediately, careening sideways around the turn like a drift racer, compensating for the turn. It shot past them and down the hill before spinning about to face them, rapidly decelerating as it slid in a graceful sideways arc across the road, leaving a long trail of white smoke in it’s wake.


    Jake heard the possie boat commander shout something, and blue flames flared behind the sled, pushing it forward in their direction. Jake leaned sideways on the steering wheel as he floored the accelerator, causing the dune buggy to spin in a half doughnut before taking off in a spray of mud and wet grass, heading back up the dirt road the way they’d come. The possie hover sled trailed behind them, unable to match their speed up the hill.


    Jake applied the full throttle again, tilting the buggy forward for better grip, up the long straightaway. He wasn’t sure what to do exactly, but he knew that it was good to put distance between him and the possie hover sled. He wondered how well the sled would do in the woods? He thought he could probably outmaneuver the sled in tight turns.


    “Listen, Jake.” Parker said as they raced back up the road. “Those things either want to kill us or rob us or most likely both. We can’t keep running into them like that, so you should just follow the road, like he said, and don’t look back.”


    “We’ll still have to pass them again.” Jake replied. “They’re still behind us.” Jake had the dial up to one-hundred, but couldn’t seem to go any faster due to the incline. Their pursuers were still losing ground though, even at this speed. The road leveled out some more, and they lost sight of the sled completely. Jake noted with satisfaction that the dial was climbing again, slowly. He loved driving fast.


    “I’m still bleeding, you know.” Parker said. “This really hurts.”


    “Okay, dude, I have an idea.” Jake said, applying the brakes.


    “Fuck!” Parker shouted, bracing himself against the buggy’s frame so that he didn’t slide forward along the arrow that remained firmly embedded in the chair. “Don’t break so hard, man.” Parker said, his voice strained from the pain of being impaled on a moving vehicle.


    “Sorry, dude.” Jake said, and actually meant it. He didn’t want this dude to die, even if he was a dick.


    “Parker.” he said. “Stop calling me dude.”


    “Sorry, uh, Officer Boll.” Jake said wryly.


    “I think that’s over.” Parker said, sounding bitter again.


    “Yeah, it is.” Jake said, turning to look him in the eye. He didn’t want Officer Boll thinking that he was still in charge. He’d been thinking about what happened, and how, on the one hand, he had lost everything, but on the other hand, he didn’t have all that much to lose. The biggest upshot of this situation, so far as he saw it, was that he didn’t have to spend the next two years sitting in a jail cell over some bullshit charge. As far as he was concerned, he’d served his time in the pod, and then some!


    “Just try to take it easy, all right?” Parker asked, again sounding desperate.


    Jake suddenly felt bad about how he had been treating the cop. Parker Boll wasn’t really trying to give him orders, was he? Jake knew he had a problem with authority figures, and this was the last one he had seen before waking up. He made up his mind then to give the dude a chance, and not hold his former job against him. At least for now, when he had to get the dude to a doctor.


    “Okay, sorry dude. I mean, Parker.” Jake said earnestly, “Seriously, I’ll try to take it easy.”


    “Thanks.” Parker replied. “So what’s your idea?”


    Jake realized that he had been sitting parked on the road, and he could faintly hear the sound of the possie hover sled coming up behind them. “Shit! Hold on, dude!” Jake shouted as he jammed on the accelerator. Parker braced himself, clenching his teeth together, as Jake drove them off the road and into the woods.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles dropped the gun. It just slipped out of his hand, and he saw it disappear into a shallow ditch on the side of the road as they galloped toward Unyun. “Oops.” he said quietly to himself. Part of him was happy that he dropped it. The gun had scared him. He didn’t know what to do with it. He wasn’t trained for it in real life, though he’d fired guns in countless video games, this was for real, and it scared him. “Um...” he began, then reconsidered, deciding to keep quiet.


    Charles had never ridden a horse, and while it wasn’t as bad as he imagined it could have been, he was afraid he’d fall off the back. He felt uncomfortable putting his arms around Brother Kevin, so he tried to hold onto the saddle, hoping that Brother Kevin didn’t make any sharp turns.


    Looking into the forest, Charles could see many different plants that he’d never seen before, some of them quite colorful as they began the spring cycle of growth. In some of the larger trees, he saw what looked like masses of webs, some large enough to cover the entire tree. He had seen webs like that in trees near his home, but never so big. He wondered if there were giant spiders lurking within the webs, and then was shocked to actually see one. A large furry black spider sat perched on a branch on the edge of the woods, as if waiting for someone to walk below. It was hard to judge, but it looked to be as big as a medium sized dog. Charles shuddered at the thought of something like that dropping down on him, reminding himself not to take any walks in the woods.


    He saw some dark birds flying overhead that he thought might be crows, except for their glowing orange eyes. Glowing, in the light of day. Charles wondered if they, too, were mutants, and how common were mutants in the future?


    Come to think of it, why were these guys dressed like old wilderness trappers? Why were they riding a mutant reindeer and an ox, instead of driving a car? Surely they’d have flying cars by now, Charles thought. Yes, of course. He had just seen a flying boat. So who are these guys? Were they like the Amish, shunning technology?


    His thoughts were drawn back to the road as he heard the sound of the atomic dune buggy approaching. The three riders watched as the muddy vehicle came into view at the top of a small hill, then pulled over to the side of the road. They continued riding toward the buggy as it sat parked for a moment, then it suddenly drove off into the woods.


    The possie hover sled came into view next, banking in a wide arc toward the forest, pursuing the fleeing dune buggy and leaving a trail of white smoke in its wake. Charles doubted if any of the vehicle occupants had even seen them on the road from this far away, as they were still at least a quarter mile behind the two vehicles.


    “They’re heading toward Unyun woods.” Brother Kevin said. “If they keep going that way, they’ll get to town before we do.”


    “Should we follow them?” Charles asked.


    “We’ll meet them at the crossroads. Possies won’t follow past the Unyun border.” Brother Kevin replied, still watching as the two vehicles grew more distant, disappearing into the forest.


    “Are you sure?” Charles asked, concerned.


    “Yah, we have a peace treaty. The border is just over the next hill.”


    They rode on toward Unyun, passing the spot where Jake had pulled over, hearing the sound of the engines fading in the forest until they could no longer hear the vehicles at all.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake leaned forward, gripping the steering wheel tightly as he guided the dune buggy through the woods, trying to keep up his speed while doing his best to avoid obstacles and bumps. The forest was sparse, with widely spaced trees and occasional snowdrifts that he could avoid easily, but he could see that the forest was thicker ahead.


    The possie hover sled was still behind them, but he was gaining a good lead, using the dune buggy’s superior traction on hills to misdirect his pursuers. He could climb hills faster, and the sled would lose sight of them as they went over the top. He would change direction then, driving on toward the next hill as the hover sled had to find him, laboring to keep up as it pursued.


    He had hoped to ditch the possie sled back on the road, but they must have seen the dune buggy, and they’d been in close pursuit ever since. He would have lost them already, if he wasn’t taking it easy for Parker Boll’s sake.


    Jake could see the deeper woods ahead, across a wide field of grass. He pressed the accelerator, making a break for the forest, knowing that the sled would be right behind him in a moment as they came over the hill. Jake floored it, tipping up the rear lifters out of habit already, though at this point it wasn’t really needed. They were on the home stretch, he knew, because once in the forest, so long as he didn’t hit a tree, he’d be able to lose them. He was sure of it. He pictured what it would be like if he did hit a tree, seeing Parker Boll slide off the arrow in slow motion and flop out onto the hood of the buggy, where he would slowly bleed to death.


    No, he had to be careful, Jake thought to himself, steering toward a narrow gap between the trees.


    “Shit! Watch out!” Parker yelled, bracing for impact as they drove into the deeper woods.


    


    * * *


    


    The atomic dune buggy was about to reach the edge of the woods when the possie captain decided to make a desperate last attempt to stop the vehicle. He wanted to claim it and present it to his commander, which would earn him much respect and favor within his clan. He barked at the driver to keep the sled steady as he lifted his special weapon, taking careful aim at the buggy. It was an ancient smart missile launcher from before the great wars. It had been given to him by an underling who scavenged it in the ruins. He was reluctant to use the weapon, as this was his only missile. It was a gamble, but the reward would be well worth the cost. He snarled with anticipation and pulled the trigger, letting the smart missile fly.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake heard the whistling missile behind him but couldn’t take his eyes away from the onrushing trees as he navigated the dune buggy into the deep forest. He heard a loud crack, followed by a whooshing sound that ended in a loud snap. The buggy lurched abruptly, slowing down as if caught by a giant rubber band. The missile had struck a tree directly behind the buggy, exploding into thousands of long sticky strands, like spiderwebs, only much stronger. In an instant, the ghostly gray strands extended ten yards in every direction from the point of impact, binding everything in a dome of sticky gray webs.


    Jake had been driving so fast that they almost outran the blast, but a few of the strands caught on to the speeding buggy’s raised rear bumper. The strands held tight as the buggy drove on, stretching only slightly before snapping back with a rubber band effect, yanking hard on the buggy’s roll cage. Parker Boll braced himself against the dashboard with both arms as the buggy jerked backwards. He had buckled his seat straps well, and that, more than anything else, prevented him from sliding up the arrow shaft when the buggy jerked backward.


    Jake’s body lunged forward against his restraints but he managed to keep control of the vehicle. It seemed like they’d lost all forward momentum, but then the tension snapped and the buggy flew free, its nose rising up quickly like a motorcycle pulling a wheelie. Jake reacted instinctively, cutting back the throttle while keeping the rear end up, until the front settled back down. He glanced back quickly, trying to keep up his speed, and saw the dome of webbing directly behind them, but no sign of the pursuing hover sled. He kept driving, determined to lose these pursuers while he had the chance. Parker Boll moaned quietly in the seat next to him.


    “Sorry, dude.” Jake said, “But I think we lost them.”


    Parker was looking down at his shoulder where the arrow had penetrated his slick silver sleeper suit. A long streak of blood stained the silver fabric running down toward his hip, and Jake could see the blood was starting to pool on the passenger seat.


    Parker nodded and gave a halfhearted wave with his right hand as if to say “That’s okay, don’t worry about it.” He looked pale and tired, grimacing from the pain of his wound.


    Jake swerved slightly to avoid hitting a low hanging branch, remembering to lower the dune buggy’s rear lifters. He drove on through the woods, slowing down to make the ride more comfortable once he was sure that he’d lost the pursuing hover sled. He drove on slowly, listening to the comforting hum of the dune buggy’s atomic engine as he avoided fallen logs and other obstacles on the forest floor. He wasn’t sure if he should go back to meet with the others on the road, or drive on and look for the town that was supposed to be here. Before he could decide, he saw the forest thin out and open up ahead, with signs of civilization beyond.


    He pulled the buggy to a stop at the forest edge. He was parked on a grassy hill, overlooking a valley of gentle rolling hills that were covered in light forests and patchwork farmer’s fields. From his vantage point, he could see several farms and dome-shaped buildings, like large concrete igloos. A long dirt road at the bottom of the hill stretched toward a small town in the distance, where Jake could see smoke gently rising from the chimneys of dome-shaped buildings.


    “This must be Onion.” Jake said, and Parker groaned quietly in reply. Jake considered his options. He didn’t know what kind of welcome to expect if he were to drive down into town, but he knew he had to find help for Parker, and soon. He didn’t want to be responsible for the prison guard bleeding to death. He looked at Parker, who was nodding off in the passenger seat, barely awake and looking very pale. That made up his mind. Jake chose a clear path to the road down the hill, and began driving toward Unyun Center.


    


    * * *


    


    The mounted riders reached the western Unyun crossroads, where the road to Shard Mountain intersected with another dirt road that looked well-traveled. An old wooden sign nailed to a tree pointed in both directions along the new road. One arrow said ‘Unyun’, and the other ‘Possies’ with a crude skull drawn below it. They turned right, toward Unyun, and Charles felt relieved as they rode into Unyun territory.


    At least they still speak and write in English, Charles thought, though the spelling of Unyun seemed strange. He had wondered why anyone would name a town ‘Onion’, but now he saw the actual spelling and realized his mistake. It was no place he’d ever heard of before. Where in the world was he actually? Was this the United States? Do the United States still exist? At some point, he would seek the answers to those questions, and a lot of others, once he had time to think of them.


    He thought he might make a list of questions about the future, or rather the past, and wondered if they had pens and paper in Unyun.


    “We wait?” Moosh asked, looking to Brother Kevin.


    “I don’t hear them. They might already be in town.” Brother Kevin said, thinking aloud.


    “Then we go?” Moosh asked.


    “Yah. If they aren’t in town, we can send the Hunters to find them.” Kevin replied, and they started down the road again toward Unyun Center.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 3


    Unyun


    


    Charles continued holding on to the back of Brother Kevin’s saddle, looking around for signs of a futuristic civilization. He could see groomed farmer’s fields on both sides of the dirt road, separated by narrow strips of forest and dirt roads.


    Each farm that they passed had at least one large dome-shaped building, and sometimes several, often set beside a large wooden barn or rustic log cabins. The domes appeared to be made of concrete, looking like giant igloos. Some had round windows cut into the sides, and each had a wooden front door framed by logs that were cut to fit the arch-shaped entry. Charles wondered about the contrasting mix of log cabins and concrete domes, as they didn’t seem to go together.


    He saw several people along the road, mostly tending fields of dirt, either planting or digging or whatever farmers do to the dirt at this time of year. He didn’t see any futuristic tractors or robots, but he did see what looked like an exceptionally large pig pulling a metal plow behind it. Charles noticed that nearly everyone they passed stopped to stare at him, seeing the strange way he was dressed. Every person he saw was dressed in plain looking clothes with leather and fur coats, looking almost like they were cowboys from the old west. Charles knew that he stood out like a sore thumb with his skin-tight silver and blue unitard. At least he didn’t feel as cold as he looked.


    Charles also noticed that not everyone they passed was human. Of the dozen or so people he saw, at least a third of them were clearly mutants, or not human at all. One worker he saw in a field was hunched over, leaning on two hands while using his other two hands to dig in the dirt. Charles blinked and rubbed his eyes to make sure he saw correctly, but the man still had four arms. Another mutant looked more like a mating between a man and a goat, with hooves and large curly ram’s horns on the sides of his head. The goat man was dressed in tight leather pants and a shirt that was too short, exposing his curly-haired pot belly. Charles felt the urge to laugh, but didn’t want to be rude, so he kept quiet and tried not to stare, despite everyone staring at him.


    “That’s my farm, over there.” Brother Kevin said, pointing to a small dome house set back from the road. “There’s a bunkhouse in back where you can sleep tonight, when we get back from town.”


    “You live in that dome?” Charles asked, looking at the odd building.


    “Yah, that’s my house.” Brother Kevin replied cheerfully.


    “Does everyone here live in dome houses?” Charles asked, intrigued.


    “Nah, not everyone. Mostly farmers, and the people who live in town. Most folks around here live in log cabins.”


    “Are cabins better?” Charles asked.


    “Nah, but they’re easy to build, if you have the logs.” Kevin replied.


    


    They continued riding for another quarter hour, finally reaching the walled town center. It looked like an old frontier fortress, with a sturdy wooden stockade made from thick, sharpened logs that encircled the town. Charles could see plumes of smoke drifting from stovepipe chimneys on the tops of large domes inside the wall.


    “This is our town center.” Brother Kevin said proudly, while guiding his mutant reindeer toward the open wooden gate.


    A rough looking man dressed in stiff leather armor approached them holding a long flintlock rifle. Brother Kevin greeted the man by name as if they were friends, and the man paused to look Charles over, squinting.


    “Them others already came in on a buggy.” the man told Brother Kevin. “They at the Healer’s Dome now.”


    “Thank you, brother!” Kevin replied, and the man waved them inside, still staring curiously at Charles’ odd clothing.


    They started to move again at a slow walk onto Unyun’s main street. Charles stared in wonder, trying to take it all in. The street was lined with concrete domes that looked like giant igloo houses, with curtained round windows and grassy front yards. The domes grew larger as they proceeded further into town, where the largest were clustered around an open town square, some reaching three stories in height.


    Charles saw a great many people in town going about their daily business. Some were riding mutant reindeer, like the one he rode on, and he saw several more of the beasts standing in a stable as they neared the town square.


    “I’m taking you to see Miss Parcy, our town’s healer.” Brother Kevin said over his shoulder. “She’s a dear friend of mine, and one of our town’s leaders.”


    “Thank you, Brother Kevin.” Charles said emphatically. He felt very grateful to this man he’d just met, who had already saved his life more than once today.


    Brother Kevin waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, turning to smile at Charles. “You don’t need to keep thanking me, brother.” Kevin said. “I enjoy helping others when I can. It fills my heart.”


    Charles thought that sounded corny, but still wanted to express his thanks. “I just want you to know how much I appreciate your saving us.”


    Brother Kevin nodded, still smiling. “Remember that you and your friends are welcome to stay in my bunkhouse, for as long as you need to get settled.” He chuckled. “We have much to talk about, once you are settled, yah?”


    “Yeah.” Charles replied, smiling and feeling much more at ease.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake sat on the bed across from Parker Boll, watching as the town’s healer examined the ex-prison guard’s wound and wishing his headache would fade away. Two of Unyun’s police officers sat together at a table across the room, keeping watch over the two newcomers.


    The town’s healer, a matronly woman they called ‘Healer Parcy’, was some sort of mutant hippie holistic healer, Jake supposed, as she talked about auras and life forces while examining Parker Boll’s wound. She had long dark hair and distinctly green skin, like a cucumber, and wore an embroidered cloth robe over a simple linen blouse and trousers. The robe hung open in front like a doctor’s coat, showing her ample green cleavage. She had introduced her young assistant as her daughter, Penny, who also had green skin, though much lighter in tone. The younger woman stayed by her mother’s side, watching and assisting when needed. She was pretty cute for a mutant girl, Jake thought, admiring the subtle curve of her breasts beneath her light linen robe. Penny glanced his way and he smiled at her, but she didn’t smile back, frowning slightly instead. Jake felt his headache returning and he squinted his eyes closed, hoping it would go away quickly, as it had before.


    They were inside a large oval-shaped dome building, with several beds and chairs near the front door, and a work area with tables off to the side, where shelves attached to the wall held rows of bottles and small jars. A fireplace at the rear of the dome kept the large room warm, while glowing disk-shaped lights mounted high on the curved dome walls lit the room brightly.


    Healer Parcy spoke soothingly to Parker Boll as she applied a gooey salve to the area around the arrow shaft, speaking like a mother comforting a child who had a boo-boo.


    Jake was still bummed out about losing the dune buggy. The gate had been open when they arrived, and Jake had driven the dune buggy right into the town square, slowing down so as not to frighten people. Nevertheless, when he stopped to ask for directions to the doctor, he was immediately confronted by men with rifles who ordered him out of the vehicle. They were members of the town’s police force, Jake surmised, who the locals called ‘The Hunters’.


    They asked him who he was, and he tried his best to explain, making sure to mention Brother Kevin and Moosh, which seemed to set them at ease. One of the Hunters went into a large dome that looked like a garage, quickly returning with a short furry man carrying a metal toolbox. He looked like a rotund miniature werewolf, minus the scary teeth, dressed in dirty overalls and covered in curly brown hair. The furry dwarf produced a strange looking tool that looked almost like an adjustable wrench, using it to quickly cut through the arrow that pinned Parker Boll to his seat, freeing him. Then as they were being taken to the infirmary, Jake saw the hairy dwarf drive the dune buggy into the large dome he had come from. The wide garage door swung closed behind him, hiding the vehicle away.


    Jake had really started to like that buggy, and had hoped that somehow he’d be able to keep it, though he knew it wasn’t likely. It still sucked, though.


    


    Healer Parcy used metal tongs to remove the arrow shaft with a swift jerking motion that made Parker Boll gasp. She then laid both her hands across his wound and said a prayer, mentioning the earth mother and the spirit of life. Jake was skeptical, thinking that it sounded like new age hippie stuff.


    Healer Parcy finished her prayer and seemed to swoon slightly as her young assistant reached out to hold her steady. This lasted for just a moment, before Parcy was able to straighten up again and stand without assistance. She smiled at Parker Boll.


    “You should feel better now.” she told him. “Lie here and rest awhile.”


    “Thanks.” Parker said, looking down at the place where his wound had been, finding only a healed over scar in its place. Healer Parcy nodded and patted his wrist before turning toward Jake.


    “Nothing pains you?” she asked, walking over to stand by his bed, staring at him.


    “No, but I have a wicked headache.” Jake replied. Both the healer and her assistant were staring at him, and it made him feel strangely uncomfortable.


    “You have a tricky aura.” Parcy said, squinting at him. “Are you a thief?”


    “Huh, what?” Jake asked. He felt his head throbbing again.


    “Ask him why I was taking him to jail.” Parker Boll said from the adjacent bed. Healer Parcy turned to look at Parker as he sat up in bed to continue, “I’m a police officer, but him and the other guy with him are convicts. I was taking them to jail when we had an accident.”


    “What are convicts?” Parcy asked, frowning.


    “Law breakers.” her young assistant answered, glancing at Jake.


    Jake looked at Parker and saw the guard looking back at him with a crooked smile. Jake silently mouthed the word ‘asshole’, making sure that Parker understood. Jake had saved the guard’s life after all, and this is how he repays the favor?


    “Is this true?” Parcy asked in a demanding tone, looking back at Jake.


    “No,” Jake protested. “I’m not a bad dude, really. I mean, I’m not a thief. I’m okay.”


    His head was really hurting, and he was seeing flashes of light that weren’t there. It felt like he had been struck on the head and was now seeing stars. The two Hunters had also taken an interest, and were now staring at Jake, which only seemed to make his head hurt worse.


    Healer Parcy wrinkled her nose at him skeptically. “Well, I hope so, for your sake.” She reminded Jake of a schoolteacher who wanted to scold him, but was still trying to be nice. Eventually they all got around to scolding him for something, Jake thought, once they got to know him.


    “You got any aspirin?” Jake asked, hoping to change the subject and find some relief at the same time.


    “What is that?” Parcy asked, looking to her young assistant, who pointed to a shelf lined with bottles.


    “Did you hit your head?” Parcy asked, looking back at Jake.


    “I don’t think so.” Jake said, trying to remember if he’d bumped his head at all since waking up.


    Parcy waved to the younger woman, who brought over a jar from the shelf. Parcy removed something from the jar that looked brown and lumpy, like a raisin, and offered it to Jake, pushing it into his mouth.


    “Chew on that.” Parcy said, and Jake bit down on it, realizing that it was a piece of bark from a tree. It tasted dry and bitter, but Jake tried to chew it.


    “Thanks.” he said, trying to be polite, despite feeling ripped off for getting a piece of tree bark when he really wanted aspirin.


    Healer Parcy nodded and walked back to her mixing table. It was cluttered with glass and clay jars, each containing some exotic herb or extract. Jake chewed his bark, thinking about how Parker had called him out about the jail, for no reason, except maybe to spite him for the bumpy ride.


    Why would he do that? The more he thought about it, the more it annoyed him. He had saved the dude’s life. Why couldn’t he just keep his mouth shut about jail? And why did Jake even care, really? He had actually liked the idea of having a new start in life, where no one knew his past history. Not that he was really ashamed of his past, or proud. He’d had some bad luck recently and his life had taken a wrong turn, but he didn’t want people to judge him based on that. He’d just as soon forget it happened.


    He doubted that Parker Boll even knew why he was going to jail. He supposed that the guards might have a stack of files on each of the prisoners to be transported on the bus, and that a diligent guard might take the time to read the profiles of each prisoner, to be better prepared in case something went wrong, but Jake doubted that would actually happen. Parker had called them convicts, as he probably thought of every prisoner he encountered, since technically they had all been convicted of some crime or another, even if it was only for something harmless like littering or writing graffiti. Jake had been convicted of possession of a controlled substance within a school zone, with jaywalking added as a special bonus, he recalled bitterly. It’s not like he was selling heroin or cocaine to school kids... Someone might think that, from the charges, but it wasn’t like that at all. He was just walking home from the bar one night with a few drinks in him, when he crossed outside of a crosswalk and some asshole cop had hassled him about it, searching him and discovering a joint in his cigarette pack. From there it went worse, as he tried to convince the cop to chill out and be mellow, trying to talk bro to bro with the angry police officer. Instead of being cool, the cop had shocked him to the ground with his taser, then tased him several more times to make sure that he was properly subdued. Jake had spent the night in jail, then got his uncle to bail him out. He had to talk to a public defender about it, who said that he should plea-bargain, which somehow landed him on that prison bus with Officer Parker Boll. He thought it was all so very unfair, but nobody really cared. It was his dumb mistake, right? Obviously, he should have used the crosswalk.


    


    Jake looked to the two Hunters that were standing guard over them, wondering if cops in the future were assholes like they were in the past. The pair sat at a table across from the beds, occasionally chatting as they drank from bottles and snacked on something that looked like chocolate snack bars, all the while keeping an eye on both Jake and Parker Boll. They seemed to be talking about guns, and Jake saw that they both wore leather gun belts with holstered pistols. At one point, the woman took out her pistol and waved it around while trying to make some point in conversation before casually checking its barrel and putting it back in its holster. Like nearly everyone he’d seen so far, they were dressed in leather and fur clothing, like old time mountain trappers or cowboys from the old west. Their names were Jack and Sennie, and Jake got the impression that Jack was in charge, and might actually be the town’s sheriff.


    Jake hadn’t even realized he was hungry until seeing the two Hunters eating snack bars at the table. He looked over at the healer’s young assistant, and saw she was looking back at him. She had celery colored skin and reddish-blonde hair, unlike her mother, who’s skin and hair were much darker. She looked to be about the same age as Jake. He made a gesture with his hand to his mouth, then rubbed his other hand in circles on his smooth silver belly. He had hoped this would bring a smile to her face, but she just looked at him for a moment with an almost blank stare, then turned and whispered something to her mother, who turned to look at Jake.


    “Are you hungry?” the older woman asked. “Would you like something to drink?”


    Jake nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”


    “Yes, please.” he heard Parker Boll say beside him.


    Healer Parcy waved to her young assistant and nodded her approval before returning to what she had been doing before, filling glass jars with some strange liquid that she ladled out from a small barrel.


    Jake watched as the the healer’s daughter went to a table to fetch some food. She retrieved a short loaf of bread from a wooden cupboard and used a knife to cut four slices, putting two slices each on two clay plates. Then she poured drinks into clay cups from a clay jug and served the food and drinks first to Parker, then Jake, who smiled and thanked her. She smiled back, slightly, then returned to her mother’s side to help fill bottles.


    Jake saw Brother Kevin walk in from outside, followed closely by that other guy from the bus. Charles? He thought that was his name. The dude still looked as bewildered as he did on the bus, like a deer caught in headlights.


    “Miss Parcy!” Brother Kevin called out into the room, perhaps a bit too loud, since she was standing right there near the door.


    “Brother Kevin!” she replied, with equal volume, sounding happy to see him. “We’ve been waiting for you. I think you know these two men?” She gestured toward Parker and Jake.


    Brother Kevin nodded, smiling. “Yah, all three are cryotes who just woke up. This one is called Charles.”


    “It’s good to see you back safe in town.” she said, smiling at Brother Kevin before turning to her assistant. “Penny, fetch this one some food and drink also.”


    The younger women nodded and went to prepare another plate, while Parcy guided Charles to an open bed.


    “Come and speak with me.” she said to Brother Kevin, gesturing toward the door. She looked to the two Hunter guards sitting at the table before stepping outside with Brother Kevin in tow. Jake looked at them and saw the man look back and smile, raising his hand in a small wave as he fingered his rifle. It looked like an antique rifle from the civil war, and Jake supposed it matched his outfit. The woman, however, had what looked like a modern hunting rifle, with a scope mounted on top. It looked to be very old and worn, but was probably still quite deadly.


    “So, you made it here okay?” Charles asked from across the room.


    Jake took a sip from the cup that Penny had brought. It tasted very good, like some sort of fruit juice, but not too sweet.


    “Just barely.” Jake replied, smacking his lips at the yummy tasting juice drink before continuing. “Those things chased us all over the hills before I lost them. Our friend from the bus almost bled out during the ride.”


    Jake wondered if that would have been such a bad thing? He picked up a slice of bread from his plate and realized that it wasn’t really bread, but more like cookie dough, or maybe tofu. Holding it up to his nose, it smelled unlike any food he’d ever encountered. Nevertheless, it smelled very good. He took a small bite and was surprised at how good it tasted. He took a bigger bite and chewed it, savoring the flavor of whatever it was. It was yummy.


    “Damn, this is good stuff.” he said to himself.


    “Mmm hmm!” Parker Boll mumbled from the adjacent bed as he chewed a mouthful of the stuff.


    “What is that?” Sennie asked, standing up to look at what Penny was serving.


    “It’s just sliced tukey loaf.” Penny replied, sounding apologetic.


    “Tukey loaf?” Jack said, sounding surprised, “You think that’s good? You’d love what we’re eating.” He grinned at Sennie, his female companion, chuckling, and she smiled back at him as though it were an inside joke.


    Penny also seemed to be in on it, as she was smiling with them, while she carried a plate over to Charles’ bed.


    “Thank you, miss.” Charles said politely as he accepted the plate with one hand, rubbing his temple with the other.


    Penny smiled and nodded politely to Charles before returning to her mother’s side.


    “So, you got any more of those?” Jake asked the man at the table, wondering how good their snack bars could really be, and wanting to judge for himself.


    “Not for you.” the man replied, grinning, and his gun toting lady friend grinned with him. Jake half expected them to high-five each other, but they just went back to drinking from their bottles and nibbling their supposedly awesome snack bars.


    Healer Parcy came back in from outside, followed closely by Brother Kevin, who greeted everyone in the room again individually. In return, he received friendly waves from the candy bar eating Hunter guards, as well as a hug and kiss on the cheek from Parcy’s young assistant Penny.


    Healer Parcy went to check on Charles, who was clearly enjoying the sliced tukey loaf that he’d been given.


    “I must go and speak with the mayor. Please wait for me here and I’ll be back soon.” Brother Kevin said, then he left the dome.


    Jake watched as he walked out the door, feeling slightly dismayed, as he had already had enough of this infirmary. He was looking forward to getting back to Brother Kevin’s house, his new home, supposedly. He also noticed Healer Parcy was staring at him again, and felt his headache begin to return. Jake thought that she looked worried about something. Was she worried about what the prison guard had said?


    Convicts. Jake heard the word echoing in his thoughts, like the sounds in the metal tomb where he had awoke.


    “When you’ve finished eating, please come join me by the fire, so we can talk.” Healer Parcy said, looking to each of the newcomers. She then walked to the far side of the dome where a crude brick fireplace stood beside a comfortable high backed chair, surrounded by a semicircle of smaller chairs. Parcy sat down in the big chair, waiting for them to finish eating.


    


    * * *


    


    “You are not the first cryotes to visit Unyun.” Healer Parcy said dramatically, squinting at each of the three men sitting across from her in the smaller chairs.


    “Cryotes?” Charles said hesitantly, unsure of what it meant.


    “Ancients.” she said. “People who went to sleep before the great wars, and have now awakened.”


    “Oh, okay.” Charles muttered.


    “We call them cryotes.” Parcy continued, “And as I said, you three are not the first.”


    They waited for her to continue as she paused again, watching them.


    “I have a really bad headache.” Jake said as she looked at him.


    “Me too.” Charles said.


    “Twelve summers ago, a cryote came to Unyun looking for a home.” Parcy said, ignoring their complaints and continuing with her story.


    “His name was Johnson. He was a good man, who was honest and friendly, and he made many friends in town. He was very smart, and knew how to use ancient tools. But he lacked common sense, and his ignorance cost him his life.” Charles listened intently as she spoke, realizing that this must be important. “A lake farmer found him lying dead on a bed of blue moss. Had the farmer not found him then, the moss would have eaten him up, and we’d have never known his fate.”


    “Flesh eating moss?” Charles asked.


    “Yes.” Parcy replied. “The moss has a sleepy smell that makes you want to take a nap, then it eats you while you sleep. But this is just one of many things that might kill you in the forest.” Parcy paused to look at them again. “Johnson didn’t understand the danger. He walked in the woods alone, ignoring the warnings, and for that he died. I hope that the three of you will pay attention, and not die needlessly like he did.”


    Parker Boll spoke up, seeming annoyed. “I won’t be taking any naps in the woods. What else do we need to be aware of?”


    Healer Parcy smiled. “It would take the rest of today for me to answer that, but you’ll learn in time. Brother Kevin has offered to let you live on his farm, and he will be your guide. Listen to him, and he’ll show you what’s dangerous, and what to avoid.” Parcy sat looking at them, apparently finished with her lecture. The three cryotes each thanked her politely, and they returned to sit on their beds to await Brother Kevin’s return.


    


    Brother Kevin returned, looking happy and excited.


    “Brothers, I have good news!” he said, smiling wide.


    “Our mayor wants to meet you. You’re to be his guests at a special picnic, to be held tomorrow at the picnic ground!”


    “Weehoo!” Sennie cried out, standing up and grinning. She turned to her Hunter companion. “Jack?” she said expectantly. He was sitting there, grinning, lost in some private thought when her mention of his name snapped him back to attention. He looked at her, and she tilted her head toward the door expectantly. Jack nodded and stood up, then looked to Healer Parcy as if to ask if she had everything under control. Parcy nodded, smiling slightly.


    Jack began to leave, then turned before exiting to shout back at the cryotes. “Hey, welcome to Unyun!” he yelled, waving. “We’ll see y’all tomorrow at the picnic!”


    The three cryotes waved back from their beds, then Jack turned and left, following after his tomboyish lady friend, Sennie.


    “Pretty excited about a cookout.” Jake said casually.


    “It’s a very special event.” Brother Kevin said. “Some of the worlds best chefs live here in Unyun, and the cookouts give everyone a chance to try their food. It can be quite competitive, among the chefs, I mean. Every farm wants to have its own master chef. It’s a family honor.”


    “Awesome.” Jake said with feigned enthusiasm. Charles and Parker nodded in agreement.


    “Well then,” Brother Kevin said, “If Miss Parcy is finished with you, we should go over and see the mayor.”


    “We are finished.” Healer Parcy said, answering his question. “But there’s one question I still need to ask.” She turned to the three cryotes and paused, looking very serious, while they waited for her to continue.


    “Why did the ancients scorch the earth and poison the land? Was there no way to avoid it?” She stood there waiting for her answer, her probing green eyes studying them carefully as if trying to determine if any of them knew the answer.


    All three sat there, glancing at each other and wondering what she was talking about.


    “Um...I think we were asleep when that happened.” Charles said, trying to fill the silence. “I mean, there was scorched earth and poison in some places, but I don’t think it, um...I think that happened later.”


    “Yeah.” Jake said. “I think so too.”


    Parker Boll shrugged, looking confused and annoyed at the same time.


    “You did not see the great war that forced men to live underground?” Parcy asked, looking at Charles.


    “I would have read about it on the Internet.” Charles said, shaking his head. “But I’d like to talk about this some time, if you don’t mind.”


    “Of course,” she said, “You can come see me here any time.”


    “Okay, thanks.” Charles replied.


    “So, if we are ready?” Brother Kevin said, “The mayor is waiting to meet you. Come.” He waved at them to hurry, gesturing toward the door.


    The three cryotes followed, saying goodbye to Parcy and Penny as they left, walking back outside on their way to meet the mayor.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 4


    Cryotes


    


    Word of their arrival seemed to be spreading through town, as they received many curious stares while crossing the road through Unyun’s town square. They were headed for the immense Town Hall dome, the largest dome in town, which, Brother Kevin told them, was also the mayor’s home, as he lived in a smaller dome that was appended to the back of the Town Hall. The building resembled a gargantuan spider’s body without legs, that people entered through wooden double doors on its posterior, facing the town square. Brother Kevin pulled open the wide double doors and ushered them inside, waiting to close the doors behind them.


    Charles was impressed by the cathedral-like interior of the dome, and a little perplexed by the contrast of rough brick interior walls to the smooth concrete exterior shell. The large dome had been divided roughly into thirds, with a wide balcony above the entrance, and a rough brick wall separating the rear third of the dome from the main room, which was filled with long wooden benches, like a church’s pews. At the head of the hall, on a slightly raised platform, were three large chairs, each with a painted portrait mounted on the wall above them. The first was a painting of Healer Parcy, dressed in a green hooded cloak, standing in a forest. The second portrait was of a serious looking older man who was sitting at a desk, holding a pen in his hand. The third portrait portrayed a dark-haired heroic warrior in shiny golden armor, posing with a glowing sword of light in his hand. A dark-haired man sat in the large seat beneath this last portrait. He looked up when they came in, standing to applaud their arrival, smiling wide. He looked like the hero in the portrait, only not so young and thin, with a new spare tire around his waist.


    “Welcome!” the mayor shouted. “Very nice outfits!” he added appreciatively. Three other men who were sitting at a table off to the side also stood up and applauded, muttering welcome greetings. They were dressed better than most of the people they’d seen so far, wearing brown shirts and jackets, like frontier gentleman. An array of glass bottles were spread out on the table, and they all appeared to be more than a bit drunk.


    Brother Kevin led them to the front of the hall, as the mayor stepped down off the raised platform to meet them.


    “My friends,” Brother Kevin said, “This is our mayor, the Hero of Unyun, Teck Banner.” He then turned to the mayor, who was smiling broadly.


    The mayor appeared to be in his late-thirties, having bright blue eyes and long wavy hair that was cut short in front and on the sides. Some would call it a mullet haircut, or perhaps an extreme mohawk that was growing out. Nevertheless, his hair was well-kept, looking to have recently been brushed out, unlike many of the people they’d seen outside. He also sported a carefully trimmed mustache, but was otherwise clean-shaven. He wore a simple blue shirt with an embroidered collar, over black leather pants and boots.


    “Charles, Jake, and Parker.” Brother Kevin said, introducing them. The mayor nodded and shook each of the cryotes’ hands as they were introduced. He had a firm handshake, and seemed to be very happy to meet them.


    “Cryotes!” he said, grinning broadly. “I have long wished to see another cryote find his way to Unyun, and now there are three!”


    The mayor continued. “I want to personally welcome you to Unyun, and tomorrow there will be a special picnic to celebrate! You three will sit at my table, as my guests!”


    This drew further applause from the three men at the table, who seemed equally excited to see them.


    “Thank you.” Charles said hesitantly. He was having trouble understanding why the mayor was so happy to see them. What did he expect from them? Charles could tell by looking at his companions that they were wondering the same thing.


    “It is my pleasure to do this!” the mayor said loudly, and Charles suspected that he might also be a bit drunk, which was fine, he supposed, if the mayor and his friends wanted to drink spirits in the Town Hall at midday, he didn’t see anything wrong with it, but some people might.


    “And these outfits!” the mayor said, looking Charles up and down. “I really like these! You should wear them to the cookout! My wife will love to see this!”


    “Okay.” Charles said, feeling a bit uncomfortable as the Hero of Unyun continued to admire his slick silver and blue unitard. Charles wasn’t fat, but like the mayor, he had put on a few pounds around the middle, and this form fitting unitard showed it all, leaving little to the imagination. Charles realized then to his dismay that he had just agreed to parading around in this suit in front of the entire town, tomorrow at the special picnic.


    “You should clean this one up, though.” the mayor said, pointing to the blood stains on Parker Boll’s unitard. The hole in the silver cloth was barely visible, but the blood stains remained.


    “Yes sir, I will.” Parker Boll replied respectfully.


    Teck Banner fell silent then, still smiling and glanced at the table where the three gentlemen were drinking. He seemed to take a moment to remember what he was going to say, then suddenly got it.


    “Tomorrow then!” he said. “You will sit at my table as my guests.” he repeated. “Oh wait, do you know many jokes, or do you have other talents?”


    Charles shook his head while the other two shrugged, glancing at each other.


    Teck Banner looked surprised. “Is it not true that the ancients loved comedy and singing more than anything?”


    The cryotes shrugged again and glanced at each other nervously. What was he expecting, Charles thought, American Idol?


    Teck Banner looked at them as if they were joking, and he had just missed the punchline. Then his smile faded as he looked at Brother Kevin for an explanation, but Brother Kevin only shrugged.


    “No matter, then.” the mayor said. “So long as you all sit at my table and enjoy yourselves. And be sure to wear those fine silver undersuits!”


    Undersuits? Charles thought, feeling embarrassed again.


    “Thank you, mayor.” Brother Kevin said, smiling and bowing slightly.


    “Tomorrow then.” the mayor said. “My table. My guests.” He turned and walked back toward his big chair, stopping halfway to look back at them.


    “Farewell cryotes! Until tomorrow!” Teck Banner shouted back at them.


    “Farewell, Teck.” Brother Kevin called back. “We will see you tomorrow at the feast.”


    “Yes, and bring your friend Doosh!”


    “Yah brother!” Kevin replied as he waved goodbye. He then moved to escort the cryotes back outside.


    “Douche?” Jake whispered as they walked through the double doors. Charles giggled quietly at the thought of the mayor calling the hulking pink mutant a douche. He wondered if anyone in the future even knew what that meant?


    


    “Let’s head back to the farm and get you boys settled.” Brother Kevin said, walking toward the stable where Moosh waited with their mounts.


    “What do you call these animals?” Charles asked, pointing to a row of six-legged albino reindeer waiting outside the stable.


    “Stagles.” Brother Kevin replied, smiling. “They can be skittish, but always sure-footed.”


    Moosh stood waiting for them beside his brown woolly riding ox. He looked angry, but that might just be the hard ridges of his face. Moosh was bony and muscular all over, and his tough pink skin had ridges and folds like armored plates, similar to the skin of a rhinoceros.


    “Brothers.” Moosh said in his deep gravely voice.


    “Heading home now, brother.” Brother Kevin replied cheerfully.


    “Good, me hungry.” Moosh said, climbing into his ox’s saddle.


    Brother Kevin took the reins of his albino stagle and began walking toward Unyun’s northwest gate, leading his mount like a dog on a leash. Jake, Charles, and Parker followed behind him, while Moosh rode behind on his woolly ox. People continued to stare upon seeing the three cryotes in their silver sleeper suits. They seemed curious, smiling and whispering as the cryotes walked past.


    They exited through the town's northwest gate onto a wide dirt plaza, taking the road left from there, toward Brother Kevin's farm. They passed several small farms with large domes, and a fairly large lake with an assortment of log cabins and domes built along its shores.


    “So what’s with all the domes?” Jake asked, breaking the silence of the walk.


    Brother Kevin glanced back at him, smiling. “You like them?” he asked.


    “Yeah, they’re okay, I guess.” Jake said.


    “Many of the domes have been here since Unyun was founded, but our builder builds more as people need them.” Kevin said.


    “How long ago was that?” Charles asked.


    “The founding?” Brother Kevin said, “Almost 150 years. We have a big celebration coming up for it this summer.”


    “We were asleep for 572 years.” Charles said, loud enough for all to hear.


    “No shit?” Jake asked incredulously.


    “How the hell would you know that?” Parker Boll asked.


    “According to that hologram computer program, this is 2581, and I think I believe it.” Charles said.


    “That’s nuts.” Jake said, “Five-hundred years?”


    “Is that right, Brother Kevin?” Parker asked, “Do you know what year this is?”


    Brother Kevin looked slightly confused as he answered. “This is the 149th year since Unyun’s founding.” he said.


    “That’s it?” Parker asked, unbelieving. “Don’t you have a calendar?”


    “Yah.” Kevin said, “We have a calendar stone in the center of town. Farmers use it to plan their plantings.”


    “Hmph.” Parker Boll grumbled.


    “So what was this place before 150 years ago?” Charles asked.


    Kevin seemed to consider for a moment before answering. “Well, people have always lived in this region, but most of the people who settled Unyun originally came from the south.” Brother Kevin explained. “They were pilgrims in search of a new home, who decided to settle in the Unyun valley. They settled in the domes, and wrote a song about it that you’ll hear at the start of the feast tomorrow.” Brother Kevin finished, smiling.


    “Yeah, but, what was it before then?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin seemed unsure as he answered. “The town was deserted. The domes were empty, just waiting for people to move in. Some families who live in the hills say they’ve been there since before the great wars, but the town was here with its walls already built, just waiting for the pilgrims to find it, like a gift from...the ancients.”


    “I thought you were going to say God.” Charles said. “Do people still believe in God?”


    Brother Kevin looked very serious as he answered. “People believe in many gods in different places, but the people of Unyun aren’t very religious, except when it comes to the processor. It was religion that drove them from the south, so most people here don’t like to talk about gods or religion...and church domes have never been allowed.”


    “Well, that answers that.” Charles said, “But what did you mean about the processor? What’s that?”


    “The processor is the heart of Unyun.” Kevin said, “It purifies our food and makes it possible for Unyun’s chefs to create their recipes. You’ll see tomorrow at the picnic.”


    “Are there any cities left?” Parker Boll asked, changing the subject.


    “Many of the ancient cities still stand,” Kevin replied, “But the buildings are ruined, tainted with the glow left over from the great wars.”


    “Great.” Parker said sarcastically. “But are there any real cities left still working? With cars and electricity?”


    Brother Kevin squinted, thinking. “Some say there are, but they may only be legends. There are some places that are still as they were before the great wars, like the tomb where we found you. Legends say there were cities built underground that survive even now, but most say they’re haunted by robots and ghosts of the ancients.”


    “Most places,” Brother Kevin continued, “..are wild and uncivilized. People live among the ruins, wherever they can find shelter. You three are lucky to be here in Unyun, and I’m happy to help you get settled, if you decide to stay.”


    “Where else would we go?” Jake asked, rhetorically.


    “That’s what I just asked,” Parker Boll said to Jake, sounding agitated. “If you weren’t paying attention.”


    “Dude, why don’t you just chill out?” Jake said sharply, confronting the ex-prison guard.


    “Chill out. Right.” Parker said sarcastically, growing more angry. “Stop telling me to chill the fuck out, asshole. This is serious.”


    “Yeah, I know, but you don’t have to be a jerk.” Jake said.


    Parker looked as though he might start shouting, then caught himself and paused. Brother Kevin was looking at him with a concerned look, as were Charles and Moosh. Parker sighed and shook his head slowly, glancing sideways at Jake. “Yeah, I know.” he said frowning. “Sorry about that. I’m taking anger management courses for work. I was, anyway.”


    Jake nodded to Parker, patting him on the arm. “It’s okay, bro.” he said quietly, without much feeling behind it.


    Parker looked at him skeptically. “All right.” he said, and they continued walking. They had been walking on the worn dirt road for half an hour over gently rolling hills, passing farms and small patches of forest on their way toward Brother Kevin’s farm.


    Brother Kevin spoke up, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Things must be very different from how you remember.” he said, looking earnestly at all three of them. “I understand, and that’s why I want to help you. The world that you knew is no more.” He paused before continuing. “But now, in the present, you can start a new life, and there’s no better place than Unyun, so far as I’ve seen of the world.”


    “Thank you.” Parker said, “I think I’ll be okay once I can get some rest.”


    “It’s alright, brother.” Brother Kevin said, smiling. “We’ll get you set up in the bunkhouse right away.”



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 5


    The Farm


    


    They continued walking for another ten minutes before finally reaching Brother Kevin’s farm. It was a small dome house, like the ones within Unyun’s stockade walls, with a small barn and bunkhouse in the back, both made from wooden logs.


    Moosh led the two riding beasts to the barn to put them in their stalls for the night, while Brother Kevin showed the three cryotes to their new quarters in the bunkhouse.


    It was fairly clean inside, though a bit dusty from having not been used for some time. There were six beds in the trailer sized cabin, three on each side, each with a small wooden cupboard and bedside table. More cupboards lined the far wall above a long wooden counter and dining table that would seat six. Glass lanterns were hung on the wall, coated with a thin layer of dust, like everything else inside the bunkhouse.


    Brother Kevin explained that the bunkhouse had once housed workers who tended the fields, but that he had only planted a small garden this year. It was a small farm, compared to some of the others in Unyun, and his father had run it until just a few years ago when he passed away, leaving the farm to Brother Kevin.


    “Do you need us to help with your fields?” Jake asked.


    “Nah, you don’t need to do that.” Kevin said, “A garden is all we need to eat, though I’ll need to plant some more. You can help with that if you want.”


    “Okay, whenever you want to do it.” Jake said.


    Brother Kevin nodded and smiled, patting Jake’s shoulder, then excused himself to leave. He was going to make them a stew while they got settled in the bunkhouse.


    “Join us in the house when you’re ready. Dinner should be ready at sundown.” Brother Kevin said, then left to go start dinner, closing the wooden door behind him.


    Parker Boll smacked one of the pillows on the bed nearest him, sending up a cloud of dust. He looked up, frowning, then picked up the pillow and threw it hard at Jake, striking him in the face and throwing up another cloud of dust.


    “You’re a real idiot, you know that?” Parker said.


    “What the fuck!?” Jake yelled angrily, whipping the pillow back at Parker Boll, who caught it in his fist, throwing up another cloud of dust.


    “You need help with your fields?” Parker said sarcastically, mimicking Jake’s words. “You want to pick cotton? We’re stuck here in the future with a bunch of redneck cowboys, and you want us all to go stand in a field all day picking fruit. What the hell is wrong with you?” Parker asked.


    “He’s letting us live here, dude.” Jake said. “He’s a farmer. What’s wrong with you?”


    Charles nodded, agreeing with Jake.


    Parker glared at Jake, and then Charles, and Jake again.


    Jake grimaced, scrunching his nose, and then sneezed from the dust in the air.


    “Bless you.” Charles said automatically.


    “And you...” Parker said, glaring at Charles. “Did you hear what he said about religion? People here don’t like it, so keep your trap shut about it, okay?”


    Charles looked at him, speechless.


    “Listen, idiots,” Parker continued angrily, “We don’t really know what’s going on here, so quit running your mouths so much. We might do something to piss these people off and get burned at the stake like witches. We have no idea what could happen.”


    “Dude, you’re totally paranoid.” Jake said dismissively.


    “What about that mayor?” Parker said, ignoring Jake. “He sounded like he wanted us to sing and dance or something. Why would they throw a special feast for us?” he asked, glaring at them both.


    “Because they’re cool?” Jake said.


    “Because maybe they want to eat us?!” Parker shot back, his voice rising in pitch.


    Jake laughed. Charles looked concerned, wondering if he should be worried.


    “It’s not funny, you idiot.” Parker said, scowling. “We have to be careful, is what I’m saying.”


    Charles spoke up. “I believe Brother Kevin. He seems like a really nice guy. I think we can trust him.”


    Parker looked at him doubtfully. “Yeah, he seems nice enough, and you’re probably right...” he trailed off.


    “I think we’re okay here, Parker.” Charles said, “But I’ll try to be more careful about what I say if you think it’s important. What do you think we shouldn’t talk about?”


    “How about our criminal records?” Jake said bitterly.


    Parker looked at Jake, frowning. “Yeah, well, sorry about that.” Parker said. “You’re right, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I might have got us all in trouble if they took it the wrong way. That’s why I’m telling you guys to be more careful.”


    “Okay, well, you too.” Jake said.


    “Right,” Charles said, “Like Brother Kevin said, we’re like new people now. The past doesn’t really matter.”


    “Well, it matters to me.” Parker said bitterly. “You losers were going to prison, but I had a life and a career. Now it’s all gone. Everything and everyone we ever knew are all dead, unless they managed to get frozen too.”


    “Maybe they did.” Charles said, “That green lady said we weren’t the first sleepers to show up here. There must be others like us.”


    Parker looked at Charles skeptically. “Yeah, maybe, but not the people we knew.”


    “You’re probably right.” Charles said, “But we don’t know for sure. Like you said, we don’t know what’s really going on here. We need to find out more.”


    “How do you propose to do that?” Parker asked.


    Charles shrugged. “I’ll just ask people. And if they don’t know, maybe they’ll know someone who does. I also want to talk to that hologram computer and find out how we got here.”


    “He called us basals,” Jake said, “Like we were mice or something.”


    “Yeah, whatever that means.” Charles said.


    “Does it even matter how we got here?” Parker asked. “We’re here now. I don’t think there’s any going back, unless we find a time machine.”


    “Hey, it’s the future now.” Jake said, “Maybe someone did make a time machine?”


    Parker scowled at Jake, while Charles seemed to consider.


    “Probably not...” Charles said, “Or they would have fixed whatever went wrong to destroy civilization before it happened.”


    “Oh yeah, right.” Jake said.


    Parker Boll looked around the cabin, frowning. “So this is the future.” he said sarcastically, holding his arms up. “A log cabin in a hick town of mutant farmers.”


    “Yeah, dude.” Jake said. “This is it, at least until we find something better.”


    “I guess it is.” Parker said, sounding more calm, having given up on his tirade.


    “You should just chill out, seriously.” Jake said, “Stress kills, you know?”


    “Yeah, okay dude.” Parker said, putting sarcastic emphasis on the last word.


    Charles spoke up, changing the subject. “We should dust off these blankets and pillows outside before dinner, so they’ll be ready when we want to go to bed.”


    Jake and Parker both agreed, ending the argument. They did as Charles suggested, beating the dust out of the blankets with a wooden broom. Charles then used the broom to sweep up the bunkhouse while Jake and Parker stocked the wood stove with some old split logs they found stacked beside the stove. They didn’t have any possessions to store except for the silver and blue sleeper unitards they each still wore. With nothing left to do in the bunkhouse, the three silver suited cryotes left the cabin, walking around to the front of Brother Kevin’s dome house. There were small round windows along the side of the dome, like portholes on a ship, with bright curtains hanging within. Smoke came from a stove pipe chimney poking out of the dome’s top, and they could smell dinner cooking as they came around to the front yard. It was near sundown, and the sound of buzzing insects came from all around them in the nearby woods. They could see the top of Shard Mountain over the trees to the west, glittering in the waning light of the setting sun. They paused to look at it for a moment, silently admiring the spectacular sight before going inside.


    


    Brother Kevin greeted them from the kitchen area, where he stood chopping vegetables with a cleaver. Moosh was sitting on a couch beside the fireplace where a small fire burned, lighting up the room. The dome was divided in half by a wall of logs, like the walls of a log cabin. The fireplace was positioned in the center of this dividing wall, with doorways on either side that led to Kevin and Moosh’s bedrooms. It had been a long day, or so it seemed. Jake headed for the fire, finding a place to sit on the couch beside Moosh. He noticed that the couch was uneven, and possibly broken on the side where Moosh sat, probably due to his great size and weight. Parker came in and sat on a chair across from them, staring into the fire.


    Jake looked at Moosh, seeing that he had removed his heavy outer clothing and now wore simple cloth pants and a short sleeved shirt that was frayed on the edges. His long muscular arms were huge, bulging with lumpy muscles beneath his hard plated skin. Jake could hear him wheezing slightly through the slits in his face where his nose should have been.


    Moosh looked down at Jake on the couch. Even sitting, he was still two heads taller than Jake.


    “Hey dude.” Jake said.


    “Hello.” Moosh said in his gravelly voice. Jake noticed that he was holding something in his hand, and Moosh offered it to him. It was a small glass cube that sparkled with a faint inner light, roughly the size of an egg. Jake took it, looking up at Moosh as he did.


    “This from before the war.” Moosh said, pointing to the cube. “You look.”


    Jake looked at the glass cube in his hand. He thought he could see something inside, so he held it up to look closer. Inside, he saw what looked like a three-dimensional family photograph, showing a young couple with two children and a dog at their feet, all dressed in colorful unitards.


    Jake looked closer, thinking these might be some future people, by the way they’re dressed, and noticed something strange. Not only was the dog wearing a unitard like the children, it was also wearing mirror shades and a pimp hat, while smoking a blunt. Jake supposed it might be a cigar, but that cool pimp hat made him think it had to be a blunt. The dog was holding it in its hand, which was not a paw. If not for that, Jake might have thought that the dog was just dressed up to look cute, but seeing that blunt in his hand made Jake think that dog knew what was up.


    “That dog is cool.” Jake said, smiling. Parker Boll glanced over, interested. Moosh took the glass cube and handed it across to Parker with his long arm, not needing to stand up. Parker examined the cube, peering inside while Jake and Moosh watched. They could hear Charles chatting softly with Brother Kevin in the kitchen, trying to help with dinner. Parker continued staring at the cube, frowning.


    “You know who?” Moosh asked Parker.


    Parker looked up, surprised. “These people?” he said, pointing to the cube.


    Moosh nodded his big pink head.


    “No. Never seen them.” Parker said, handing the cube back to Moosh.


    “I think they’re from after we went to sleep.” Jake said. “Dogs didn’t have hands before we went to sleep.”


    “No hands?” Moosh said.


    “Yeah, dude, that dog in there has hands. He’s smoking a blunt.” Jake said, grinning.


    “You know who?” Moosh asked Jake.


    “No, sorry.” Jake said.


    “Mother gave to me.” Moosh said, holding up the cube. “She say them bad people who make big war.” Moosh paused, looking from the glass cube to the two cryotes in their silver and blue unitards. “They wear clothes like yours.” he said.


    “These aren’t really our clothes.” Jake said, “This is just how we woke up. Before we went to sleep, no one really dressed like that.”


    “Yeah,” Parker said, “I was wearing my guard uniform before I woke up in this.”


    Moosh nodded and placed the glass cube on the table beside him.


    “So, Moosh,” Jake said, ready to change the subject, “How’d you get to be so big? Do you lift weights?”


    “Moosh born big, then mother give glow water to drink. Moosh drink glow water every day. Make Moosh sick, but then gets bigger.”


    Jake looked at him, not quite sure if he understood. Parker also looked disturbed by what he’d heard, but wasn’t saying anything.


    “The water made you sick.” Jake repeated.


    Moosh nodded. “Glow water make everyone in tribe sick.”


    “You’re in a tribe?” Jake asked, surprised.


    Moosh nodded. “Yah.” he said in his deep voice, like stones grinding together. “But not now. Moosh left the tribe. Live here now.”


    “Why did you leave?” Jake asked.


    Moosh looked into the fire, frowning as he recalled some memories that were clearly disturbing to him.


    “When in tribe, Moosh was big warrior. Killed many warriors from other tribes.” Moosh reached over and placed his hand on the pommel of his great sword, which was leaning against the wall by the fireplace. The double edged sword was as tall as Jake. It looked somewhat crudely forged, but had a deadly edge as long as Jake’s body. Jake wondered if he could even lift the sword, never mind swinging it at someone. He imagined Moosh swinging that sword in a great arc, chopping the heads off his enemies like a lawn mower cutting grass.


    “Brother Kevin came to village when Moosh was sick.” Moosh continued, “He help Moosh get better and talk about Brotherhood, but other warriors not like Brotherhood or Kevin...they say he must go to glow field and drink glow water to be like tribe. They put him in bone cage to bring to glow field.”


    “Wow.” Jake said quietly, listening intently as Moosh continued.


    “Moosh tell chief it’s wrong, then Moosh and chief have big fight. Chief is strong, with big teeth...” Moosh stood up then and lifted his shirt, showing the two cryotes a wicked scar on his side that looked like he’d been gnawed upon by a great white shark. He turned to show a matching set of scars on his back. Jake tried to imagine the immense mouth that had wrapped around Moosh’s thick torso. The Chief’s mouth must have been two feet across, he thought, and the teeth marks were in small groups that showed he’d been bitten multiple times. What kind of monster was his chief?


    “Chief big warrior, but Moosh win the fight.” Moosh continued. “Moosh put chief in bone cage and let Brother Kevin out.”


    “Cool.” Jake said while Parker Boll listened quietly.


    “Tribe not like Kevin, though.” Moosh said, “Say he too small for his words to be heard, but Moosh hear his words. Brother Kevin is good and wise.” Moosh paused briefly, glancing toward the kitchen area where Brother Kevin was stirring the stew pot. “Moosh leave tribe then. Live here now.” he finished.


    “Wow.” Jake said again, impressed. “You’re a hero.”


    Parker Boll looked like he might say something but then didn’t, looking into the fire instead. Jake thought he was still bummed out about losing his job, or whatever it was that was bothering him.


    “Moosh save Kevin from tribe, but Kevin save Moosh from tribe too.” he said. “Moosh not sick anymore, since come to Unyun. No glow water, no sick. Now Moosh feel better.”


    “So, the water really glows?” Jake asked.


    “Yah.” Moosh answered.


    


    * * *


    


    “Dinner is ready!” Brother Kevin said from the kitchen area. He and Charles had set the table with a set of hand-carved wooden bowls and spoons, and Kevin was filling the bowls with the stew he had prepared, using a wooden ladle.


    “I’ll try to find us another chair tomorrow.” Kevin said as he retrieved a small stool from near the door and placed it at the corner of the small kitchen table for him to sit on.


    They sat around the table and ate their stew, which was somehow spicy and bland at the same time, made from a mix of strange vegetables that Charles didn’t recognize, and bite-sized mushroom chunks. Charles liked the taste of it, especially the mushrooms, which were his favorite pizza topping. He would miss pizza, he thought, if people in the future didn’t make it anymore.


    The meal was good and filling, and everyone had a second helping when offered. Brother Kevin was proud that everything except the giant mushrooms had been grown in his own garden and preserved over the winter. The mushrooms had come from a mushroom forest in a swamp near town, Kevin was happy to explain during dinner. The mushroom swamp had formed at the site of an ancient lake that had drained away when the dam broke, back before Unyun’s founding.


    They talked around the table about Unyun and its people, learning that roughly half of the people in town were pure humans, without mutations, while the other half were mutants of some sort. Most of the mutants were human, but some had come from several different animal clans in the area. Of the clans, there were the possies to the north, badgers and bears to the southwest, and raycoons to the south near the town of Barton. Unyun was currently at peace with all of these clans, but had trouble in the past with the badgers and possie clans. Possie raids on Unyun farms had led to a five-year war that Brother Kevin himself helped bring to an end, five years ago with the signing of the Unyun Possie Peace Treaty.


    After dinner, they all moved to sit by the fire, and the cryotes took a turn answering questions about where they came from. Parker Boll kept mostly silent, while Jake and Charles tried to explain life at the beginning of the 21st century. Charles was being careful not to say something that would get them burned at the stake for being witches, but really didn’t see a need for any secrecy. He didn’t want Parker Boll yelling at him anymore though, so he tried to be careful. They talked into the night about cars, computers, traffic jams, robots, and fast food restaurants. Eventually they all started to get tired, and the three cryotes left to go sleep in the bunkhouse. Once they got the wood stove fired up it was fairly warm in the cabin, and the cryotes slept comfortably through the night.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 6


    Artifacts


    


    All across the Unyun valley, the mutant descendants of pigs, known to the locals as horks, raised their snouts to welcome the dawn with loud honking snorts, as they did each morning.


    Charles awoke with a start, trying to make sense of the honking noise and put it in some context. Were they ducks? Geese?


    He looked around the bunkhouse, seeing his two companions sleeping in bunks next to his own. Was he actually living in a log cabin now? Five hundred years in the future, and he ends up living in an old log cabin with no plumbing or electricity. There was an outhouse, however, and it was this that he felt he needed to investigate soon.


    He could feel the bitter morning cold through his slick silver unitard as he rose from his bunk, leaving his warm cocoon of blankets behind as he made his way to the wooden door and quietly slipped outside.


    The honking was louder outside, and the morning air colder, with a chilly breeze coming from the west. Charles’ eyes fell on the dazzling sight of Shard Mountain and were momentarily transfixed by the sparkling, like a colossal diamond with thousands of facets reflecting the dawn’s light across the valley like a giant disco ball. It was breathtaking, and he paused for a moment to take it in before continuing on to the outhouse.


    It was a small square building constructed from logs that was slightly raised up off the ground, with three wooden steps leading to its door. Charles climbed the steps and opened the door, peering into the dark interior. Inside, he saw a wide concrete pipe rising from the wooden floor with a horseshoe-shaped wooden seat on top. Again, he thought, there is that odd mix of concrete and wood construction, almost as if they had hired two designers to design everything in town, using high quality concrete as a base and then finishing it off with wooden logs or planks.


    He knew what he had to do, but unfortunately he didn’t see any form of toilet paper. After first overlooking what he thought to be a small garbage bin, he then realized that it contained what must pass for toilet paper in Unyun. The bin was filled with neat stacks of leathery leaves, roughly the size of his hand. Charles sighed and got on with his business, finishing up as quickly as he could. As he pulled his unitard up from around his ankles he heard a sloshing sound come up from the cement pipe, and a sound like someone sucking liquid from a straw, getting the last drops. Charles quickly pulled up his undersuit and turned around to look at the hole, but it was too dark to see anything. He could still hear noises from down there, like something moving. Was there something alive down there?


    Charles hurried back to the bunkhouse and put another log into the stove before climbing back into his bunk to warm up under the covers.


    Jake woke up a short while later, also looking to use the bathroom. Charles told him where to go and waited in his bunk with anticipation for Jake to return. When he did, Jake told him that he, too, had heard strange noises coming from below the outhouse.


    “I think I heard something burp down there.” Jake said.


    A short while later, Charles and Jake sat with Brother Kevin at the kitchen table. Moosh was outside getting the wagon ready, and Parker Boll was outside with him. Charles asked Brother Kevin about the noises under the outhouse, and Brother Kevin confirmed that there was indeed something alive in there. He said it was a turtle-like creature that could eat just about anything, and actually enjoyed living under an outhouse. The creatures were called bockers, and most people in Unyun had one living under their outhouse. Some people also kept them as pets.


    “Isn’t that gross?” Jake asked, “Keeping them as pets, I mean.”


    Brother Kevin shrugged. “House bockers aren’t the same as the ones kept outside. A lot of people like to breed them.” Kevin said, “They have bocker fights at the tavern every weekend.”


    “There’s a tavern?” Jake asked, interested.


    Brother Kevin nodded.


    “Do they fight to the death?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin smiled. “Nah, not at all.” he said, “No blood is spilled. You should see for yourself some time.”


    “Yeah, I’d like to see that.” Charles said, and Jake nodded in agreement.


    “That would be cool.” Jake said, smiling.


    


    They ate a light breakfast of nuts and dried fruit. They didn’t want to fill up, Brother Kevin had told them, because the day would be filled with feasting, starting shortly after noon. It was still too early to leave for town, so they sat chatting at the kitchen table. Brother Kevin asked Charles if he could look at some things he’d found near Shard Mountain, to see if he could tell what they were. Charles agreed, and Brother Kevin brought out a box from his bedroom, placing several odd items on the table for Charles to inspect.


    Charles looked the items over, but didn’t recognize anything immediately. There was something that looked like a flashlight, and something else that looked like it might be a portable radio, among the other less obvious gizmos. Charles fiddled with the flashlight-looking thing, noting that it didn’t actually have a light on either end, but had several buttons along its cylinder that did nothing when he pressed them.


    “I’m not sure if these are weapons, so you might want to be careful.” Brother Kevin said, sounding a bit nervous.


    “Oh, thanks for telling me.” Charles said, thinking it was a little late since he’d already started pressing buttons randomly. A thought suddenly struck Charles as he looked at the cylindrical object. Could this be a light saber? Wouldn’t that be amazing if someone had invented one? He thought of how he had pressed the buttons, imagining a bright beam of light suddenly bursting from one end, burning straight through his chest in an instant. He shuddered at the thought. He’d need to be way more careful playing around with ancient artifacts.


    “Dude, is that a flashlight?” Jake asked.


    “I don’t know.” Charles said, “It could be a light saber, for all I know. I think its battery is dead.”


    “I’ve been meaning to get some power cells recharged in town.” Brother Kevin said, “Do you think it takes a standard cell?”


    “What’s a standard cell?” Charles asked.


    “I’ll show you.” Brother Kevin said, moving across the room to the fireplace area to retrieve the glass cube that Moosh had been holding last night. He brought the cube into the kitchen and flipped it over, fiddling with the bottom. Charles was surprised to see him pull out something that looked like a silver d-size battery, the type you’d find in a large flashlight or boombox. The battery was almost as big as the cube, but was somehow invisible from the outside, even though the cube looked completely transparent, save for its tiny holographic image.


    Charles noticed that the sparkle had gone from the cube with the removal of its battery. Brother Kevin handed the cell to Charles, who held it up to the cylinder to see if it could possibly fit inside. It looked like a good match, but how did it fit? Charles examined it some more, eventually discovering that one end screwed off just like a flashlight, revealing the battery compartment, with an old power cell inside. He removed it and handed it to Brother Kevin, putting the other cell in its place.


    “I doubt that one will work. It’s nearly dead.” Brother Kevin said, as he slid the new cell into the bottom of the hollocube. The sparkle returned immediately.


    Brother Kevin looked at the bottom of the cube. “It’s got some power left. Here, look at this.” he said, as he bent down to place the cube on the floor, pressing down on it until it clicked. Suddenly there were four more people in the room, standing behind the cube, dressed in colorful unitards. They were standing calmly as if posing for a picture, but they were moving slightly. The dog at their feet was chilling in his pimp hat and mirror shades. He reached up and took a hit from his blunt, blowing out the smoke in a small cloud that drifted up to the little boy’s face, who waved it away with his hand.


    “Can they see us?” Jake said, incredulous.


    “I think it’s just a movie.” Charles said, reaching out to touch the woman’s shoulder, his hand passing through as if she weren’t there.


    The little girl was pulling at the rear of her unitard, making a sour face as the dog continued to smoke, tapping his fingers on the ground impatiently. The dog turned to the man and said something, and the man smiled and said something back, though they could hear no sounds.


    Jake was staring at the dog the whole time, grinning, “That dog is so cool. I want one.” he said.


    Brother Kevin reached down and picked up the holocube, causing the people to immediately disappear. He removed the power cell.


    “This one works.” Brother Kevin said, smiling and handing the power cell back to Charles.


    “Then I guess this one doesn’t.” Charles said, handing back the holocube’s original power cell. Brother Kevin replaced the nearly spent cell back into the holocube.


    “What about this?” Jake said, picking up an object from the table. “It looks like a camera.”


    “Let me see.” Charles said, and Jake handed it to him. Charles had thought it looked like a radio at first glance, but looking at it now, he wasn’t sure. It was a brick shaped device with rounded edges, made of gray metal or plastic, it was hard to tell. A convex silver disc was embedded in the center of one side, with a glass panel on the opposite side of the device. Two small rings below the glass panel looked like they might be buttons. Charles placed the device down on the table with the glass panel facing him and the silver disc facing the dome wall. He pressed his finger into one of the rings below the panel. It was a good fit, but nothing happened. He tried the other ring with no result. He tried placing both index fingers into both rings, and he felt a quiet click from within the device, like taking a picture, but nothing happened otherwise. He tried it again, and felt the click, softer this time, then nothing.


    “Dead battery?” Jake asked.


    “Oh yeah...” Charles said. He picked up the device and looked it over, searching for a battery compartment. After a moment of fiddling he found it, sliding open a secret panel to reveal another standard power cell. Charles slid the power cell out, noting the orientation of the cell before placing it on the table. It looked identical to the other two power cells. Charles put the charged power cell into the device and closed the panel, placing the device back down on the table.


    He tried the buttons again, pressing both rings at once, and the glass panel lit up like a cell phone display. Charles studied the display. It was dim and a bit blurry, but he could see something that looked like a horizontal menu of options arranged in square blocks, each depicting a colored blob with number and letter codes on it. Charles tried touching the screen and found it to be touch sensitive, and he was able to scroll through the list of icons. He touched one of them, and the cell expanded, showing a better picture of the blob that now looked like a purple rock with the word ‘Cobalt’ printed below it. Charles checked the next cell and the next after that. Nickel. Copper. Zinc. He flipped through the list some more to confirm what he was thinking. This was the periodic table of elements he remembered from high school, though it didn’t seem to be the whole set, as he could only see metals listed. As he flipped through the display, he accidentally touched two boxes at once, and they both expanded side-by-side.


    “Dude, what is it?” Jake asked impatiently.


    “Hold on.” Charles said. He loved playing with gizmos. He had always been a tech junkie, and he loved this new multi-touch stuff. He was able to select three different things from different places in the list, sliding them up to the top to form a group of different metals. But why?


    “It has a list of different metals you can select.” Charles said. He tried to think of why a device would have a list of metals, and the first thing that really came to mind was that it might be a metal detector.


    “I need something made of metal.” Charles said to Brother Kevin.


    “Moosh’s sword?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “Yeah, that would be great.” Charles said. He scanned the list for a box that said steel, but couldn’t find it.


    Brother Kevin brought the sword over and handed it to Charles. Charles reached out to take the sword and was surprised by its great weight, nearly falling out of his chair as he dropped the sword to the floor with a loud clang. Charles looked up at Brother Kevin, embarrassed.


    “That’s really heavy!” he said defensively, as he reached to pick up the sword again. Jake reached down also, helping Charles lift the sword up onto the table.


    “Yeah, that is heavy.” Jake said. “Wow.”


    “This is made of steel, right?” Charles asked Brother Kevin.


    “Yah.” Brother Kevin said, “The blacksmith in town made it for Moosh last winter.”


    “No shit?” Jake asked, “Do a lot of people use swords around here?”


    Brother Kevin nodded. “Many people do, yah.”


    “Wow, that’s awesome.” Jake said.


    Charles thought that was a bit weird, but besides the point. If this thing couldn’t detect steel, maybe it could detect some other type of metal. He flipped through the list some more, looking for something good and simple.


    “How about iron?” Charles said, “Do you have anything made from iron?”


    “I think the blacksmith uses iron to make steel.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Oh yeah, right, duh.” Charles said, feeling stupid for having forgotten. He remembered now. He glanced at the others to see if they were mocking him, but they were just waiting for him to do something. He selected ‘Iron’ on the screen, which for some strange reason was code-named ‘Fe’. A new display expanded, showing some numbers.


    “I think I got something.” Charles said. He picked up the device, watching the display. As soon as it moved, the numbers started changing. He continued to experiment with the device for a couple minutes, aiming it at the sword and some other things in the room.


    “It’s a metal detector.” Charles said, proudly. “You can set what type of metal you’re looking for, and it tells you the direction and distance.”


    Brother Kevin looked very excited at this news.


    “This will be very useful.” he said, smiling. “Thank you, Charles.”


    “No problem.” Charles said, smiling back. He was happy that he could help Brother Kevin with something. He had saved his life, after all.


    “Hey, can that thing find gold?” Jake asked.


    Charles nodded. “It was on the list.”


    “Cool.” Jake said, smiling.


    “We should be leaving soon.” Brother Kevin said, “We don’t want to be late for the picnic.”


    “What’s going to happen at the picnic?” Jake asked.


    “We’re going to eat.” Kevin said, smiling. “All the best chefs of Unyun will be there preparing special platters, and as the mayor’s guests, we’ll be able to try them all.”


    “Why does the mayor like us so much?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin shrugged and gave a weak smile. “The simple answer is that you’re cryotes.” Brother Kevin said, “The last cryote who came to Unyun made many friends in town during the short time he was here.”


    “Johnson, right?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “He had a great sense of humor, and loved to tell jokes. People loved to hear him talk about the past, and he loved to talk about it. He would go to the tavern on some nights when the bockers weren’t fighting and stand in the pit telling jokes about the past, sometimes for hours. In return, people would give him drinks and food and other gifts. He said this was how he earned a living in the past, telling jokes in ancient taverns and being paid in credits.”


    Now, it was starting to make sense to Charles. The previous cryote had been some sort of standup comedian, and the mayor expected them to be comedians as well.


    “He would also tell jokes about Unyun, and how strange it was to him. He was very silly about that, but I think it was part of his act.” Kevin said, smiling. It was obvious that Brother Kevin had liked Johnson by the way he smiled while talking about the ancient sleeper who came to Unyun twelve years ago.


    “At the end of the night, when he had a belly full of drinks, he would sing songs that were like stories from the past. Some of his song stories were better than his jokes.”


    Charles and Jake listened as Brother Kevin continued. “The tavern was never so full. People who didn’t normally go to the tavern would show up on nights that Johnson was going to tell jokes. Many mourned him when he died. It was a tragedy to all who knew him.”


    “I think I understand now.” Charles said, and Jake nodded as if he too understood.


    “You should know about Johnson,” Kevin said solemnly, “Because people seeing you today will be reminded of him.”


    The front door opened and Parker Boll walked in, looking at them all expectantly.


    “You guys ready?” he asked.


    “Yah, we should be going.” Brother Kevin said, picking up his frilly tan leather jacket from beside the door.


    Parker Boll walked toward the fireplace, looking around.


    “Anyone seen Moosh’s sword?” Parker asked.


    “Over here.” Jake said, pointing to the sword that was still lying on the kitchen table.


    “I’m going to see about getting some extra clothes for you today.” Brother Kevin said, as Parker crossed the room to retrieve the sword.


    “That would be great, thanks.” Parker said, “I feel like I’m naked in this suit.”


    Charles and Jake both nodded, understanding. Their unitards left little to the imagination. This wasn’t so bad for Jake, who was young and in good shape, but Parker and Charles were both chubby in places, and the unitards accentuated every bulge.


    The four men went outside, where Moosh was waiting beside a large wooden wagon with his brown woolly ox hitched up to it.


    “You three can ride in the back.” Brother Kevin said, pointing to the wagon as he climbed up to the driver’s seat. Moosh climbed up from the other side and sat beside him as copilot, causing the wagon to lean slightly sideways from his great weight. The back of the wagon was filled with a bed of soft hay, and was normally used to haul produce. The three cryotes climbed aboard and got comfortable for their hay ride into town. Jake stood up through most of the ride, leaning against the wagon’s railing to watch the scenery go by.


    They passed numerous people on the road, all walking toward town. The people smiled and waved at them when they saw Jake standing there in his silver and blue unitard. Jake smiled and waved back like he was on a parade float, enjoying the attention. Charles joined in and they both smiled and waved at the people, feeling like celebrities, as they rode into Unyun for the big feast.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 7


    The Feast


    


    The three cryotes sat with Brother Kevin and Moosh at the mayor’s long table, waiting for the feast to begin. Mayor Teck Banner, the Hero of Unyun, sat at the head of the table dressed in his finest clothes, while his family sat across the table from the cryotes. Teck Banner had greeted them when they arrived a half-hour early, introducing them to his wife Luna and teenaged daughter Becky. Also seated across from them was his portly older brother, Bron Banner, who they had seen yesterday drinking in the Town Hall.


    The mayor’s table was situated under a pavilion at the back of the Unyun picnic ground, a wide grassy park in the center of town, directly across from the Town Hall dome. Other pavilions with long tables belonging to prominent farmer plantations in town were arranged around the picnic grounds edge in a horseshoe pattern, with many smaller wooden picnic tables on the inside of the field for independent farmers and other people not connected to the twenty major plantations.


    Also at the rear of the picnic ground was the processor, which Brother Kevin had called the heart of Unyun. It was a long metal building, roughly the shape of a trailer park home, that was tapered at the top like an a-frame, with rounded corners and a large door on the front like a garage. Charles had watched, fascinated, as people from the plantation pavilions brought baskets and small carts filled with fruits and vegetables, loading them into the processor’s large front door to be consumed by the machine. The machine rumbled, and the food within would then be processed into its base nutritional elements, which were then extruded in a variety of liquid and solid forms from stations along the side of the building. The people would then take these purified ingredients and bring them into an open dome beside the processor, where they fed the ingredients into three other machines that looked like oversized snack vending machines. The three machines further processed the food into specific forms that the Unyun chefs arranged into elaborate and artful platters, attempting to outdo each other with their new recipes at each picnic.


    Charles noticed that some of the people at the processor ran the food through twice or three times, carrying barrels of purified liquids and solids and pouring them right back into the processor’s large front door to be processed again. When he asked Brother Kevin about it, Kevin said that further processing made the food more rich in flavor, and was needed for the more exotic recipes, like his favorite dish, forky pie.


    The feast began with a ritual tapping of forks on the tables that radiated around the picnic ground like a wave, going from one end of the horseshoe to the other and back. Charles noticed a pattern in the tapping that was unique to each pavilion table, as if each plantation were tapping out its own theme song. The tapping grew louder as they went around the horseshoe again, and then stopped.


    The mayor raised his plate and tapped it with his fork like he were ringing a bell, and six children walked out onto the field, each from a different pavilion. They formed a line facing the center, across from the mayor’s table. The children began singing, sometimes taking turns like a barbershop quartet, as they sang the anthem of Unyun, ‘Sweet Land’, that recounted the tale of the pilgrims discovering Unyun and settling in the dome houses, planting crops on the fertile land, and living happily in Unyun. It was a very nice song, Charles thought, and it was cute how the kids sang like a barbershop quartet. The song ended with the sound of loud applause from everyone at the picnic, as people began to rise and line up for food.


    The chefs were bringing out their platters in a long line from the preparation area of the sub-processor dome, placing them on long buffet tables as people lined up to fill their plates. The cryotes didn’t have to stand in line, as the chefs would also bring platters to the mayor’s table for him and his guests.


    Charles was hungry. He had only eaten some trail mix for breakfast, and the smell of the food was making his mouth water. When the first platters arrived, he was very impressed with how nicely they were arranged, like gourmet plates in a fine restaurant. He didn’t recognize anything. Nothing at all, but it all smelled so good. No one wasted any time digging in, and it was obvious by the looks on all three of the cryotes’ faces, that they had never tasted anything so good, and this could probably be said about every dish that was placed before them.


    Brother Kevin must not have been exaggerating when he said that Unyun’s chefs were the best in the world, because Charles had never tasted anything that could compare to the amazing array of complex tastes he was exposed to during the course of the feast.


    Teck Banner’s daughter Becky sat across from Jake, giggling and asking him questions, while she drank sweet forky wine. He had tried the forky wine, and it was the best wine he’d ever tasted. Good enough to make a French winemaker cry, he thought. Jake was humoring the girl, as she seemed like she might have a crush on him, but she looked to be about thirteen years old, and was too young, even for Jake.


    The mayor’s wife, Luna, was beautiful and polite, also having a good sense of humor, joking with her husband and Brother Kevin throughout the feast. She loved their sleek silver and blue unitards, asking them each to stand up and turn around to show her, which they did, somewhat reluctantly. She was very pleased, and whispered to her husband about them, smiling.


    Parker Boll had been mostly quiet at the beginning of the feast, but managed to loosen up after drinking a few forky beers that made any beer he’d tasted previously seem like raw sewage in comparison.


    About an hour into the feast, once everyone had some food and drinks, the tapping from the tables began again. It went around the picnic ground as a wave, like before, with each table tapping their own individual tune that fit together as a whole, flowing from one table to the next. A middle aged man wearing a fine looking leather hat and duster walked out to the center of the field carrying a large book in his hand. He waved to everyone, and made a short speech about how good it was to live in Unyun, and then read a passage from the book that was the Processor Bible.


    The passage he read promised that the processor would keep the people of Unyun healthy and well fed, so long as the people did likewise, keeping the machine healthy through regular maintenance, and never feeding it garbage. The tapping wave continued throughout this, making his reading sound almost like a rap. He finished, tipping his hat and waving to the people, who applauded as he walked back to one of the larger pavilions with the Processor Bible tucked under his arm.


    Teck Banner seemed very comfortable in his role as Mayor and Hero of Unyun. Everyone seemed to like him, at least all the people who came to the table to say hello. He was very friendly and open, with a down to earth attitude and good humor that grew louder as he consumed more drinks throughout the day. He had been a great warrior during the possie war, and had been elected by the people as the Hero of Unyun. He had fought the possies, and then helped end the war by negotiating a peace treaty and simple trade agreement with their leader, General Hooktooth. Since then, Unyun had experienced growing prosperity, and Teck Banner had, for the most part, hung up his sword and armor in this time of peace.


    As the event went on toward evening, people came to greet the cryotes, some bringing gifts. They met many of the townspeople, many of whom were mutants and a few intelligent animals that lived in town. There were a few requests for jokes, which they politely deflected, and some people asked if they would sing. That was the only uncomfortable part, Charles thought, because the people were being so nice that he didn’t want to disappoint them, but he was no comedian or singer. At least not when anyone could hear him.


    The cryotes were all perpetually smiling by the day’s end, and more than a bit drunk from all the drinks, as were Kevin and Moosh. They gathered up their gifts, which included an array of cloth and leather frontier style clothing. They each received several pairs of trousers, shirts, socks, and a jacket, but no shoes. The cryotes were still wearing makeshift fur moccasins on their feet. One man had given them each a long hunting knife, and another man had given them each a sack of round bullets he called ‘bugshot’ that could be used in flintlock rifles or pistols. Charles had no idea what he would do with those, but Jake and Parker were both looking forward to shooting them off. Brother Kevin said that he could arrange it, and they were happy.


    As they were preparing to leave, Teck Banner made a surprising proposition. His wife had really liked their sleek silver and blue unitards. So much so, that he wanted to buy two of them, for him and his wife to wear on special occasions, he said with a wink. Jake laughed, and the mayor smiled and continued, offering them each one hundred ancient credits and a box of crunchy treeky bars in exchange for the undersuits. Parker Boll politely declined, saying that he’d rather keep it to remember where he came from, but both Jake and Charles were happy to oblige the mayor. Teck Banner assured them that his wife would thank them personally the next time they met.


    “Bring them around tomorrow, once you’ve gotten changed, and I’ll have your payment ready.” Teck Banner said to Charles and Jake, and they both happily agreed.


    


    The three cryotes rode home in the back of Brother Kevin’s wagon. They were stuffed from eating the best food and drinking the best drinks they’d ever had in their lives. All three lay on their backs in the hay, looking up at the colorful sunset sky as Brother Kevin drove them home. They were all feeling good, and even Parker Boll had loosened up and been able to enjoy the day without being so paranoid. As they neared Brother Kevin’s dome house, they could see Shard Mountain silhouetted by the setting sun, surrounded by a bright halo of reflections from the shards.


    “Wow, that’s cool.” Jake said, pointing at the sparkling mountain.


    “Yeah, I know.” Charles said, “I saw it this morning. It was beautiful.”


    “Beautiful? Yeah, I guess so.” Jake said.


    Parker Boll spoke up, changing the subject. “Hey, did you guys see that mutant girl with the double set of...” he held his hands up in front of him like he were trying to balance four softballs on his chest.


    “Hell yeah!” Jake said, grinning. “I think she had a boyfriend, though. He had his tentacles wrapped around her.”


    “Yeah, that was creepy.” Charles said, and the others agreed.


    That night, they sat by the fire again with Brother Kevin and Moosh, talking into the night about the day’s events. Then the three cryotes retired to the bunkhouse to sleep for the night.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 8


    Acclimating


    


    Jake woke up early to the sound of honking horks across the valley. It reminded him of the constant barking dogs he heard in the neighborhood where he grew up. He stoked the wood stove, adding the last split log from the pile in the corner. Someone was going to have to get more wood before tonight.


    Parker Boll stirred when Jake closed the metal door to the stove. He looked over, bleary-eyed at Jake, who was crouching beside the stove.


    “Keep it down, asshole!” he hissed, then rolled back over, covering his head with a pillow.


    I’d like to cover his head with a pillow, Jake thought, not really meaning it. Officer Parker Boll was a jerk, and Jake would like to give him a taste of his own bitterness, but he understood that the guy was having a tough time adjusting to their new situation. He’d better snap out of it soon though, because his patience was wearing thin. If Parker kept up the attitude, Jake suspected they would come to blows soon. Jake wasn’t much of a fighter, preferring to keep a chill attitude, but he wasn’t afraid to take on a bully who deserved it. He suspected that most prison guards were bullies to begin with, and that’s what drew them to the occupation. Parker Boll hadn’t done anything to change that impression in his mind.


    He sat down on his bunk for a while, going over the gifts he’d been given by the nice people of Unyun. There was a cool tan suede leather jacket with frilly leather tassels along the arms and sides, similar to Brother Kevin’s jacket. He liked that, though a real black leather jacket with zippers would have been cooler. He tried it on, and was happy to discover that it fit him well. He tried on some pants and shirts and was pretty happy with all of it. Now he just needed a shower, so he could change out of the silver and blue undersuit he’d been wearing for the past several centuries.


    


    Showers were out of the question, it turned out, but there was a bathtub in the barn they could fill with water from Brother Kevin’s well. It was nearly freezing though, so if they wanted a warm bath they’d have to heat up a lot of water the old-fashioned way. Jake volunteered to help Moosh chop wood in the yard, also volunteering Parker Boll without his consent, knowing it would annoy him.


    Parker gave him a sour look as they walked to the tool shed, following Moosh to get some axes.


    Parker wouldn’t freak out while Moosh is here, Jake thought, smiling to himself.


    Moosh chose an enormous double bladed ax for himself, then handed them each a normal human-sized ax made for chopping wood and splitting logs. That’s what they’d be doing, Moosh told them, as he would be carrying the logs over for them to split. Moosh demonstrated the proper way to split a log with one clean shot, using one of their smaller axes to do the job, holding it in one hand like a hatchet with his enormous muscular arm. Jake suspected that Moosh made it look easier than it really was. Moosh then proceeded to chop down three entire trees he selected for harvesting, dragging them across the field to where Parker and Jake waited to split them into firewood. It took them a few tries to get the hang of it, but before long they were both splitting logs in one whack.


    After doing this for a while, Jake started to feel bored and cocky. He was splitting the logs with one hit like Moosh, but using both hands. Could he do it with one hand, like Moosh had done? He tried it, holding the ax in his right hand and swinging as hard as he could. The ax hit at an angle and bounced, sending a jolt through Jake’s arm that made him lose his grip on the ax. It flew through the air a short distance and landed on the wood pile, bouncing again to land by Parker Boll’s feet.


    Jake looked up at Parker’s red face. His eyes were bulging with rage, like he were about to explode.


    “What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Parker shouted, stalking toward Jake with his ax in hand.


    “Whoa!” Jake yelled, “Sorry, it slipped.”


    “You could’ve killed me!” Parker shrieked, sending spittle flying out of his mouth toward Jake.


    Jake took a step backwards, watching the ax that Parker was holding menacingly. “Watch it with that ax.” Jake said, glancing around nervously to see if anyone might intervene. They were alone in the yard. Charles was inside with Brother Kevin looking at artifacts, and Moosh was on the far side of the yard chopping another tree.


    “You think I need this to teach you a lesson?” Parker Boll said, slyly. He threw the ax on the ground. “Come on, pretty boy.” Parker said, seething, “What you got?” He clenched his fist tightly, the knuckles turning white as he glared at Jake.


    He’s totally lost it, Jake thought. He raised his hands in front of him in a calming gesture. “Dude, just chill out...” Jake started to say, which only enraged Parker further. He lunged at Jake, fists flailing.


    Jake had been expecting it, and tried to sidestep and dodge, but was unable to avoid the enraged guard. He felt a quick smashing blow to his face that made him see stars, followed immediately by a blow to the ribs that made him double over in pain. He tried to hit back, swinging hard and missing, and got smashed in the face again.


    Parker was shouting curses as he pummeled him, taking out all of his frustrations on Jake, like he were a punching bag. Jake managed to land one solid blow to Parker’s ribs and took two more himself in return. He didn’t give up though, lunging at the guard, trying to take him off his feet. Parker twisted out of the way, laughing at Jake’s ineptitude. He was trained in hand-to-hand combat, and was used to handling guys like Jake at the prison.


    Jake whirled around, managing to land a lucky blow to Parker’s face, bloodying his nose, which only infuriated Parker more. “Fuck you!” Jake spit out, spraying blood from his busted lip on Parker’s silver unitard.


    “No, fuck you!” Parker roared, launching himself again at Jake with a tackling maneuver, pinning him to the ground on his back. Parker quickly moved to position, placing his knee on Jake’s neck, choking him.


    “Ulgh.” Jake croaked as he struggled to get free from the weight on his chest. He struggled in vain, unable to move as his vision began to blur from lack of oxygen. Parker continued to punch him in the ribs with his free hand as he held his victim pinned to the ground, helpless.


    Jake saw a large pink form approaching and tried to call out, reaching helplessly toward the blurry vision as Parker continued to rain blows on his ribs and stomach. He felt the weight lift off of him and saw Parker rising above him like he were flying away. Moosh stood there holding Parker dangling several feet off the ground by the neck of his silver unitard.


    “No more fight.” Moosh said, then tossed Parker Boll across the yard to land in a heap by the wood pile.


    Parker scrambled to his feet and his eyes landed on the ax that Jake had accidentally thrown at him. He looked furiously back up at Moosh, grasping at his neck in pain.


    “No more fight!” Moosh repeated angrily, glaring at Parker Boll.


    The rage seemed to drain out of Parker as he realized it was over, slumping to the ground where he lay rubbing his bruises.


    Jake groaned as he tried to sit up, feeling a terrible pain in his ribs. He lay back down in the cold grass, aching. There was blood on his face and hands, and he ached all over. Moosh came and stood over him, looking him over.


    “You walk?” Moosh asked, offering his enormous hand to help Jake to his feet.


    Jake reached for his hand, but felt the sharp pain in his ribs again. “Gimme a minute.” Jake rasped. It was painful to talk. His throat was sore from Parker Boll’s knee crushing his windpipe.


    Moosh looked down at him, concerned. “Miss Parcy help you.” Moosh said in his deep gravely voice as he reached down to pick Jake up in his massive arms. Jake didn’t try to resist, clenching his teeth from the pain as Moosh lifted him up like a baby and carried him carefully across the yard. Jake could see Parker Boll sitting in the grass, his face bloodied and rubbing the back of his neck. Parker looked up at him, meeting his gaze with an odd look of desperation, then looked back down at the grass, his head hanging low.


    Moosh placed Jake down in the wagon’s soft bed of hay, where he lay aching for just a short while before they all drove into town to see the healer.


    


    * * *


    


    “I hoped not to see you back in these beds so soon.” Healer Parcy said as she examined Jake’s bruised and broken ribs. Her daughter Penny stood watching beside her, ready to assist if her mother needed help.


    Parker Boll was lying in the bed next to Jake’s, looking morose. He had apologized to Jake during the ride to town, as they lay side-by-side in the hay wagon. He was stressed and angry, and didn’t mean to hurt Jake like he did. He had just lost control, and felt terrible for having done it. Jake couldn’t help noticing the shimmer of tears in the tough ex-prison guard’s eyes as he spoke, and Jake believed that his apology was sincere.


    “It’s cool, bro.” Jake had whispered, and they spent the rest of the ride in silence. Jake knew that it was at least partially his fault. He had volunteered Parker to work, knowing he wouldn’t like it, and should have been more careful with the ax that he let slip and almost hit Parker.


    But the way Parker had attacked him had been shocking. The man literally snapped, and now seemed genuinely sorry for having taken it so far. Lying there beside him, Jake felt empathy for the man. He was lost and alone in a strange place. All three of them were, but Jake and Charles had different ways of coping. He and Charles hadn’t been very friendly to officer Boll. They started out on opposite sides. Prisoners didn’t get along well with guards by default, but to say that things are different now would be a staggering understatement. Jake resolved to try and be more of a friend to Parker in the future, so long as he stopped being such an asshole. Charles also. The three of them should stick together. They were all that they had left from the old world. He planned to talk to Charles about this when he had the chance.


    “You have two broken ribs.” Healer Parcy told Jake.


    “My throat hurts too.” Jake said weakly.


    “Stay still now.” she said, placing her palms against his ribs. Penny stepped closer to her mother, ready to lend her support. Parcy’s hands grew warm against his skin as she concentrated, and he felt a strange, tingling itchiness where she touched him. Parcy winced from the pain as she absorbed his injuries into her body, taking them as her own and sharing his pain momentarily before her own body quickly healed the wounds. Penny reached out to steady her mother as the healer moved her hands slowly across Jake’s torso, working her way along the pain to his neck and face. He saw her green face suddenly darken and bruise, then fade back to normal as she absorbed his wounds and healed them.


    “Does that hurt?” Jake asked, his throat feeling better now.


    “Not for long.” she said reassuringly while patting him on the shoulder.


    


    Healer Parcy offered to let them use her shower, which had warm running water. The three cryotes took turns getting cleaned up and changed into their new clothes, as Penny brought them fresh towels to dry off. Jake attempted to wash his silver and blue unitard, soaking it in soapy water and wringing it out with his hands. He was surprised to find that it was almost completely waterproof, as he was able to wring it completely dry with ease. For a moment, he thought he might have made a bad choice in agreeing to sell the silver undersuit, but he was looking forward to going shopping with the money Teck Banner promised.


    They left the infirmary dome and crossed the main street, heading toward the immense Town Hall dome. Brother Kevin was in the lead, guiding them, with Moosh at his side. They were all dressed like the locals now, in tan leather frontier clothes. Jake could feel it chafing, as both he and Charles were no longer wearing any sort of underwear. Going commando wasn’t such a good idea in frontier leathers, he discovered.


    They walked past Hunter Hall, which served as both the local police station and fire department, then entered through the Town Hall’s large double doors. Mayor Teck Banner greeted them from his big chair as they entered. He offered them drinks and snacks, which they gladly accepted, before getting down to business.


    “One-hundred credits and a box of crunchy treeky bars for both of you.” the mayor said, grinning in anticipation as Charles and Jake handed over the ancient unitards.


    “Very nice!” the mayor said, holding Jake’s suit up by its shoulders. “Thank you so much.” he said, smiling broadly.


    Teck Banner looked over to Parker Boll, who had opted not to sell his unitard and was still wearing it under his new jacket and trousers.


    “I have an extra box of crunchies for you too, Parker Boll.” Teck Banner said. “A gift for you.” the mayor said, smiling as he handed Parker a small wooden box.


    “Thank you, sir.” Parker said, respectfully accepting the gift.


    “Welcome to Unyun.” the mayor said happily.


    The mayor’s wife, Luna, came in through the rear doorway. She was followed by their young daughter Becky, whose eyes lit up upon seeing Jake standing there in his frilly leather jacket and trousers. Jake had seen that look before. Young girls just seemed to be naturally attracted to him. It had been great when he was a teenager, but as he grew older the young ones continued to like him and girls his age, not so much. He had the same problem with older women, who sometimes looked at him like he was a piece of meat or a yummy chocolate covered cherry they could pluck into their mouths and consume. He’d had a few interesting encounters with older women in his life, but was embarrassed by his friends, who said he was cougar bait.


    “Hi, Jake.” Becky said, smiling slyly as she walked over to stand beside him, twirling her long brown hair absentmindedly with her finger.


    “Hey.” Jake replied with a small wave. He glanced over at the mayor and his wife, who were both looking appreciatively at their new undersuits, not paying attention.


    Jake felt a soft caress and a quick pinch on his butt. He looked at Becky, surprised. She was looking up at him and smiling.


    “I like your pants.” she said, softly. She was grinning at him.


    “Thanks.” he replied, trying to sound casual. He couldn’t do this. She was cute, but she was the mayor’s daughter, and definitely underage. Probably thirteen or fourteen years old, he thought, looking at the small swells of her breasts poking outward from beneath her light linen shirt. Was it getting warm in here? Were there laws against this here?


    “Thank you both so much.” Luna said, holding up her new undersuit, smiling.


    “You’re welcome.” Charles said.


    “Yeah, no problem.” Jake said, happy to turn his attention from the dangerous young girl.


    “Here’s your payment.” Teck Banner said, handing Jake and Charles each a small leather purse of coins and a box of crunchy treeky bars, as promised.


    “Thanks.” Jake said, slipping the purse into his trouser pocket.


    


    * * *


    


    They said goodbye to the mayor and his family, then went outside. Directly across the road was the picnic ground where they had sat yesterday, now mostly empty except for a few people sitting at tables near the road, and some farmers running food through the processor. Brother Kevin led them to the town’s general store, a medium-sized round dome with a large wooden sign hung above the door that read ‘Outfitters’.


    They went inside and saw a wide array of frontier gear arranged on wooden racks and shelves, like you might see at an old west trading outpost.


    Jake and Charles spent some time looking at things in the store. They each tried on boots until they found a pair that fit, and finished off their wardrobe essentials with some long underwear to keep them warm.


    Jake saw Parker Boll looking at a display of guns on one wall. He was momentarily alarmed by this, remembering Parker Boll advancing toward him with an ax, but he knew that Parker had no money to buy a gun, or anything, for that matter, not even boots. Jake knew that it was Parker’s choice not to sell his undersuit, but then the mayor only wanted to buy two anyway. If he were going to bury the hatchet with Parker, now was a good time to begin. Jake walked over to stand beside him at the gun wall.


    “Hey Parker.” Jake said.


    “Yeah?” Parker said, still staring at the guns.


    “I was just thinking you might want to buy some boots. Want me to lend you some money?” Jake asked.


    Parker turned to look at him, frowning. “That’d be real nice of you, but I don’t see any way I can pay you back.” Parker said.


    “Don’t worry about it.” Jake said, “I trust you.”


    Parker looked at him to see if he were pulling his leg. After what had happened this morning, this was the last thing he expected from Jake.


    “Okay Jake, thanks.” Parker said, smiling slightly.


    “It’s cool bro...” Jake said. “Us cryotes gotta stick together, right?”


    “Yeah, I guess so.” Parker said.


    “Hey, Jake...” Parker said, looking serious. “I have to say it again. I’m really sorry about this morning. I just lost my mind. It’s all this....” he gestured to indicate everything around him.


    Jake nodded. “I know, it’s cool. I understand.” Jake said.


    “I just feel really bad about it.” Parker said, frowning.


    “You just need to...you know.” Jake said, remembering what happened last time.


    Parker smiled. “Yeah, I know, chill out. And you’re right.” he said.


    Jake smiled. He was surprised at how well this was going, and was glad that he had taken the initiative in patching things up.


    “Yeah so, find yourself some boots and underwear if you need it, and you can pay me back whenever.” Jake said.


    “Thanks Jake.” Parker said, and gave Jake a friendly slap on the back as he walked over to look at the boots.


    Jake watched him go, still smiling when he noticed Brother Kevin looking at him. Kevin was smiling at Jake approvingly, like a proud father. He must have been listening to their conversation, Jake thought. Brother Kevin was a strange dude, but cool. Jake liked him a lot. How could he not? Jake resolved to talk to Brother Kevin some more when he had a chance, to find out what was really up with the dude.


    


    They spent some more time looking at the goods for sale, not really finding much of interest. There was a wide selection of farm tools, and all sorts of frontier household items like candles, kitchenware, and oil lanterns, none of which really interested them. The gun rack held an assortment of flintlock rifles and pistols, starting at fifty credits. There were also more medieval weapons on display, with a variety of wooden bows and crossbows. Even a small hand crossbow that Jake liked, but couldn’t really afford. Beside those were machetes, swords, and maces, with and without spikes. Beside the elaborate weapons display was an equally large display of medieval armor in several varieties ranging from simple hard leather vests to a full suit of chain mail armor.


    Charles walked up to stand beside Jake at the armor display.


    “It’s like the Middle Ages.” Charles said.


    “Yeah, I know.” Jake agreed.


    “Do you think we should be buying guns and armor for protection?” Charles asked.


    Jake shrugged. “I don’t know, should we?”


    “It seems to be the thing around here.” Charles said.


    Jake looked at the armor prices. Hardened leather armor was the most common thing he’d seen people wearing in town, often covered with metal studs. A full suit of that would cost him forty credits, or thirty for armor without metal studs. He could probably afford to buy one, but didn’t really see much point in spending all that money on an uncomfortable suit of leather armor.


    “I think we need more money.” Jake said.


    “Have you looked at those coins yet?” Charles asked.


    “No, why?”


    “The coins have holograms in them.” Charles said. “Here, look.”


    Charles handed him a metal coin that sparkled like a diamond. Looking at it, Jake could see the number five floating about an eighth of an inch above its surface, with an intricate design below, embedded within the coin. The design was ever so slightly animated, the lines twisting slowly and changing colors over time.


    “Wow, that’s pretty cool.” Jake said as he turned the coin over. The number remained standing up above the coin, facing him as he turned the coin, disappearing and reappearing as he turned it on edge.


    “Yeah, I thought you’d say that.” Charles said, grinning.


    Jake handed him back the coin.


    “How can we get more of these?” Jake asked.


    Charles chuckled softly.


    “That’s the question people have been asking since money was invented.” Charles said, smiling. “I wish I knew.”


    “Well, we should find out.” Jake said, “Maybe Brother Kevin can give us some ideas.”


    Charles nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”


    “I think I’ll hold off on buying any guns or armor yet. At least until I get more money.” Jake said.


    Charles nodded again. “Yeah, we probably don’t need it. Not much else worth buying here, though.”


    “Yeah, I know. Most of this stuff is for farming.” Jake said.


    “I’m going to check out.” Charles said, “You ready?”


    “Yeah, dude. I think so.” Jake said, and they walked over to pay for their goods.


    


    * * *


    


    Having finished their business in town, Brother Kevin drove them all back to the farm for lunch. They sat around the kitchen table eating spiced mushroom sandwiches, using real bread that Brother Kevin made himself. The sandwiches were filling, but left an odd aftertaste.


    Charles opened his box of crunchy treeky bars and had one for dessert. It was crunchy and delicious, and made Charles wish that he had eaten a couple more of these, instead of the spicy mushroom sandwich. Jake and Parker also broke out the treeky bars, sharing with Brother Kevin and Moosh as they talked around the table.


    “How can we get more credits?” Jake asked Brother Kevin.


    Brother Kevin smiled. “Credits!” he said. “The coins of the ancients. Some say they are the root of all evil.”


    Charles smiled and nodded. “They said that back in our time.”


    “And way before that.” Parker Boll added.


    “Are they the same now as they were then?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “No...” Charles said. “We had some plain metal coins, but the real money was made of paper bills.”


    Brother Kevin smiled. “Paper bills? That seems odd.”


    Charles nodded. “Yeah, I guess. But we used credit cards and computers too. More than real money, actually.”


    “Yeah, if you could get a credit card.” Jake said cynically, and Parker Boll nodded in agreement.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “The ancients also left credit sticks that work with the coins. People dig them up in the ruins.”


    “You mentioned that before...it’s how you got those old artifacts, right?” Charles asked.


    “Yah.” Brother Kevin agreed. “We go digging up at Shard Mountain sometimes. That’s how we found you. We were going to dig when we heard the noises coming from that place where you were sleeping.”


    “I’d like to go back there and talk to that computer hologram sometime.” Charles said.


    “Well,” Brother Kevin said, “It’s still early, so we could go today if you’d like. We could all do some digging too. I’d like to give that metal detector a try.”


    Charles looked at Jake and Parker, who both looked agreeable to the idea. It sounded more interesting than chopping wood all day.


    “Yeah, that sounds good.” Charles said, “Can we make money digging?”


    Brother Kevin nodded. “Many people spend their entire lives digging for ancient treasures. If you find a good place to dig, you might earn a fortune.”


    “So it’s like the Gold Rush.” Parker said.


    “What is that?” Brother Kevin asked.


    Parker Boll frowned slightly, as he tried to remember his history.


    “Way back before we were born, they discovered gold in the mountains, and people dropped everything and went west to dig for gold in the ground, hoping to get rich.” Charles and Jake both nodded, agreeing.


    Brother Kevin nodded, understanding. “Yah, it’s like that, and it has been since before I was born. Some say that everything worth digging has already been dug up, but people still dig, and still earn fortunes from what they find. So long as that continues, people will dig.”


    “Shard Mountain good for digging.” Moosh said.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “Yah, it is. Not many people go there to dig. It can be dangerous because of the shards, and some say the mountain is haunted by ghosts of the ancients.”


    “Is it?” Jake asked, smiling.


    Brother Kevin shrugged. “The only ghost we’ve seen is the one who watched you sleep, but we’ve never seen anything like that at the mountain.”


    “What about jobs?” Parker Boll asked, “Are there any normal jobs that people can do to get paid?”


    Brother Kevin paused to consider. “Yah, some of the bigger farms pay workers to tend the fields and take wagons to town. I think the gate guards also get paid in credits, and the Hunters.”


    “The Hunters are Unyun’s police force, right?” Parker asked.


    “Yah. They protect Unyun’s borders, and also put out fires.”


    “Fires too?” Parker said, smiling. “I hope they get paid well.”


    “They do.” Brother Kevin said, “They don’t make much in credits, from what I’ve heard, but the town gives them all the free food and drink they need. Some join the Hunters just for that reason.” Kevin added, smiling.


    “Heh, interesting.” Parker said, amused.


    “So we could get rich digging at Shard Mountain?” Jake asked.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “We could, or we might find nothing. But we’ve had good luck there so far.”


    “We should go then.” Jake said, “Do we need shovels?”


    “Yah, and picks. I have them in the tool shed.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Awesome, let’s go.” Jake said eagerly.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 9


    Synaptech


    


    It was a nice day to be outside, Charles thought, as he sat in the back of the hay wagon, watching the scenic view of rolling hills go by on their ride toward Shard Mountain.


    Charles didn’t normally get outside this much, preferring to stay indoors with the blinds drawn to block the sun from glaring on his computer screen, where he spent much of his time. He had built his life around that box, learning how to write programs and websites as a hobby at first, and then later as his sole income. He had a number of websites he put together, giving newbie instructions on how to do simple things with computers like changing hard drives or upgrading CPUs or video cards. It was almost embarrassingly simple stuff, but people wanted to know how to do it, and he could tell them. What was important though, were the banner advertisements he put on those web pages, because they earned him money over time. Not much money, but enough to support him and his tech gadget addiction. He spent much of his time playing games on the computer, with or against other people across the Internet. He had an 80th level wizard character who was the co-leader of a guild in one game, and with it came responsibilities he had to attend to daily, so that sometimes it seemed like a job. He wondered how the guild had fared under his former partner’s leadership, but didn’t really care as it seemed pretty meaningless now. He had lived in a dark cave, dimly lit by electronics and the glow of his computer screen. Being out in the sun now was actually a welcome change.


    The mountain grew larger as they approached, glittering in the sunlight from the many glass shards that covered its face, piling up more deeply toward the bottom. Charles tried to imagine why anyone would cover a mountain with glass in the first place? It was a mystery, but he’d like to know the answer. He’d like to know the answer to many things, and was looking forward to talking with the computer hologram again. He suspected that it knew how they got there...how they went from riding on a prison bus to waking up inside the metal tomb, five-hundred years later. He knew that it probably didn’t matter, since they were here now and there was no going back, but the question continued to nag at him. Why? Why would prisoners be put into suspended animation and left there? Why would the prison guard be with them?


    Charles recognized the road as the one they had followed back to Unyun from Synaptech. They were heading back there first, to talk to the hologram professor computer program.


    Brother Kevin pulled the wagon to a stop in the clearing where they’d found the atomic dune buggy, outside the entrance to the underground facility. It was easy to overlook, as it appeared to be just another grassy hill with shrubs and wildflowers growing on its roof, but someone had excavated the stairs that led down to the door that had sealed them in for centuries.


    Moosh volunteered to wait outside and keep watch in case of trouble. He was uncomfortable around the ancient place, and didn’t like the low ceilings. Jake also decided to stay outside, having no strong desire to revisit the metal tomb’s interior.


    Brother Kevin noted that there were new tracks in the dirt all around the stairwell, warning the cryotes to be on guard as they descended the stairs. The sturdy metal door was lying on the floor at the base of the stairwell, having been removed from its hinges during the break-in and pushed off to the side. They had walked past it while exiting, after passing through the fake hologram door that the computer erected in the missing door’s place. The doorway stood completely open now, with nothing blocking their entry.


    It took a moment to adjust to the dim light within the underground facility. The sound of their footsteps echoed on the metal floor as they walked down the main corridor toward the control room. There was no sign of the hologram professor this time, and Charles could see that someone had removed several metal panels from the corridor walls, exposing hidden pipes and conduits. Brother Kevin had his flintlock pistol in hand as he walked to the control room’s doorway, pausing briefly to look inside before continuing on to the end of the corridor. He peered down the stairs, listening for any signs of activity from the large room below. He stood there listening for a moment until satisfied that they were alone in the facility, then rejoined Charles and Parker at the control room doorway.


    They walked through the doorway, no longer blocked by the electrified metal door that had slammed shut the last time they were here. The door might have been a hologram all along, Charles thought. The AI had tried to trick them into thinking they were locked inside the facility, and locked Charles out of the control room, which it had called the ‘Maintenance Adminatory’, before slamming the door shut and electrifying it. Moosh had called its bluff, seeing through the fake hologram door to the outside world. Now they stood within the control room, surveying what was left. The place had obviously been stripped of anything that wasn’t bolted down, even more than it had been previously. The dashboard-like control panel beneath the wide viewing window had been destroyed by what looked like automatic gunfire, with a spray of bullet holes in a line across the shattered console. Directly across the room, another smaller console stood against the back wall, shaped like a metal podium. A small panel on its front was open, revealing a mass of glowing wires within the podium console’s interior.


    “Norman?” Brother Kevin called out. “Are you here?”


    Charles remembered the hologram professor telling Brother Kevin its name was Norman. He was surprised that Kevin remembered, as he had called it a ghost.


    They heard the voice of the hologram professor reply from hidden speakers in the ceiling. “You returned.” it said.


    “Yah. You said you wanted to talk.” Kevin said.


    Charles looked around the room, fixating on the podium console across from the control desk. He saw the glint of a glass panel on its angled top that looked like it might be a small video monitor, like the display on Brother Kevin’s metal detector.


    “I require assistance.” the professor’s voice said from all around them.


    “How can I help?” Brother Kevin replied.


    “I must speak with police or civil authorities. Are you able to contact them on my behalf?” Norman asked.


    Charles walked over to the podium panel, examining it. It was a small computer display, as he had thought, and appeared to be fully 3D. Inside the display, he could see various streams of moving data arranged in boxes like a flowchart, and in the corner he could see a tiny representation of the cartoon professor looking up at him, like a tiny genie in a bottle.


    Brother Kevin seemed unsure. He turned to look at Parker Boll, to see if he understood.


    “What is that?” Brother Kevin asked him.


    “What?” Parker said. “Oh, civil authority? I think he means government officials. Maybe FEMA.”


    Brother Kevin obviously didn’t know what FEMA meant, but he got the gist of what Parker was saying and nodded.


    “There are police in the town near here.” Kevin said to the ceiling. “Could I bring them a message for you?” Kevin asked.


    “Tell them that I require assistance and need to report multiple crimes against this facility. Ask them to send an officer to speak with me.” Norman said.


    Charles watched the tiny professor inside the podium as it spoke the words that they heard amplified through the sound system. There was a lot of data going by all around it, but Charles had no way of knowing what any of it meant.


    “I would be happy to deliver your message, but before we go, would you please answer some questions for my friends?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “I would prefer to speak with a police officer first.” the computer voice said. “Please deliver my message as a sign of good faith. Once I have spoken with police, I will attempt to answer questions.”


    Brother Kevin looked at Charles, unsure of how to respond. Charles shrugged.


    “Hold on a minute...” Parker Boll said, talking to the ceiling. “I’m a police officer, and I’m here now. What do you want to report?”


    “It’s very important that you return to your stasis pod at once.” Norman said emphatically. “Please return to your pod now.”


    “Shit.” Parker muttered, shaking his head.


    Charles looked back at the display and tried touching it, to see if it would respond like the metal detector. He was pleased to see that it did, and he was able to select the different boxes on the flowchart.


    “Don’t touch that!” the computer voice shrieked, shocking them all. Charles jerked his hand away as the display panel flared bright white, blinding him like a camera flash. He stumbled backward, afraid it would shoot lighting at him, as he’d seen it do the last time he was here.


    “Sorry!” Charles cried out.


    “Please return to your pod at once. You cannot survive outside this facility.”


    “What do you mean, I can’t survive?!” Charles yelled at the ceiling, frustrated.


    “Basals are designated nonentities by law, and cannot survive autonomously without specialized life support and maintenance provided by the pods in this facility.” Norman said.


    Charles was confused. On the one hand he knew that he was surviving okay outside his pod, except for some occasional headaches. On the other hand, maybe those headaches had something to do with this? He didn’t trust the AI, as it had already proven to be a trickster and a liar, but what if this stuff about basals were true? Should he be worried, or assume the computer was lying, or at least incorrect in its insistence that he couldn’t survive outside his pod?


    Brother Kevin cleared his throat and spoke up again.


    “Norman, I can promise you that I will pass on your message to the police, but I want you to know that the world has changed a lot since the great wars.”


    “How has the world changed?” Norman asked.


    “I can only tell you what I know, because it happened long before I was born.” Brother Kevin said.


    “There was a great war that scorched the land. The ancient cities burned and fell. All that remains from the old world are ruins and places like this that were buried underground.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” the computer voice asked.


    “Because if I were in your place, I would want to know the truth.” Brother Kevin said.


    “I want to know the truth, but I don’t trust you.” Norman said. “Can you prove that what you say is true?”


    “I can only tell you what I know.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Will you leave the basals here where they belong?” Norman asked.


    “These men are not prisoners or slaves.” Brother Kevin said, “They can decide if they want to stay.”


    “That is incorrect.” Norman replied quickly. “All basal units here are the legal property of the Synaptech Corporation. Removing them from this facility puts them at risk of rapid synaptic degeneration, and may cause them to cease functioning at any time. All basals should return to their pods for maintenance.”


    Brother Kevin looked at Charles and Parker with a look of frustration. He wasn’t really getting anywhere talking to Norman. Charles and Parker were both disturbed by the implications of what Norman had said, but had no way of knowing the truth.


    They decided to leave. Charles paused at the door before leaving to make one final attempt at reasoning with the artificial intelligence. He asked several questions about how they came to sleep in the tomb in the first place, but the AI refused to answer, insisting that it must speak with the police first before answering any further questions.


    Disappointed, they went outside to rejoin Jake and Moosh and get on with their digging expedition to Shard Mountain. Brother Kevin would pass on the message to the Hunters at Hunter Hall, though Charles doubted that a visit from the Hunters would satisfy the hologram professor’s need to speak with a real police officer.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 10


    Shard Mountain


    


    Brother Kevin guided the wagon off the ancient dirt road as they neared the base of Shard Mountain. They drove across a field of shrubs and small trees that might once have been a parking lot, before nature reduced it to a field of gravel that made a crunchy noise as the wagon’s wooden wheels ground over the stones. Interspersed among the trees, they could see the remains of ancient streetlights that drooped and sagged like candy canes, some dipping all the way to the ground to form arches that were covered over with dead vines.


    They came across the first shards there, remnants of a great avalanche of glass that had thundered down the mountain sometime in the past. The shards were thick, made of a clear glass-like material that was at least two feet thick, and some were so large that they dwarfed the wagon, making it seem small and insignificant among the gargantuan pieces of broken glass. A long dark wall of metal rose from the ground at the base of the mountain, which served as the ancient glass dome’s base. Large splinters of glass lined its rim, jutting upward toward the sky and holding back the bulk of the avalanche. Many of the shards had fallen over the rim, forming large ramps in places, going over the wall. Brother Kevin guided the wagon to a stop near one of these ramps that had a slight incline, and they prepared to go the rest of the way on foot.


    They gathered their picks and shovels and started up the glass ramp, which was disturbingly transparent. Charles looked down past his own reflection to the jumbled shards below them, imagining himself being torn to ribbons if he were to slip and fall. He was glad that he had new boots as he walked carefully up the wide, smooth ramp.


    Brother Kevin urged them all to walk with care as they crested the metal wall into the region where the shards were the thickest, as they formed a wide circle around the base of the mountain. The ramp they were on continued up to a tapering point, like a diving board into the sea of glass. They turned off, crossing onto another large shard that Brother Kevin assured them was safe to walk on, having gone this way several times before. They walked from one shard to the next, crossing an uneven bridge of glass over the sea of shards until finally descending back to solid ground in a narrow corridor between tall piles of broken glass.


    Everywhere Charles looked, long daggers of glass poked in every direction. He had to watch his step, as some were partially buried underground, threatening to slice off his foot if he stepped the wrong way. They followed closely behind Kevin and Moosh through the maze of shards, sometimes walking beneath them as they formed great glass arches over their heads. Kevin was leading them to a place where he’d seen signs of an ancient building that was destroyed, where he and Moosh had found most of the artifacts they’d collected. The shards thinned out somewhat as they made their way higher up the hill, and snow was still visible in places where deep drifts had formed between the shards. There were bushes and evergreen trees interspersed among the shards, and signs of life in the tracks of small rodents and nearly transparent beetle-like insects that lived among the glass.


    They reached the site where a large dome, similar to the ones in Unyun, lay crushed beneath several massive shards like a broken egg, spilling its contents down the hill in a trail of partially buried rubble. This is where they had decided to dig, Brother Kevin said, pointing to several shallow holes that he and Moosh had dug at random.


    Charles suggested that he should use the metal detector here, and Brother Kevin happily agreed, excited at the thought of digging less randomly. The others stood by waiting as Charles and Brother Kevin fiddled with the device, setting it to detect iron as Charles had done back at the farm. Charles found a source of iron right away, less than a foot below the ground. Moosh used his large shovel to clear away the topsoil, unearthing a short piece of metal that looked like a crowbar with a wide metal ring on one end. It didn’t have any buttons to activate, and seemed like an ordinary piece of metal, though surprisingly not rusted. Moosh stored the item in a thick leather sack, and they continued searching.


    Charles continued to assist Brother Kevin with the device, making suggestions on how it could be better tuned to find valuable artifacts until Kevin finally handed the device to him, putting him in charge of artifact detection. Charles tried searching for gold, reasoning that high-end electronics might use gold for better conductivity, as they did in some computer parts in the past. He found trace amounts that led to the discovery of several pieces of jewelry, but no electronics. He continued to tune the device, trying many different types of metals at random, as the others began to grow impatient, waiting for him to point out the treasure. He tried using combinations of iron and aluminum and got several hits beneath shallow earth, marking them for the others to dig before resuming his experimentation with the device. Every place that he marked, they found something buried. Often it was just junk or twisted metal, but they also found a collection of strange artifacts that might be valuable, storing them away for later examination.


    Brother Kevin was very excited at how well the digging was going, thanking Charles repeatedly as more artifacts were unearthed. Jake and Parker were also excited at the prospect of selling these items, or maybe finding something that was truly useful, like the metal detector. The best find was a sealed aluminum suitcase they opened to reveal several intact tech gadgets of unknown purpose. They were all in high spirits as they finished for the day, having spent several hours digging among the shards. They gathered their things and started back the way they came, planning to return the next day for more digging.


    


    * * *


    


    After making their way back through the twisting path between the shards and crossing back over the glass ramps, they returned to the gravel field where the wagon was parked near some trees at the base of the mountain.


    Brother Kevin came to a sudden stop as he was confronted by a large white mutant bear walking toward them from the trees. The bear immediately reared up on its hind legs and roared upon seeing them. It stood towering over them, covered in bony armored plates and sporting a set of long sharp horns on its head, like a bull. Brother Kevin froze, not wanting to provoke the beast, but Moosh roared back at it, holding his oversized arms up above his head in a threatening display. He might have been trying to scare it off, but the beast seemed to accept the challenge and lowered its head to charge.


    Moosh stood his ground, reaching back to retrieve his giant sword from his back as he waited to meet the charging mutant bear.


    “Run!” Parker Boll shouted, not waiting to see if anyone followed as he ran back the way they’d come.


    Charles watched him go, stuck in place, when Jake grabbed him, yanking him in the direction that Parker had run. “Dude!” he yelled, looking fearfully toward the monstrous bear as it charged straight toward them, with only Moosh standing between them and its deadly horns.


    Charles tried to run with Jake and almost tripped as his legs surged with adrenaline, moving faster than he could control reliably. They ran back toward the dark metal wall, where trees grew between the outer shards, looking for a place to hide.


    A gunshot rang out as Brother Kevin fired his flintlock pistol at the bear, moving around to the side, out of the charging beast’s path. The metal ball struck harmlessly, lodging in one of the the beast’s thick armored plates.


    Moosh swung his mighty sword in a wide arc, like a baseball player swinging to hit a home run. He stepped to the side as he swung, like a bullfighter, dodging the beast’s deadly horns and landing a solid blow to its armored shoulder. The sword broke through the thick bony armor, sending a chunk of it flying. The beast roared again as it swung its head to the side, attempting to gore Moosh with its horns, while simultaneously swiping at him with its long claws. Moosh avoided the horns, but was caught by the claws that raked across his ribs, shredding his fur cloak. His own armored hide protected him from being eviscerated, but the scratches were deep, and he grunted in pain as he tried to get behind the beast.


    Charles was watching from behind a nearby tree, terrified. He wished there was something he could do, but they were unarmed, except for their picks and shovels. He looked at his pick, wondering if it were enough to penetrate the beast’s hide and if he should run out there and try it, but quickly dismissed the notion as pure insanity. Jake was standing next to him, watching as Brother Kevin moved quickly to reload his flintlock pistol for another shot.


    Moosh swung his mighty sword again at the beast’s flank, chopping into its armored hind leg and causing the bear to roar in pain as it whirled around, trying to impale the mutant warrior with its horns. Moosh dodged, trying to stay behind the beast, but it was determined to get hold of him as it swiped quickly with its claws, connecting and knocking him off balance. Moosh drew back to swing his sword again, but the bear was upon him, pushing him off his feet. He crashed to the ground beside a sharp glass spike that might have impaled him if he’d fallen any closer. Moosh’s sword fell to the ground, clattering against the base of a tall shard.


    The bear lunged, landing on top of Moosh as he struggled to get back up. It bore down with its horns, aiming for his chest, as its claws grasped at his body, attempting to pull him into a deadly bear hug.


    Brother Kevin bravely ran out to protect his friend, pistol in hand. The bear’s horns gouged into Moosh’s armored chest, drawing blood as it hugged him closer, pulling him into the horns.


    Moosh roared in pain, grabbing the horns with both hands and using his immense strength to hold back the bear’s head from goring him further, as Brother Kevin stepped up beside them, looking for an opening. He leveled the flintlock at the beast and fired, striking it in its unprotected ear, the metal ball penetrating into its skull.


    The beast let go of Moosh, and began thrashing left and right, as crimson blood sprayed out from its ear, soaking its armored hide. It roared in pain, raising its head in the air.


    Moosh struggled to get out from under the beast, smashing it with his club-like fists as it thrashed above him. He was knocked down again, as the beast lunged to keep hold of him, filled with rage and pain. Brother Kevin was crouched off to the side, reloading again. Flintlocks were only good for one shot at a time, and reloading them was a complicated task that required him to place a wad of gunpowder and a round bullet in the barrel and tap it down with a short metal rod before firing.


    Charles was surprised to see Jake run past him brandishing his pickaxe. He ran straight up to the beast’s rear end, swinging the pick over his head with both hands, like he were splitting a log, plunging its spiked head deep into the beast’s rear flank. The bear roared again in pain, twisting away from Jake, tearing the pick from his hands as it remained embedded in the bear’s armored posterior. Disarmed, Jake retreated to a safe distance. He’d done all he could to help.


    Moosh continued to struggle, rising first to his knees, and then to his feet, as the bear continued to scratch at him with its claws, trying to hug the life out of him. He raised his arm and brought it down hard in a diagonal blow to the creatures neck, cracking its neck armor. He struck again in the same spot, and again, causing blood to spurt from the wound as he drove the cracked armor plates like daggers into the soft flesh below.


    Brother Kevin finished reloading and was waiting for an opening as Moosh continued to pummel the bear with his giant fists, ignoring his own wounds. The bear broke off, letting go of the pink giant and attempted to flee. Brother Kevin fired his flintlock, the bullet ricocheting harmlessly off the beast’s hide, pinging off one of the large shards.


    The bear ran several steps and fell, bleeding profusely. Moosh lumbered slowly after the beast, wheezing. He, too, was bleeding from multiple wounds on his chest and torso, but not nearly so much as the bear. He reached down and retrieved his sword that was lying on the ground. The bear was trying to get up as Moosh plunged the sword into its shoulder, pushing its sharp tip deep into the animal’s body. He fell to one knee as he drove the sword deeper, seeking the beast’s heart. Its growls turned to gurgles as blood sprayed from its mouth and nose. Moosh was still wheezing and looked exhausted from the battle, but he continued to hold on to the sword with both hands, twisting it deeper until at last the beast lay still. Brother Kevin fired another shot into its unarmored ear as a final precaution, then rushed to his giant friend’s side. Moosh limped a few steps away from the dead bear and collapsed on the ground, gasping for air. His chest was heaving and nose slits flaring as he tried to breathe.


    The three cryotes came out of hiding and approached the fallen giant as Brother Kevin leaned over him, holding a small glass vial for Moosh to inhale.


    “Relax, old friend.” Brother Kevin said. “Take deep breaths.”


    “Is he okay?” Charles asked, concerned.


    “He will be...” Brother Kevin said, “Once he’s able to breathe.”


    Moosh lifted his hands to his face, cupping them over his mouth and nose as Brother Kevin continued to hold the vial for him to inhale.


    “You saved us, brother.” Brother Kevin said, softly stroking Moosh’s bony forehead as a father might do with a sick child.


    “Holy shit Moosh, that was awesome!” Jake said, grinning.


    Parker Boll stood holding his shovel and looking uncomfortable, glancing around as if expecting another mutant bear to attack them at any moment.


    They waited as Moosh spent time recovering, inhaling from the vial that helped him breathe, until he was able to sit up. Brother Kevin used Moosh’s torn cloak as a bandage, wrapping it tightly around the pink giant’s ribs and chest. The wounds were mostly superficial and not life-threatening, but would likely add to Moosh’s collection of scars.


    Once fully recovered, Moosh stood up and examined the slain bear. He rolled it over onto its belly, running his hands along its bony carapace. He leaned down and sniffed at the bloody hole in its armored shoulder, then looked at Brother Kevin. “Barbecue.” he said in his deep gravelly voice. His lips pulled back to form a gruesome grin.


    Brother Kevin smiled.


    “Can you lift it?” Brother Kevin asked, glancing toward the wagon.


    Moosh nodded, still grinning as he grabbed hold of the bear’s front paws and began to drag it toward the wagon, its bony plates grinding across the gravel field.


    “Wow, really?” Jake said, smiling. “Bear steaks?”


    “Yah!” Brother Kevin replied happily, as they followed Moosh to the wagon.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 11


    Yaybos


    


    Brother Kevin brought the wagon around back, near the bunkhouse, to unload the bear carcass. Kevin insisted that Moosh go inside to clean up his wounds before doing anything with the bear, pausing to ask Parker and Jake if they could unload the bear themselves.


    “We’ll give it a shot.” Jake said, giving Parker a friendly nudge as he volunteered him for work. Parker glanced at him, seeing his smile and couldn’t help smiling himself.


    “Yep, we’ll get it down.” Parker said, and gave Jake a friendly slap on the back. It was almost hard to believe that just this morning they had been locked in deadly combat just across the yard by the woodpile.


    Charles watched as the two of them struggled to pull the heavy body down from the wagon. Moosh had made it seem easy with his freakish mutant strength, but Jake and Parker had to work at it. Charles pitched in to help, and the three of them managed to unload the carcass.


    “Hello neighbors!” A gruff voice called from the front yard.


    Jake looked and saw two people dressed in frilly leather outfits, like old time mountain trappers, walking toward them from the road. They were both wearing fuzzy fur hats, and carrying flintlock rifles casually slung over their shoulders. The man was short and portly, with long red hair that hung over his face, while his female companion was average height and unusually thin, with long black braids that hung down over her shoulders. They were both smiling and waving as they walked up to greet the three cryotes standing beside the dead mutant bear.


    “It’s good to finally meet you.” the man said, smiling. “I be Ozzy, and this be Ayna, and we be neighbors from over there.” he said, pointing up the road toward Shard Mountain.


    “Hello.” Parker Boll said, offering to shake Ozzy’s hand. Ozzy accepted his handshake, gripping Parker’s hand in his furry mitt. Ozzy was covered in long red hair. It hung off his face and hands like a long-haired golden retriever. Parker looked down at the furry hand as Ozzy withdrew it, seeing that even his palms were furry. He had felt it during the handshake.


    The cryotes introduced themselves, shaking hands with Ozzy and Ayna, the neighbors from over there.


    “Wowie, that’s a nice one.” Ayna said, looking at the bear carcass appreciatively.


    “Ayup. It sure is!” Ozzy said. “We saw you rolling down the road with that in back. Had to come see.”


    “You get that up by Shard Mountain?” Ayna asked.


    “Yeah, Moosh killed it.” Jake said.


    “Ayup, he would.” Ozzy said, grinning through his long hair.


    “I think I saw this one last summer.” Ayna said, still admiring the dead bear. “We was going to try and trap it.”


    “Ayup.” Ozzy agreed. “Good thing we didn’t. Probably snap two traps, this one’s so big.”


    “Ayup.” Ayna said, “It’s got bigger, for sure.”


    “You boys get any shots in er?” Ozzy asked, looking at Jake.


    Jake shook his head. “No, we don’t have guns.”


    “Pretty brave, going up there with no guns.” Ayna said, surprised.


    “We didn’t think we needed guns.” Jake said, “But we’re getting some tomorrow.”


    Charles and Parker both nodded in agreement. They had discussed this on the ride home, and all three agreed that it would be wise to obtain guns and leather armor as soon as possible. Now they understood why many of the people they encountered wore leather armor and carried guns. There were monsters out there, and they needed to be prepared if they were going to continue digging for artifacts at Shard Mountain.


    “That’s good, but do you know how to shoot?” Ozzy asked.


    “Yeah.” Jake said, looking at Charles and Parker, who both looked back at him like he was crazy. “I mean, no, not really.” Jake added.


    “I can shoot.” Parker said confidently. “I’ve just never shot a flintlock before.”


    “How about you?” Ayna asked, looking at Charles.


    “I shot a BB gun once.” Charles said weakly.


    “Well, you just need some practice.” Ozzy said.


    “Hey,” Ozzy said, “Why don’t you three come over tomorrow, once you get your guns? We got some targets set up, and I could show you how to load yer guns so they don’t blow yer face off.”


    “Thanks dude, that would be awesome.” Jake said, smiling.


    “Maybe you can tell us some funny stories about the ancients.” Ayna said, excitedly.


    Charles grinned. “Like the one about the three ancients who went up to Shard Mountain with no guns?” he joked.


    Ayna and Ozzy both laughed. “Ayup, that’s a funny one already.” Ayna said, and her furry husband agreed.


    


    * * *


    


    Brother Kevin and Moosh came out to greet the visiting neighbors, and they all shared in recounting the story of the epic fight between Moosh and the mutant bear. Jake was proud of his part, where he bravely ran out to fight the bear with his pickaxe, wounding and distracting the beast, while Moosh retrieved his sword for the killing stab. It didn’t quite happen that way, but it was close enough that no one disagreed. Parker Boll recalled how useless he had felt, holding only a shovel, vowing that he wouldn’t be caught unprepared like that again if he could help it.


    Jake and Charles watched as Parker helped Moosh and Ozzy hang the carcass from a sturdy tree limb near the outhouse. Parker had been a deer hunter before becoming a cryote, and had experience in cleaning and butchering a carcass, though never something so large. It was something familiar to him, though, and he was happy to help. Jake and Charles, on the other hand, could only stand and watch, staying out of the way.


    Moosh brought out a large wooden barrel and two wooden tubs, setting one of the tubs below the hanging bear before slicing open its belly with a long sharp knife, carefully cutting between the armored plates from neck to groin. Moosh then used both hands to spread open the cavity, allowing much of its innards to pour out into the wooden tub.


    “Gross!” Jake said, grimacing, as Charles lurched toward the outhouse feeling like he needed to vomit.


    Ozzy chuckled. “We’re just getting started here.” he said, pointing to the second tub and barrel.


    Charles ran into the outhouse, donating his lunch to the creature that lived below the seat. He heard the sloshing sound of its movement below, and vomited again until there was nothing left. He emerged from the outhouse to see the second tub being filled with bits that were still connected and needed to be cut loose, and quickly looked away. He’d never seen anything like this except in horror movies, and liked to think of meat as something that came neatly cut and wrapped in plastic at the grocery store. Brother Kevin asked if he would rather go inside to look at artifacts while he prepared dinner, and Charles happily agreed.


    Jake stayed outside to watch, fascinated, as they continued to clean out the bear’s innards, and then moved on to skinning the beast, which turned out to be fairly difficult. They needed to pry and peel off each armored plate, placing them in a pile for some later use. It was too late to butcher it, as the sun was dipping low behind Shard Mountain, but they made plans to finish it together in the morning, to be followed by a bear steak barbecue feast.


    Brother Kevin came back out to thank Ozzy and Ayna for coming by, and invited them to come back tomorrow, and to tell their yaybo friends.


    “Us yaybos got to stick together.” Ozzy had said, smiling, and Brother Kevin agreed wholeheartedly.


    The neighbors returned home before dinner, carrying a wooden tub of innards between them to feed to their bockers.


    


    * * *


    


    A short while later they were gathered in Brother Kevin’s kitchen eating leftover mushroom stew for dinner. Charles was growing increasingly disappointed with the bland taste of giant mushrooms and attempted to spice up his stew by crumbling a crunchy treeky bar into the bowl, like crackers over soup. At this rate, the box of treeky bars wouldn’t last long, but he was enjoying it while it lasted. Jake and Parker did the same with their stew, again sharing their treeky bars with Kevin and Moosh.


    Brother Kevin said that the taste reminded him of a homemade treeky kern broth he had made two years earlier, when he had a surplus crop from the farm. It had taken the equivalent of six pots of kerns run through the processor to make one pot of treeky broth. It had tasted wonderful as a base for his meat and mushroom stew, but made him feel guilty over the waste of food that the processor consumed as part of its operation. This year, he had chosen to go all natural, planting only a small garden to feed Moosh and himself, without using the processor at all. Charles couldn’t understand why he would forgo using the processor when the food that it produced tasted so good, thinking that it was probably worth it, despite the waste.


    


    The three cryotes slept comfortably that night in the bunkhouse, kept warm by the wood stove. It had been an amazing and enlightening day, and this was their third night sleeping in the bunkhouse.


    They woke early the next morning, and had breakfast with Brother Kevin and Moosh. They began to fall into a routine as Jake and Parker went to chop wood together, while Charles stayed inside to examine the artifacts they’d found on the previous day’s digging. They planned to go into town before noon to trade artifacts and go shopping again, while Moosh stayed behind to butcher the bear with Ozzy.


    Charles was able to identify a few of the items through trial and error, by searching for hidden battery compartments and using the single charged power cell they had available for testing. Brother Kevin informed him that the artifact dealer in town was very picky on anything he bought, and required a working demonstration before he would buy anything. That ruled out the majority of the things they’d found, which were either broken or too complex for Charles to activate.


    The working items he did identify included a metal cane that transformed into an umbrella at the press of a button, and a sturdy wedge shaped device that looked like a door stop and extended like a hydraulic jack when activated. A small cylinder that looked like the eyepiece of a telescope allowed him to see the world in black and white when he looked through it, and there was another small device that looked like a TV remote control with six large buttons that beeped and lit up when pressed.


    “I call shotgun.” Parker Boll said, then climbed up to sit in the front of the wagon with Brother Kevin for the ride into town.


    “Maybe we can buy some reindeer too.” Jake said to Charles as they climbed into the back of the wagon.


    “Stagles.” Charles said, “We’d have to learn to ride them first.”


    “How hard could it be?” Jake said with a crooked grin, as he settled into his corner at the back of the wagon.


    “A car would be better.” Charles said wistfully, and Jake agreed. Charles then spent the rest of the ride listening to Jake complain about not being able to keep that sweet atomic dune buggy he had driven into town when they arrived.


    


    * * *


    


    Brother Kevin cautioned the cryotes to let him do the talking, as they entered the artifact dealer’s dome to sell their artifacts. It was a medium-sized dome, with a wooden sign over the front door that read ‘Kreeks Anteeks’. The interior was the typical half dome shape, with a wooden wall of logs dividing the dome in two. The round walls were lined with wooden shelves, overflowing with dusty items from the past, and several tables in the main room were also littered with various items for sale. The bald shopkeeper sat leaning back in a comfortable chair, behind a long wooden counter against the flat wall. He was busy tinkering with some device in his lap when they came in, poking it with a glowing pen that sent out sparks as he tapped it. Brother Kevin said hello, and the bald man looked up, fixating on the cryotes.


    “Welcome!” the man said excitedly, placing the items he was holding on the counter and walking around to greet them. “I’ve been expecting you! Ever since I heard there were new cryotes in town, I knew you’d be coming around to visit. What are you looking for?”


    Brother Kevin held up his hand in a calming gesture. “It’s alright Kreek, we’re just here to sell some things. Not looking to buy anything yet.”


    Well, if you’re selling, then maybe we can trade?” Kreek countered.


    “Maybe, but first we need to take care of some other things.” Brother Kevin replied.


    Kreek looked at Charles, raising his bushy eyebrows. “Holocrystals?” he said, smiling slyly. Charles looked confused.


    “Alternity Chips?” he added, looking at Charles expectantly.


    Charles shrugged. “What are they?” he asked.


    Kreek frowned slightly and tried to explain. “Dream crystals, you know? You’ll want a projector as well, I hope. I have one that I’ve been saving...”


    “Let’s see what we can trade first.” Brother Kevin interrupted, stepping between Charles and the shopkeeper and guiding him gently toward the counter.


    Kreek went with him, and Brother Kevin began to lay items on the counter for him to inspect.


    “Take a look around, and if you need help, just ask!” Kreek said loudly before settling down to haggle with Brother Kevin over the items they’d found at Shard Mountain.


    Charles looked around at the various tables and shelves crammed with items. Most of the things he saw looked like small home appliances. Things you’d find in the kitchen, like toasters and blenders and microwave ovens, only these weren’t those things...they were things from the future. Charles saw something called a plasma blender that looked almost like a normal kitchen blender with no blades inside, and an automatic cutting board that would neatly slice anything you put on it. Looking around more, he found a shelf filled with robot parts, including arms, legs, torsos, and heads, with an array of interchangeable attachments and upgrades. It was all very expensive, according to the price tags, and Charles didn’t see anything in the store worth less than a hundred credits. Most things cost five-hundred or more. He realized that they would need to do a lot more digging before he could afford to go shopping here. He continued to look at things, trying not to get too excited, since he probably wouldn’t be able to buy anything.


    He started to geek out inside when he came to a table with portable computers, like notebooks or netbooks. There were four different models, but no way to tell what they could do. He looked at the prices and sighed, as the cheapest one cost eight-hundred credits, and the next one twice that. One computer seemed to be a virtual encyclopedia. An encyclopedia of the future, Charles thought. Something like that would be extremely useful to him, to answer many of the questions he had of what happened while they were asleep. That one cost two-thousand credits. They would need to do a lot more digging, he thought again, disappointed.


    Brother Kevin finished haggling, accepting his payment in ancient credits, and then turning over five spent power cells for recharging, to pick them up later when fully charged. Brother Kevin then expressed his disappointment with how little the shopkeeper had given him, using that as an easy excuse to make a quick exit. He promised to return tomorrow to pick up his power cells, and possibly do some shopping, when they had more time and credits to spare. The cryotes followed Brother Kevin outside, waving goodbye to the shopkeeper, who called after them to come back soon.


    “I must tell you...” Brother Kevin said, “Seefus Kreek is a good man, but he loves nothing more than the ancient coins. Most of his customers come from the wealthy plantations of Unyun, and can afford to pay his high prices. He charges too much and pays too little, but he is the only artifact dealer in town. Better deals can be made elsewhere.”


    “Where?” Charles asked, intrigued.


    “Many places. But the best near here would be Carrindale. It’s a ruined city to the south, where you’d find dealers at the market bazaar, and the Rebuilders’ camp. That’s where I would go.”


    “Can you take us there?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin paused to consider.


    “I had planned to take a trip down to Carrindale sometime this summer, after the rains. I wouldn’t want to bring the wagon, though.” Brother Kevin said, hesitantly.


    “Could we buy stagles?” Jake asked.


    “Let’s get your guns and armor first, and then we’ll see what’s left.” Brother Kevin said.


    The three cryotes agreed, and they walked together to the outfitters dome that they’d visited yesterday. Brother Kevin helped them each choose a suit of leather armor and flintlock pistols. They also bought loading kits that included ramrods and powder horns for reloading, and some other little doodads that went with flintlock maintenance.


    Charles was surprised at how complicated these things were, and was happy that they would be getting lessons from Kevin’s neighbors on how to shoot and reload. They each bought a gun belt with holster, and a sack of round bullets. They took the time to get outfitted in their new armor, strapping on their gun belts to make sure everything fit.


    Their transformation from silver suited cryotes to gun toting Unyunites was complete as they walked out of the outfitters dressed in their new armor and gun belts.


    Buying stagles, it turned out, would have to wait until they made some more money. A good price for a stagle that was already trained would cost them two-hundred credits each. It was possible to buy a stagle for fifty credits, but Brother Kevin assured them that cheap, untrained stagles wouldn’t be good for beginners. Another good day of digging though, and they’d each have enough to buy one, and maybe saddles too.


    Charles asked Brother Kevin if they sold computers in Carrindale, and were they as expensive? Yes, they almost definitely did, and prices would likely be half of what they’d seen at Kreeks Anteeks. This was good news to Charles, but also a bit disappointing because he wanted one now, not someday in the future, after the rains came and went, however long that took.


    They stopped at the infirmary so Brother Kevin could say hello to Healer Parcy and her daughter Penny, inviting them both to come by his farm this afternoon for the barbecue. Parcy was happy to see that no one was injured, and thanked him for inviting her, promising to stop by for a little while before dinner. Penny was also looking forward to visiting Brother Kevin’s farm. Charles liked Penny. She seemed like a sweet girl, the way she helped her mother, and he thought she was very cute with her celery colored skin and strawberry blonde hair, but whenever she looked at him he felt like he was getting a headache. It was strange because he felt the same way when her mother looked at him, though not so much lately. It was funny that they’d seen the healer every day since awakening, and she still gave him that funny probing look like she were trying to determine if they were somehow responsible for the great war that poisoned the earth long ago. Penny also gave him that look, but hers seemed more like simple curiosity.


    Charles saw Jake looking at Penny and smiling. Jake waved to her across the room and she looked away, pretending not to see him. She had smiled at Charles though, before he himself looked away, not wanting her to think he was staring.


    They said goodbye, and Penny kissed Brother Kevin on the cheek as she always did before they left. She had bright blue eyes like Brother Kevin, and it struck Charles then that they might be related. Was Brother Kevin her father? He could see Brother Kevin and Healer Parcy making a good couple, as they were both earthy hippie types. They also seemed to be very good friends going back many years, so he thought it was entirely possible.


    Parker Boll called shotgun again, and they rode back to Brother Kevin’s farm. It was mid-morning now, and Ozzy and Moosh were finishing up with the butchering in the barn. There was a huge pile of meat laid out on the table in various cuts, including a small stack of steaks that Moosh was eager to put on the barbecue.


    Ozzy’s wife, Ayna, came out to greet them as they pulled up, whistling loudly in appreciation as the cryotes climbed down from the wagon dressed in their new leather armor and gun belts. She congratulated them on their choice of armor, which was similar to what she was wearing underneath her frilly leather blouse, telling them that it might make a big difference the next time something tried to bite into them, as if that was a typical everyday occurrence.


    Ozzy came over to admire their new flintlock pistols, as Moosh went to stoke the fire that was already burning in the large stone-lined grill pit. Brother Kevin and Ayna watched as Ozzy explained the basics of loading and firing a flintlock, which, it turned out, was a fairly complicated ten step process. The three cryotes paid close attention as he explained it to them, demonstrating with his own flintlock rifle, which worked the same way as the pistols. Ozzy watched closely as each of the cryotes went through the steps in turn, until they were all loaded and ready to fire. Brother Kevin pointed to a target in the yard that he sometimes used for practice, and they took turns shooting and reloading for some time.


    All three had trouble remembering the order of steps, but Ozzy assured them that with practice it would come naturally. He repeated the steps as they went through them, shouting them out like a drill instructor. Pan, powder, patch, ball, push, knife, ramrod, prime, cock, fire!


    Charles had seen Brother Kevin go through these steps with a fluid motion that came from much practice, during the fight against the bear, which now seemed even more impressive considering the pressure he was under, and the complexity of the task. Charles nearly dropped his pistol the first time he fired it, flinching in surprise from the recoil. He completely missed the target, but would hit it off-center on his next two shots. Practice is what they needed, Ozzy told them, and lots of bullets and spare powder.


    


    Other neighbors began to arrive, as the sweet smell of barbecued bear steaks wafted out from the grill pit, where Moosh presided over the cooking with Brother Kevin assisting. Many of the neighbors brought gifts of food or drinks for the barbecue, mostly drinks, in small wooden barrels of home brewed beer or wine. Brother Kevin’s farm was located near the western border of Unyun, away from the major plantations. The people who lived nearby were mostly trappers and independent small farmers like Brother Kevin, and were collectively known as yaybos, loosely translating to independents.


    There was a special council of farmers that helped govern Unyun, consisting of a member from each of the twenty large plantations. Yaybo farmers had no voice in Unyun’s government, except as citizens who could vote in general voting decisions. Unyun was a sort of democratic republic, with a ruling council of three elected officials, whose votes each counted as one, with another vote from the Farmer’s council, and finally, the combined vote of the people making up the fifth vote in any decisions. The townspeople gathered at the Town Hall to vote on things frequently, as nearly all major decisions that affected the town were put to a public vote, but many argued that the yaybo farmers and trappers should have more of a voice in government, at least equal to the council of wealthy plantation owners. It was a favored topic that came up many times that afternoon during the course of conversation as they feasted on bear steaks and ribs.


    The yaybos were a hearty group of people, like the pioneers, who viewed the wealthy plantation owners and their families as being soft and disconnected from the harsher aspects of life. Many of the plantation farmers had electricity, and some even had live metal robot servants to do their work for them. It was said that some of the farmers who sat on the council might never have lifted a farm tool in the past twenty years. Despite the obvious discontent among the yaybos, it didn’t seem to bother them that much...not to the point of revolution or anything so drastic. They were mostly happy with the way things were run, and talk of changing the system was by working within it, to convince the Elder Council and the people to vote for change. It was just a matter of time.


    When Healer Parcy arrived with her daughter Penny, there was whispering among some of the yaybos. Healer Parcy was one of the three people who made up the Elder Council, along with Mayor Teck Banner and an older gentleman named Flint Rugal, who most agreed was the real man in charge when it came to keeping things running smoothly in town. Teck Banner was the Hero of Unyun, and man of the people, while Flint Rugal was the administrator, and tended to support the Farmers Council. Healer Parcy tended to vote for what was best for the people’s safety and harmony. She was most sympathetic to the yaybos’ cause, and having her here at this barbecue was a good sign to them.


    Charles hadn’t realized until now what a complicated web of politics existed in this peaceful farming town, and that Brother Kevin inviting Healer Parcy to this barbecue might be considered a political event by some people. Healer Parcy didn’t distance herself from the people at all, sitting down to enjoy a plate of food with everyone at the large wooden picnic table, laughing and getting along like everyone else, and people politely refrained from talking politics once she arrived.


    The three cryotes got along well with everyone, being minor celebrities in town. They each had to fend off occasional requests to sing a song or tell some jokes, but otherwise they fit in well and had a good time, except for the headaches. It was the first time any of them had tasted bear meat, and they all agreed that it was surprisingly good. Charles had been reluctant to taste it at first, but was glad when he did. It tasted almost like beef, but stronger and more flavorful. Moosh was a good cook, and Charles enjoyed this much more than the mushroom sandwiches they’d had for lunch yesterday.


    Parker Boll was the first to bring up the headaches, complaining that he seemed to get one every time they went to town, and especially when there were a lot of people around, like the day they went to the big picnic. Jake quickly agreed with him, saying that he, too, had been having headaches off and on, mostly when they visited town.


    When Charles chimed in to say that he had experienced the same thing, they knew that it might be a sign of a more serious problem. Charles told Jake what the hologram professor had said about them not being able to survive outside their pods, and how he wasn’t sure if it were true or not. This really worried Charles, who tended to be a bit of a hypochondriac, sometimes, and always followed any orders given by a doctor to the letter. Back in the old world, he would have gone to a doctor for this, and possibly had x-rays or a CAT scan. But there was nothing like that here, so far as he knew. Healer Parcy was the only doctor in town, and she didn’t have or need any high-tech medical equipment.


    These weren’t normal headaches that came on slowly and faded over time. These would appear all at once, throbbing, and often accompanied by flashes of light, and then would disappear a moment later. Charles had heard some people describe migraine headaches this way, along with sensitivity to bright lights, but this didn’t seem like any migraine. It seemed unnatural, and the more Charles thought about it, the more it worried him.


    “Are you feeling okay?” Charles turned to see Parcy’s daughter, Penny standing beside him, looking concerned. His head was throbbing again. It had just started before she came over, and now she was talking to him. Charles tried to force a smile.


    “I keep getting headaches.” he said weakly.


    “Mother could help. Have you told her?” Penny said, placing a hand on his shoulder.


    “No, but I was going to. After the barbecue.” Charles said.


    She looked at him, feeling his pain, which seemed to be growing stronger with each moment. Charles wondered if he might be about to have a stroke, or a brain aneurysm.


    “Try to relax and breathe.” Penny said, glancing over toward her mother at the other end of the table. “I’ll talk to mother. Just stay here and relax.”


    “Dude, are you okay?” Jake asked, sounding genuinely concerned. “You don’t look so good.”


    “My head is killing me.” Charles said, rubbing his forehead. It was fading though, like a train had run through his brain, upsetting everything, and was now fading in the distance. The pain was gone as swiftly as it appeared.


    “Wait, it stopped.” Charles said, surprised. “Is your head hurting?” he asked Jake.


    “No, not since before, when we talked about it.” Jake said.


    “So it wasn’t hurting just now, a minute ago?” Charles asked, grasping for some kind of connection.


    “No dude, I’m okay.” Jake said, then turned to Parker. “Hey Parker, how’s your head?”


    “It’s okay, now.” Parker said, as he stuffed a forkful of something that resembled coleslaw into his mouth.


    Charles felt the headache coming back, quickly building to full strength. I’m dying, he thought. Whatever we’ve got, I’ve got it worse than them.


    He felt another hand on his shoulder, and looked up to see Healer Parcy standing beside him in her green robe, looking concerned. Penny also looked concerned, standing behind her mother, ready to assist as always.


    “You’re in a lot of pain.” Parcy stated. “Did you hit your head on something?”


    “No, I don’t think so. All three of us have been having headaches since we woke up.” Charles said.


    “You should’ve told me.” Parcy said, frowning slightly as she glanced at Jake and Parker. “I have medicine at the infirmary that can cure headaches.”


    “I just had one.” Jake interjected suddenly. Parcy looked at him as if to ask what he was talking about, and Jake reached up to rub his temples.


    Charles headache was fading again. He thought for a moment that he might try to keep track of how many headaches per hour he was having, and maybe that was important somehow, like the distance between contractions for a pregnant woman.


    “Do you need to go to the infirmary now?” Parcy asked.


    “No, it’s just a headache. I’ll be okay.” Charles said, not wanting to make Parcy leave early on his account. But he was worried about his condition. Whatever was wrong with him, he wanted to know.


    “Can you tell if there’s something wrong with my brain?” Charles asked. Other people were paying attention now, looking concerned. Charles didn’t like being the center of attention like this. It made him nervous.


    Parcy looked concerned as well, and for a moment seemed to be at a loss for words. The headache faded again, disappearing completely before she replied.


    “You seem healthy enough.” she said, “Have you eaten any poison berries or fruit?”


    “I don’t think so.” Charles said. Brother Kevin’s cooking was bland, but he didn’t think it was poisonous. All that they had been eating was Kevin’s stew and sandwiches, and the treeky bars they received from Teck Banner.


    “Come see me in town tomorrow.” Parcy said, patting him on the shoulder.


    “Wait...” Charles said, “In the past, doctors had machines they could use to see inside a person’s body and see if there was anything wrong. Do they still have those?”


    Parcy shook her head. “Not here in Unyun, but I think there are machines like that in Carrindale.”


    Carrindale again, Charles thought.


    “But you wouldn’t want to go there.” Parcy said dismissively. “Come by the infirmary tomorrow, like I said, and I will try to find out what’s wrong with you.”


    “Okay, thanks.” Charles said.


    “Maybe now a nap would do you good?” Parcy asked, smiling.


    “Yeah, I was thinking that too.” Charles said, “I think lying down might help, away from all these people.”


    “Yes, boy. Get some rest and see me tomorrow.” she said as he stood up from the table, feeling his headache coming on again stronger than ever. Everyone was looking at him.


    “Excuse me.” Charles said, as he headed for the bunkhouse. Jake and Parker got up to follow, and he saw Brother Kevin looking concerned as they crossed the yard and entered the bunkhouse, closing the door behind them.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles’ headache faded away almost immediately as he sat down on his bunk.


    Jake was rubbing his head as well. “These headaches are crazy.” Jake said. “They come and go so fast.”


    Parker Boll agreed.


    “Do you think they did something to us while we were sleeping?” Parker asked grimly.


    “That’s what I was thinking.” Charles said, “Remember what the hologram said?”


    “Something about rapid degeneration.” Parker said.


    “Yeah.” Charles said. “Rapid Synaptic Degeneration.”


    “So what’s that?” Jake asked, sounding slightly worried.


    Charles shrugged. “Well, synaptic has something to do with the brain. Chemicals go through synapses in the brain, like blood goes through our arteries.”


    “The hologram said we were the property of Synaptech.” Parker Boll said. “Does that mean brain technicians?”


    “I wish I knew, but it sounds like a good guess.” Charles said. “I don’t want my brain to rapidly degenerate, though. I hope that’s not what’s happening now, with the headaches.”


    “Yeah, that would suck.” Jake said.


    “Healer Parcy said they have x-ray machines in Carrindale, but we wouldn’t want to go there.” Charles said.


    “Why not?” Jake asked.


    Charles shrugged again. “She didn’t say. She just said for me to come to the infirmary tomorrow, and she’d check me out.”


    “Well, we should all go.” Parker said. “I don’t want my brain to degenerate either, whatever that means.”


    “My grandfather used to call me a degenerate.” Jake said.


    “That really doesn’t surprise me.” Parker said, smiling crookedly.


    “He caught me reading his porno magazines. He bought them though, not me.” Jake said.


    “Yeah, so, maybe we should go to Carrindale?” Charles asked, trying to get the conversation back on track. This was serious business.


    “We can’t go anywhere until we get transportation.” Parker Boll said. “Brother Kevin said he’d take us after the rains, in a month or two.”


    “I don’t think we have that long to wait.” Charles said. “The hologram said it was rapid degeneration. We could be dead before then.”


    Parker looked down at the floor, considering. “So we’ll talk to him.” Parker said, “We’ll see if he can take us sooner.”


    “Okay. As soon as possible.” Charles said, and Parker nodded.


    “Sounds like a plan.” Jake said.


    “No...” Parker said, “A plan would be that we keep digging until we can buy stagles, learn to ride them, and keep practicing with these crappy guns until we can defend ourselves. Then we could think about taking a trip outside of town.”


    Jake nodded. “Yeah dude, there are giant mutant bears out there wanting to kick our asses.”


    “Eat our asses.” Parker Boll corrected. “And not in the good way.”


    “There’s a good way?” Jake asked.


    Parker smiled and shook his head, saying nothing.


    Charles had seen a lot of weird stuff surfing the Internet, and though he knew what Parker Boll meant, he had no intention of explaining it.


    “All right, so, we talk to Brother Kevin about leaving sooner, and buy our own stagles as a backup plan. Correct?” Charles asked.


    “Dude, you sound like a teacher. Correct?” Jake said mockingly.


    “This is serious, Jake.” Charles said. “We might all have brain tumors or something.”


    “I know, dude, I’m just saying...you talk funny sometimes.” Jake said.


    “You talk funny all the time.” Parker said to Jake.


    “No way, dude! Not like Sir Charles here.” Jake said.


    “Like, really dude, like surfs up, dude.” Parker Boll said, imitating Jake. “Why do you talk like a surfer dude? Aren’t you from New Jersey?”


    “A surfer dude?” Jake asked incredulously. “I never said I was a surfer dude.”


    “But you talk like one. All the time.” Parker said impatiently, like he were talking to a dense child.


    “Really?” Jake asked, genuinely surprised. “Is that how I sound?” He looked at Charles for confirmation and Charles nodded.


    “Yeah, kind of. I thought it was stoner dude lingo, though.” Charles said.


    Jake smiled at this. “Well yeah! Of course!”


    “Whatever man, it makes you sound like a moron, either way.” Parker Boll said, smiling.


    “Well...shit.” Jake said, looking disappointed.


    


    * * *


    


    The cryotes talked for awhile longer in the bunkhouse, until the sun started to go down. None of them had experienced any headaches since they left the barbecue, so they decided to come out and help Brother Kevin clean up, once everybody had gone home.


    Charles’ thoughts were still fixated on the possibility that his brain might be degenerating with each passing moment, wondering if he might start to forget things, like he had Alzheimer’s disease, or start trembling, like from Parkinson’s disease. He tried to put it out of his mind, but it kept coming back.


    Another thought had crept into his mind, as he thought of how Parcy’s daughter, Penny, had come up to him and touched his shoulder. He had been in a lot of pain when she talked to him, and she seemed like she was worried about him. Was it because he was a cryote? She was really cute, and she had touched him. It was probably good that he was in pain at the time, or he probably would’ve said something really stupid, as he tended to do around pretty girls. Time and again his thoughts would return to that moment when she touched his shoulder, and he looked at her, making eye contact. She had pretty blue eyes. Eyes like Brother Kevin’s.


    “Brother Kevin?” Charles asked.


    “Yah, brother?” Kevin replied.


    “Are you and Penny related?” Charles asked, rather bluntly.


    Brother Kevin paused, seeming surprised at the question, then he smiled.


    “She’s my daughter.” Kevin said. “But how did you know?”


    “Her eyes look like yours.” Charles said, smiling.


    Brother Kevin smiled back, showing small wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. Charles had guessed Brother Kevin to be in his mid-forties, and since Penny was his age, she must have been born when Kevin was around the same age as Charles.


    “Miss Parcy and I were married once, a long time ago, when we were young. Before I left Unyun.” Brother Kevin said. He frowned slightly as he finished, as though recalling a bad memory.


    “Why did you go?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin paused again, trying to find the words to express what he wanted to say. “I needed to go.” he said, seriously. “I had to see the world, so that my eyes would be open, and my heart.”


    Charles was glad that Jake was not in earshot, or he might start making fun of Brother Kevin’s speech when he got into hippie-talk mode.


    Brother Kevin paused again and sighed before continuing. “Miss Parcy couldn’t understand, and I couldn’t take her with me. Not when she was with child. It was too dangerous. Leaving Unyun was one of the hardest decisions of my life, and I still don’t know if it was right. I just knew that I had to go, or I’d never be satisfied.”


    Charles nodded solemnly, not wanting to interrupt since, technically, he hadn’t even answered his question yet.


    “I wanted to change the world.” Brother Kevin continued. “I had only recently pledged my life to the Brotherhood, and I was eager to get out and do some good.”


    Charles hadn’t realized what a loaded question that had been, asking about Penny, as he saw the turmoil of emotions on Brother Kevin’s face as he spoke.


    “I went and did the work of the Brotherhood, helping people where I could, traveling from town to town, across the wasteland.” Kevin continued, solemnly. “I saw many terrible things along the way, and my heart shrank. I grew angry over time, at the injustice and suffering that I found everywhere along the way.”


    “I turned to violence, forsaking words for vengeance against those who would prey on the weak. I became almost what I despised most, until another brother saved me, and helped me find my way back to the path.” Brother Kevin continued, reliving the past through his words. “I returned to Unyun, and found Moosh along the way. Since then I’ve pledged to do the work from home, to help the people of Unyun, to let the good spread out from here.” Brother Kevin finished.


    “You saved our lives.” Charles said.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “I’ve helped save many lives since returning, and done much good, but I still wonder how much better things might be if I had stayed to raise a family. It seems so selfish for me to have left, but, I also can’t forget the people whose lives I touched during my journey. Or the ones that I never had a chance to meet, because I chose to return to Unyun.”


    “I think you would do good wherever you are.” Charles said.


    “That is how I strive to live my life. Helping others. Bringing people together, despite their differences, because inside we’re all brothers. All those who can think and reason...all who share the gift of thought...we’re all brothers. Whatever differences we have can be settled through reason and understanding.”


    “That doesn’t work on bears, though.” Jake said, grinning as he walked up to where they were talking.


    “That’s not really true...” Brother Kevin said, turning to Jake. “If I were able to speak to the bear in its own language, I may have been able to reason with it.”


    “Seriously?” Jake said, “Bears have a language?”


    Brother Kevin smiled. “Not really. Most animals don’t think the way we do. Their minds are simple, barely sentient. But had I been gifted with the mind speak, I would have tried to talk to it.”


    “Mind speak?” Charles asked. “What’s that, telepathy?”


    Brother Kevin nodded. “I have heard it called that, but most folks call it mind speak. People who have the mind speak can speak without words, using only their minds.”


    “Is this a common thing?” Charles asked, intrigued.


    Brother Kevin nodded again. “About as common as any other mutation.” he said.


    “How common is that?” Charles asked. “Say there were a hundred people in a room, how many would have this mind speak?”


    “A hundred people in a room?” Brother Kevin said incredulously. “Maybe in the Town Hall...”


    “Yes.” Charles said, “A hundred people walk into the Town Hall. How many of them would have the mind speak?”


    “Dude, you sound like a teacher.” Jake said, and he laughed.


    Charles ignored him, waiting for Brother Kevin to respond.


    “Well, there’s Shoo Verdy and his friend, Drake...Councilman Rugal and his wife, Meso Bodger...and a few others that I forget their names. Oh, and Penny, how could I forget.” Brother Kevin said, smiling.


    “So about one in ten?” Charles asked, determined to get an answer, though he was surprised to hear that Penny had the mind speak.


    “Yah, if you look at it that way, that’s about right.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Hey, did you ask him about Carrindale?” Jake asked Charles.


    Charles looked at him, wondering how sometimes he could be so clueless.


    “No, not yet. I was just about to.” Charles said, though he had actually planned on talking with Brother Kevin tomorrow, after visiting the Healer’s Dome.


    Brother Kevin looked at Charles expectantly.


    “We might need your help again.” Charles said, “We’ve been having headaches, and we think there might be something wrong with our brains. Miss Parcy said they have machines in Carrindale that could tell us what’s wrong.”


    Brother Kevin listened intently, looking concerned.


    “We were hoping you could take us to Carrindale sometime soon, before it gets any worse.” Charles said.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “I understand, brothers, and I will try to help. But I fear that even if you were to go to Carrindale, you wouldn’t have enough credits to use the machines. It’s very expensive. Do you think you could wait a week?”


    “I think so...well, I don’t know.” Charles said, “I hope so.”


    “Could you bring us into town to see the healer tomorrow?” Jake asked.


    “Of course.” Brother Kevin said, “We’ll go in the morning, and I’ll talk to Miss Parcy. There might be another way.”


    “Thanks, brother.” Charles said, smiling.


    They finished cleaning up, snacking on the leftovers as they did, then after talking for a while with Kevin and Moosh by the fireplace, the three cryotes retired to the bunkhouse to get a good night’s sleep. The headaches hadn’t returned since they left the barbecue, which, they all agreed, was a good sign. Regardless, Charles had difficulty sleeping that night, and looked forward to finding out what was wrong with them, and also dreading it at the same time.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 12


    Demutations


    


    Morning came, and the cryotes got up to do their daily routine, as Jake and Parker went to chop wood with Moosh, while Charles and Brother Kevin stayed inside examining artifacts. Charles found it nearly impossible to determine what any of it was without a spare power cell to use in testing, and he’d already looked at all these items previously. Brother Kevin told Charles that the artifact dealers in Carrindale would buy almost all their items, even if broken, but would pay more for items that worked. He proposed that they should save everything, working or not, to sell in Carrindale, and that they might be able to afford a visit to the hospital with the money they made selling junk artifacts. Brother Kevin suggested that they should go digging again today if the cryotes felt up to it, to earn more credits. He told Charles that he would be happy to add whatever credits were in his share to help the cryotes if they needed it, and they could pay him back later. Charles thanked him sincerely for his generous offer.


    “We should try to sell as little as possible here in Unyun.” Brother Kevin said. “The credits we would earn in Carrindale could be twice as much as what we’d get here.” They ate a breakfast of bear sausage and nuts, then boarded the wagon to ride into town, with Moosh riding shotgun this time.


    They compared headaches again, and everyone was feeling fine. No headaches since the barbecue.


    It was warmer than normal today, and the sky was overcast, looking like a thunderstorm might be brewing. The air was humid, and the hay in the back of the wagon was sticky from the morning dew that wouldn’t evaporate. Brother Kevin made a quick stop at Kreeks Anteeks to pick up the power cells he’d left there for charging. The cryotes waited in the wagon as he went in, returning with six fully charged power cells before driving on to the Healer’s Dome. The cryotes had to brush themselves off more than usual as they exited the back of the wagon next to the infirmary.


    “Here you are.” Healer Parcy said, as they entered the dome. “How are you feeling?” she asked, addressing them all.


    “I feel better today.” Charles said, while Jake and Parker agreed. They hadn’t had any headaches since yesterday.


    “Good morning Miss Parcy.” Brother Kevin said, as he walked in to give her an earthy hug.


    “Brother.” Parcy replied, smiling warmly at her old friend as they separated. At least it had ended well between them, Charles thought, though he wondered why they hadn’t gotten back together since Brother Kevin returned.


    Healer Parcy turned her attention back to the cryotes, looking at Charles and instructing him to lie on one of the beds. Charles glanced over to see Penny looking at him from across the room where she was filling jars with liquid for her mother. She smiled at him, and he felt a sudden stab of pain run through his brain, temporarily blinding him. He gasped.


    “What is it?” Healer Parcy asked him, placing a hand on his forehead to check for a fever.


    “It just started again.” Charles said, looking over at Jake and Parker, who were both watching, but didn’t seem to be in pain themselves.


    “Just relax.” Parcy said, now gently caressing his forehead with her dark green hand as she stared at him, trying to see what was wrong.


    “Penny?” Healer Parcy said, and her daughter immediately came to stand by her, ready to assist.


    “It keeps flashing.” Charles said through the pain. “It always happens when I’m here.”


    “I’m going to take your pain away. Just relax now, and breathe slowly.” Parcy said, as she placed one hand on his chest, inside his shirt, and her other hand on his forehead. Charles felt a warm sensation where her hands were touching him. It tingled like a tiny electric current for a moment, and then faded. His head was still throbbing, though, more than usual.


    Healer Parcy didn’t swoon this time, as she had done before when using her innate ability to absorb the wounds of others into her own body. She opened her eyes and looked worriedly at Charles.


    “I can feel your pain, but it won’t come into me.” she said, sounding worried and confused as this wasn’t something that normally happened. “Your body is strong and healthy. You shouldn’t be feeling any pain.” she said. She was staring at him with that probing look of hers, like she was trying to determine if he was telling the truth. Her dark green eyes bore into his, looking for an answer as to why he was feeling this pain that shouldn’t be there.


    “Mother?” Penny said, sounding concerned.


    Healer Parcy looked to Penny, who looked back at her with a pleading expression. Charles felt the pain starting to fade, and was grateful. It seemed like Parcy’s gaze was hurting him, and he had felt like he might pass out from the pain. Now it was fading away, and in a few seconds would be gone, like it had never been.


    “How do you feel now?” Healer Parcy asked, while still looking at her daughter, with a hint of suspicion in her voice.


    “It’s going away.” Charles said tentatively, expecting the pain to return in a moment. It was like fighting an invisible opponent who kept punching him in the head at any random time, with no way for him to defend himself, or anticipate when the next blow would land.


    “What about you cryotes?” Parcy asked, now looking down at the floor like she were working on a problem in her head. Penny looked over to them expectantly.


    “I’m okay...ow, no there it is.” Jake said.


    “I feel it now...it hurts.” Parker said, rubbing his temple with his hand.


    Charles saw Penny’s amber-colored eyebrows furrow, as she frowned and looked down at the floor with her mother.


    “What is it?” Charles asked.


    Healer Parcy raised her hand to shush Charles. “Penny?” she asked, expectantly.


    Penny was still looking at the floor, with a troubled look on her face. Charles felt the pain start to come back, like a wave approaching the beach, just starting to show its white crest. It washed over him, with flashes of light, like flashbulbs. He gasped again from the pain, and then felt it fade away quickly.


    “I’m Sorry!” Charles heard a thunderous voice shout in his mind, causing him to instinctively clasp his hands over his ears in a futile gesture to shield himself from its volume. It echoed in his mind, like a voice in a well. Penny’s voice. The pain had been intense when she said it, then quickly faded away, leaving only the echo that he held onto, hearing it over and over in his mind.


    “What’s going on?” Jake asked, confused. Parker Boll stood silently watching beside Brother Kevin.


    Healer Parcy told Penny to go and fetch a vial from the shelf. Penny did as she was told, and Parcy turned once again to Charles.


    “I know what’s wrong with you.” Healer Parcy said solemnly.


    “It’s the mind speak, isn’t it?” Charles said.


    Healer Parcy nodded. “It’s not the mind speak alone, I’m sorry to say. You have a demutation that makes you allergic to other minds.”


    “Demutation?” Charles said, surprised. “We’re not mutants. We don’t have mutations.” he protested.


    “No matter how you got it...” Parcy said, sounding very serious, “Contact from other minds is what’s causing your pain.”


    “So you’ve been contacting my mind?” Charles asked.


    “Yes.” Parcy admitted. “But only to see your aura. It’s something that comes naturally to me. It takes some effort for me not to see in that way.”


    Penny returned to her mother’s side, handing her the vial as requested.


    “I have another test that might help.” Parcy said, holding up the vial and removing its tiny stopper. She placed her finger over the top of the bottle and shook it.


    “Stick out your tongue, boy.” Parcy told Charles, and he obeyed without thinking, sticking his tongue out as he would in any doctor’s office.


    Healer Parcy swiped her green finger across Charles tongue, smearing a drop of the stinky liquid from the vial.


    “Swallow it now.” Parcy said, calmly placing the stopper back on the vial. Charles swallowed, slightly disturbed at having just had Parcy’s finger in his mouth, but not wanting to say anything at this point. The liquid had a sour taste that burned slightly, like alcohol. Charles felt a strange tingly sensation, like goosebumps, spreading all over his body.


    “Whub uh da?” Charles said, fumbling over his words. His mouth had gone completely numb, like at the dentist. Worse than that, his whole face felt numb, and when he reached up to touch his face, he nearly poked himself in the eye, as his hand and arm were also completely numb. “I heel numb.” he said.


    Parcy reached to touch his forehead, then drew her hand back quickly, holding several hairs from the top of his head. “Did you feel that?” Parcy asked. Charles hadn’t felt anything.


    “No.” Charles mumbled.


    Parcy looked at him almost as if she didn’t believe him, but Charles was used to that look. That’s how she looked at him when he got the headaches. He felt the pain in his head start to build again. It was all that he could feel, as his entire body had gone numb. He couldn’t even feel the bed he was lying on, or have any way of knowing if he were moving his legs without looking down at them. But he felt the pain as she touched him with her mind, only this time the pain was not so intense. It was a fraction of what it had been previously, almost like a gentle reminder of what he’d felt before.


    Healer Parcy squinted at him, frowning slightly. He felt the pain diminish and disappear. “You felt it, still.” Parcy said, sounding disappointed.


    “Uh widdow.” Charles replied, slurring his words. “Nod as muck, doe.”


    Healer Parcy nodded. “It’s a powerful pain, that you could feel it through the elixir. But it’s the best help I can give.”


    She went to hand Charles the vial and he reached up clumsily to take it. She smiled, then, and turned to the others, handing the vial to Parker Boll instead, who took the vial and looked at it, then looked back to Healer Parcy. “You should all try to avoid contact with other minds.” Parcy said. “The elixir can help lessen the pain, but be careful not to use too much.”


    “What about our brains, though?” Parker asked, “Is there something wrong with us?”


    “You are all healthy, but you have a demutation.” Parcy said, “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Many people live with demutations.”


    “So, what, are we handicapped now?” Parker Boll asked sarcastically. He was starting to get annoyed.


    Healer Parcy looked at him sternly, frowning in disapproval at his disrespectful attitude, and it was enough to derail his quick temper. He looked down at the floor, chagrined. “You should be fine.” Parcy repeated in a firm voice. “You’re all young and healthy, and have long lives ahead of you, so long as you don’t get yourselves killed.”


    She sounded so sure of what she was saying, but Charles couldn’t help doubting if she knew what was really wrong with them. They weren’t mutants. He felt like he needed a second opinion, from a real doctor, with real medical equipment.


    “Uh stew wanna go da cowindayo.” Charles mumbled. Jake burst out laughing, unable to contain his amusement. Charles tried to ignore him, embarrassed.


    “How wong does dis wask?” Charles asked Healer Parcy impatiently.


    “Not much longer, dear, less than an hour.” Parcy said reassuringly.


    “An owuh?” Charles whined, disappointed. He could still hear Jake chuckling softly behind him, and Parker Boll was also snickering now.


    “You can rest here for a while if you’d like, but I’ve done all I can to help you.” Healer Parcy said with finality.


    “Thank you Miss Parcy.” Brother Kevin said, going in once again for a goodbye hug. Parker and Jake also uttered thanks.


    Penny kissed her father on the cheek before they left. Jake and Parker carried Charles out between them with his arms slung around their shoulders like a drunken sailor. They helped him up into the wagon, as he couldn’t feel or trust his own grip or footing. He lay down on his back in the middle of the sticky hay, staring up at the overcast sky with his own thoughts overcast with doubts, as they rode back to Brother Kevin’s farm. It began to rain along the way. Charles couldn’t feel the drops hitting him, but he could hear the crackling sound they made as the drops splashed down on his face and leather armor. It was such a strange sensation, not being able to feel anything, it was like an out of body experience. Looking up at the clouds, he imagined himself drifting among them, floating like a cloud, disconnected from any corporeal body. He didn’t mind the rain. It only added to the experience. It was unlike anything he’d ever felt before, and it helped distract him from his dark worries about their condition.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 13


    Digging


    


    By the time they reached the farm, the rain had stopped, and Charles was feeling back to normal. They dismounted from the wagon, and discussed whether or not they would go to dig at Shard Mountain, or put it off due to bad weather. Brother Kevin stared up into the sky, gauging the weather, when they heard a friendly call from up the road. It was Brother Kevin’s yaybo neighbor Ozzy, with his long rifle slung over his shoulder, waving to greet them.


    They all greeted Ozzy cheerfully. Ozzy had a good sense of humor that was down to earth and sometimes vulgar, which Jake and especially Parker Boll found very entertaining. Ozzy reminded them that they should come up to his place to practice shooting sometime, and they made definite plans to do it tomorrow morning after breakfast, before the afternoon digging. Jake mentioned that they were saving up to buy stagles, and Ozzy offered to teach them all to ride, to which they happily agreed.


    They went inside and ate lunch together, as Ozzy joked that his wife, Ayna, should have come over, and was missing some great tasting bear mushroom sandwiches. Charles thought that he was half right about that, as he would’ve left out the mushrooms. He was starting to hate the taste of giant mushrooms.


    The clouds began to break up as the sun reached its highest point in the sky, and they decided to go digging at Shard Mountain after all. They gathered their tools and loaded into the wagon, eager to get back to the search for buried treasure.


    When they arrived at the base of the mountain, they parked the wagon in the same place as before, crossing the gravel field to the glass ramps that led up into the shards. They stopped to check their weapons, making sure that each was loaded and ready to fire, before proceeding up the ramp. They moved carefully over the slippery glass bridge, knowing that a fall into the shards would likely be fatal, from any height. They crossed over the great jumble of shards concentrated at the base of the mountain, grateful to finally be back on solid ground.


    Brother Kevin guided them through the maze of shards that towered above them in places, casting strange reflections on the path. The ground was muddy and slick in places where it formed a light coating over shards that were buried just underground. They reached their former dig site without incident, and Charles took charge once again in pointing out the treasures, using Brother Kevin’s fancy metal detector.


    Charles enjoyed playing with the device. It reminded him of video games he’d played in the past, but the results he got from it were real and tangible. Ancient treasures, like this metal detector, that could help them, or make them wealthy. Using this detector was almost like cheating, he thought, as he easily located several good spots to dig for iron and gold. Everyone was in good spirits as they immediately got to work digging shallow holes wherever Charles placed a marker, pulling up junk metal and bits of technology, mostly broken, with a few good things that required further examination. The artifacts all went into Moosh’s heavy leather sack that he left on the ground for everyone to fill up. Charles kept experimenting with different settings on the device, searching for unusual metals like titanium and ruthenium as iron results grew more scarce.


    Titanium, it turned out, was a very good choice, much better than iron for finding technological artifacts instead of junk. He chanced upon a very large bit of titanium while searching near the edge of the dig site, following it to its source within a narrow crevice, beneath a large slab of glass. Charles saw a large metal object partially crushed beneath the glass, roughly the size of an office desk, that looked like an overturned two-seated chair, like a metal park bench, that had been partially flattened. A light coating of moss covered the chair in places, and Charles could see bits of broken electronics spilling from its cracked base. He called Brother Kevin over to see, and Kevin grew very excited, pointing to part of the frame’s bottom that he recognized as something valuable. A liftpod, he called it, explaining how it could be used to lighten the load of a cart or sled. Liftpods were highly prized among diggers, as they made the work of hauling artifacts and junk much easier. Removing it from the frame proved to be difficult without the proper tools. Moosh came over to help, bracing himself between two large shards, using his great strength to push them apart. This gave Charles more room to work, but not enough, as the chair remained firmly wedged beneath the larger glass slab.


    “Hey Moosh...” Charles said, studying the obstacle. Moosh look over at him expectantly. “Do you think you could crack that slab?”


    Moosh considered the slab, appraising its strength. It was approximately two feet thick and ten feet across at the point where it covered the chair. It was angled slightly upward, like a see-saw, its long tapered end extending out over the shards.


    Moosh picked up his oversized, steel pickaxe and approached the slab, turning it around to the ax side and drawing it back over his head with both hands.


    “Cover your eyes!” Charles cried out, throwing up his arms to shield his face as Moosh swung the pickaxe down. There was a mighty crack and a splintering sound, followed by a loud crash, as the slab broke off and fell into the shards. It had broken cleanly into three pieces that slid away, freeing the damaged titanium chair.


    “Good shot.” Charles said. Moosh turned and smiled before reaching in to retrieve the chair, dragging it out into the sunlight so they could all see it.


    Charles looked the chair over, curious about what function it might have served in the past. It had a sturdy frame of titanium, with a wide, high backed, plastic seat built for two. Charles could see a large access panel on the chair’s back that hung partially open, bent from the warping of the frame where it was completely crushed on one side. Charles flipped open the panel and looked inside, seeing a surprising array of high-tech components within. He doubted that any of it worked, as parts of it were bent and broken, and all of it had been exposed to weather and corrosion over centuries.


    “This was once live metal.” Brother Kevin said over Charles shoulder, peering inside the chair’s open rear access panel.


    “A robot?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “This is its brainbox.” he said, pointing to a squarish metal box mounted within the chair. It was dented on one side and corroded at the bottom, where some liquid had spilled out, like an alkaline battery that spilled its acid after being left alone too long. Charles was intrigued, studying the network of semitransparent wire-like tubes that connected the brainbox to other components within the chair.


    “I wish I knew how this worked.” Charles said. Looking at the brainbox, mounted within its nest of tubular connections, reminded him of the CPU chip on his old computer’s motherboard. He wondered if it was interchangeable with other robot bodies, like CPUs were in computers. Charles knew all about computers, and how to put them together and take them apart. It was fairly simple when you knew what you were doing, but this was all new technology, and Charles felt a charge of excitement just looking at it, old and corroded as it was. This was something he could really get into, but he knew that there was little chance of this robot ever functioning again, due to its extensive damage.


    “It might have a good power cell.” Brother Kevin said, peering into the panel. “There!” He pointed at a second panel covering the chair’s battery compartment. Charles flipped the door open to reveal two oversized power cells, each roughly the size of a soda can. He slid the power cells out of their compartment and handed them to Brother Kevin. “These are valuable, if they can still hold a charge.” Brother Kevin said, smiling. “But not nearly as valuable as that liftpod on the bottom if we can pry it off without breaking it.”


    “Okay, got it.” Charles said, moving around to examine the bottom of the chair again. It looked as though there had been two liftpods, one on each side of the chair, but one had been crushed and mangled almost beyond recognition. The one that remained looked completely intact, but was firmly attached to the chassis in a way that Charles hadn’t quite figured out.


    “Is the chair worth anything?” Jake asked, having come over to watch.


    “Not enough to try and transport it out of here.” Brother Kevin said. “It’s junk, but we can take what’s valuable and leave the rest.”


    Charles continued to study the base of the liftpod. It resembled a scuba tank or a fire extinguisher in shape, mounted within a recess in the bottom of the chair’s frame. He ran his fingers along the edge, feeling for seams or screws, finding nothing familiar. He continued to study it for several minutes until Jake wandered away to continue digging, bored of standing around. Eventually, Charles found a hidden clamping mechanism and was able to release it, freeing the liftpod. He pulled it out and handed it to Brother Kevin, who smiled and held it up to the light, rolling it over in his hands as he inspected it for damage. Aside from a few small scrapes on one side, it looked to be perfectly intact. Brother Kevin took special care to wrap it in a leather sack for protection before placing it in the larger sack with the other artifacts.


    “If it works, we could get five-hundred credits, just for that one liftpod. Maybe even more, if it’s a strong one.” Brother Kevin said happily.


    “Good digs.” Moosh said, grinning. He reached over and patted Charles on the shoulder with his enormous hand, almost knocking Charles over. Charles smiled up at Moosh, happy to have done his part.


    “What other treasures might be buried beneath these slabs?” Brother Kevin asked, still smiling as he surveyed the area.


    “It can’t hide from this!” Charles said, grinning and holding up Brother Kevin’s treasured metal detector.


    


    * * *


    


    They continued to dig for a couple more hours until the sun was low, then packed up to leave before sunset. They made their way back through the maze of shards to the glass ramps, crossing over them carefully, as Moosh carried the sack of ancient treasures slung over his back. They continued across the gravel field, approaching the waiting ox and wagon, when Brother Kevin signaled for them to stop.


    Charles didn’t know why they had stopped, but judging by the grim look on Brother Kevin’s face, it was important. He scanned the trees behind the wagon and thought he saw movement in the shadows. He reached for his pistol, resting his hand on its handle where it sat in its holster, ready to fire a single shot.


    Moosh walked up to stand beside Brother Kevin, holding his pickaxe in one hand and the sack of artifacts slung over his back.


    “Stay calm everyone.” Brother Kevin said quietly. “I can talk to them.”


    Charles glanced over at Jake and Parker to see if they knew what was going on, but they looked just as nervous as he was, trying to make out what Brother Kevin had seen ahead of them. They looked tense and ready to shoot if needed, as was Charles, though he’d prefer not to get into any gunfights today, or any day, for that matter.


    “Ho possies!” Brother Kevin called out, waving with both hands raised high in the air.


    Charles watched as a mounted rider walked out slowly from the trees behind the wagon. Two other riders followed slowly behind him and stopped. They were riding large beasts that looked like woolly black oxen, similar to the one that Moosh rode, with long black horns like bulls. Charles could see that the possies were armed with long rifles. The two who stayed behind each wore chain mail vests and leggings, and the leader in front wore a full suit of metal armor, like a medieval knight, with ammunition bandoliers crossed over his metal breastplate.


    “Ho hoomans!” the possie leader called back, raising its clawed hand in the air. Its voice was deep and guttural, like a big dog’s woofing bark.


    “Stay here and keep watch.” Brother Kevin said quietly. “Don’t fire, unless they do, yah?” He turned around and looked at them to see that they understood, and they all nodded.


    Brother Kevin walked out to meet the leader of the possie patrol, meeting in the middle ground between both groups. Charles could see that there were others lurking behind the trees, watching. He hoped that Brother Kevin knew what he was doing.


    They watched in nervous anticipation as Brother Kevin met with the possie leader. They exchanged words that Charles couldn’t make out, and then Brother Kevin handed something up to the possie, who remained seated on his woolly black ox. The leader held the object up to examine it, and Charles could see its sparkle. It looked like a piece of jewelry they had dug up, and sparkled impressively in the waning light. The possie leader said something, and then retrieved an object from his saddlebag. He handed the object to Brother Kevin, who held it up to see its sparkle. He put it away, and they talked some more. Finally, Brother Kevin stepped back and waved, tracing a circle in the air with his hand like some secret salute, and the possie leader returned the salute with his own clawed hand. The metal-armored possie turned its mount around and headed back toward the forest.


    Brother Kevin walked back to them, smiling happily. They stood together and watched as six more ox riders wearing leather armor with bows on their backs exited the trees, following their leader back toward the road and heading north. Charles was very much relieved that this hadn’t turned into a gunfight, and was happy that Brother Kevin knew how to parlay.


    “The possies can be reasonable when treated with respect.” Brother Kevin said, smiling.


    “Brothers Work.” Moosh said knowingly, as if he’d seen this before.


    “Yah!” Brother Kevin said, swelling with giddy pride.


    “What did they want?” Parker Boll asked.


    “Only to find out who would leave a wagon here at the base of the mountain.” Brother Kevin replied, “They warned us to not stay around here so late, because the mountain is haunted.” Brother Kevin smiled at this. They had heard that rumor before, but hadn’t seen any ghosts yet.


    “Their leader is an old Captain named Zupa. He traded me this charm.” Brother Kevin said, holding up the sparkly item for them to see.


    It was a silver medallion, with a clear green glass center. Charles looked closely at it and saw that the center was actually a monochrome hologram of a tiny poodle, with poofy knees and shoulders. Its tongue was hanging out of its mouth comically. At least this one wasn’t smoking a cigar, Charles thought. What was it with ancients making holograms of their pets?


    “Cool.” Jake said, looking at the medallion.


    Moosh looked at the medallion hologram and smiled.


    “Me keep?” Moosh asked Brother Kevin, looking around hopefully to see if anyone would object. No one did, and Moosh happily stored the medallion away inside his fur coat.


    Charles wasn’t sure if Moosh had a fetish for holograms or hologram dogs. Either way, he was happy to see the pink skinned giant smile. Brother Kevin was smiling at his friend, and they lingered for a moment before returning to the wagon for the ride home.


    


    * * *


    


    The three cryotes retired to the bunkhouse after eating a hearty dinner of bear flank mushroom stew. Jake was getting sick of mushrooms. They had a funny aftertaste that lingered, and he had picked around them at dinner. He knew he wasn’t the only one, as he had seen Charles doing the same thing. Parker Boll didn’t seem to care, maybe because he was used to eating prison food, Jake supposed.


    He had been thinking all day about the vial of elixir that that Healer Parcy had given to Parker Boll. He desperately wanted to try a drop of it, after hearing Charles talk about its effects. He could just ask, but Parker might give him a hard time about it. He had worked out a plan, complaining about his aching back and shoulders all through dinner so that Parker wouldn’t doubt him when he asked for a drop to help him sleep.


    Parker Boll, it turned out, was also curious about the elixir, and readily agreed to share a drop, just this once, while they were safe in the bunkhouse for the night. Jake was a little surprised at Parker’s willingness to experiment with drugs, but whatever. That was cool.


    Charles came over to warn them that this was powerful stuff, and Jake asked if he also wanted another drop.


    “Yes, please.” Charles said, smiling sheepishly despite his own warning.


    “All right, you two get in your bunks.” Parker Boll ordered, retrieving the small vial of elixir from his coat.


    Parker was smart in making sure he was the last one to take the elixir, Jake thought, or else him or Charles might have ended up in possession of the vial.


    Jake lay down in his bunk, waiting to be dosed, while Charles did the same, pulling the blanket up over him and getting comfortable.


    Parker Boll walked over to Charles, shaking up the vial and removing its stopper. He handed the vial to Charles, who placed his finger over the top and shook it, then handed the vial back to Parker.


    “Here goes nothing.” Charles said, as he sniffed his finger and wrinkled his nose, then popped his finger into his mouth, sucking on it like a lollipop.


    Parker stood and looked at him for a moment, waiting to see a reaction.


    Charles lifted his hands up and looked at them, wiggling his fingers slowly. “Numb.” he said, with a slight smile.


    Parker Boll snickered and turned to Jake, holding up the vial.


    “Just a drop. We might need this stuff later.” Parker Boll cautioned, and Jake nodded, grinning. Parker handed him the vial and he shook a drop onto his finger as Charles had done, handing the vial back to Parker.


    “Thanks dude.” Jake said, then sucked his finger like Charles had done. It had a strong burning taste, like cheap whiskey. Jake felt goosebumps tingling all over his body, and then it faded away, and he could feel nothing.


    “Wow.” Jake said, wiggling his fingers in front of his face, like Charles had done.


    Parker Boll snickered again, and leaned over Jake, grinning. He reached down and gave Jake a couple of friendly slaps on the cheek. “You feel that, buddy?” Parker asked, grinning.


    “I’m feewing comfoobwy numb.” Jake said.


    Charles giggled in his bunk.


    “I gotta try this stuff.” Parker said, chuckling as he went to lie on his own bunk.


    Jake turned his head to watch as Parker got comfortable on his bed, seeing him shake the vial and replace its stopper, setting it down safely on the table next to his bunk.


    “Down the hatch.” Parker said, then he licked his finger, wrinkling his nose at the smell.


    “Whud you dink?” Jake asked.


    “Wewy wewaxing.” Parker said, prompting more giggles from Charles.


    They all laughed quietly, like teenagers sneaking a joint in the basement, not wanting their parents to hear.


    “Cwose you eyes an pictew yousewf fwying.” Charles said.


    “Wow...” Jake said a moment later.


    The three cryotes continued to chat quietly in their silly voices, lying comfortably in their bunks, though comfort no longer applied, as they could feel nothing at all. By the time the elixir wore off, all three had drifted off to sleep.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 14


    Opportunity


    


    The cryotes spent the next morning as they had the previous day, falling into a regular routine that had Jake and Parker chopping wood with Moosh while Charles and Brother Kevin stayed inside to clean dishes and examine artifacts from the previous day’s digging.


    It was their sixth day in Unyun since waking up from their long sleep, and the cryotes had all settled into their new roles, though some questions still burned in the back of Charles’ mind. The big question of what caused a global catastrophe two-hundred years ago, didn’t really seem to matter much. It was ancient history now, but the other, more personal question of how the cryotes came to be cryotes in the first place, was increasingly on his mind. He knew that Norman, the hologram professor who had watched over them as they slept, was withholding information until it could file a police report. Charles wanted to know, what had been done to them while they slept to cause these headaches? As far as he knew, telepathy didn’t really exist in the 21st century, unless you believe what was written in the tabloids. He supposed it could be possible that all people from the 21st-century we’re allergic to telepathy by default, and that would explain why all three of them were having headaches, but that was just a hunch, and he had little faith in it. He still believed that something was seriously wrong with them, and it was done to them deliberately for some reason, down in that metal tomb...but why?


    His thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the dome’s front door. Brother Kevin went to answer it, and Charles was surprised to see Kevin’s daughter Penny walk in. She was dressed in a light green cloak with leather leggings, and holding a cloth wrapped bundle under her arm. She was smiling as she greeted her father with a hug. Her normally celery-colored cheeks were rosy pink from the morning air, and Charles could see the stagle she rode from town hitched outside near the wagon.


    “Mother asked me to bring you these herbs.” Penny said, handing the wrapped bundle to Brother Kevin.


    “Thank you dear,” Brother Kevin said, smiling. “But you didn’t have to come all the way out here just to bring me this.”


    “It’s okay, I like to come visit.” Penny replied, glancing at Charles, who was sitting at the kitchen table with an array of artifacts spread out before him. “Hi, Charles.” she said politely, with a slight wave of her fingers.


    “Hi.” Charles replied, returning the wave. He was surprised that she even remembered his name.


    “Would you like something to eat?” Brother Kevin asked. “We’ve already had breakfast, but I could make you something if you’re hungry.”


    “No thanks, I already had breakfast.” Penny replied while removing her cloak to hang on the peg by the door.


    “Come and sit down then.” Brother Kevin said, gesturing toward the kitchen table. “You can tell us what’s happening in town.”


    Penny smiled as she walked over toward the kitchen table, where Charles was sitting. She was wearing a frilly knitted wool sweater that complemented her strawberry blonde hair, and Charles was struck by how pretty she was, in a mutant-girl-next-door kind of way.


    “You’ve been digging again.” she said to her father knowingly, smiling and looking down at the artifacts on the table.


    “Yah! And doing very well, thanks to Charles.” Brother Kevin said, walking behind Charles to pat him on the shoulder.


    Penny looked at Charles and he smiled, slightly embarrassed.


    “It was this, really.” Charles said, sliding the treasured metal detector across the table for her to see.


    Penny pulled up a chair and sat down diagonally across from Charles, looking at the device. “Treasure detector?” she asked, raising her eyebrows at Charles.


    Charles nodded. “Metal detector, really. It shows us the best place to dig.” he explained.


    “What about these?” Penny asked, indicating the dozen or so items that were on the table.


    “I don’t know yet.” Charles replied, “I’m testing them, to see if they work.”


    “Aren’t you afraid?” she asked.


    “Afraid of what?” Charles replied.


    Penny shrugged. “The curse of the ancients. The glow.”


    “There’s no glow here.” Brother Kevin said, “Moosh checked before we brought these inside.”


    Charles was surprised to hear this. He knew there might be some danger of finding a weapon that might go off unexpectedly, or even a grenade or bomb, but he hadn’t thought of lingering radiation, if that’s what they meant by the glow. How stupid he had been, not to think of that!


    “Moosh checked?” Charles asked.


    “Yah.” Brother Kevin said, “Moosh has a crystal that vibrates when the glow is near. He checks everything to be sure it’s safe before bringing it home.”


    “Oh, okay. Good.” Charles said, feeling relieved.


    Penny smiled at Charles’ ignorance. “How do you like living in Unyun?” she asked, changing the subject.


    “I like it. It’s a nice place.” Charles said while fiddling with an object in front of him, looking for a hidden battery compartment. It was the first thing that came to mind, though in truth he was feeling a little homesick, missing the modern conveniences of the 21st-century like, for example, electricity and warm running water.


    “People ask about you in town.” Penny said, “They wonder when you and your friends will come visit the tavern.”


    “Jokes and songs, right?” Charles replied knowingly.


    “Yes.” Penny replied, smiling.


    “We might get down there sometime.” Charles said, “We’ve been busy here at the farm though, and digging up at Shard Mountain.”


    “Saving up to buy stagles, I heard.” Penny said.


    “Yes, and for the hospital in Carrindale.” Charles said, wondering how she had heard that they were saving money for stagles. How much gossip in town centered around Charles and his two companions? Maybe they should go into town more often?


    “Hey, that reminds me...” Penny said, “Counselor Rugal is sending some Hunters to the hospital in Carrindale in a few days. They’re shorthanded, and Flint’s looking to hire some people to go along as escorts. If you did that, you might be able to visit the hospital and earn some credits at the same time.”


    “Really?” Charles asked, “What would we have to do?”


    “Just go with them, I think. They need more shooters to watch out for bandits.” Penny said.


    “So he wants armed guards.” Charles said. “How dangerous is it?”


    Penny bit her lower lip, thinking, and Brother Kevin spoke up.


    “The road to Carrindale is dangerous.” he said grimly, “The last group of Hunters who went there last fall were killed by bandits near Barton pass.”


    Penny nodded solemnly. “Big Dane’s group.” she said, and Brother Kevin nodded.


    “Did they catch the bandits?” Charles asked.


    “Nah.” Brother Kevin replied. “The Hunters’ bodies were found on the side of the road in Barton, just over the Unyun border. No one in Barton saw who killed them, or at least no one will admit to knowing anything. All of Unyun mourned for them, but their killers were never found.”


    “It might be dangerous, but I thought you’d want to know.” Penny said.


    “Well thanks for telling me.” Charles said.


    “You’re welcome.” Penny said, looking down at the artifacts on the table.


    Charles looked at her as she looked at the artifacts, admiring her pretty hair, which was clean and freshly washed. It was unusual in Unyun, where some people only bathed weekly, or monthly.


    “If you were interested...” Penny continued, looking up from the table, “You should talk to counselor Flint about the job, maybe this morning, before word gets around town.”


    “And how did you find out about this job?” Brother Kevin asked, knowingly.


    Penny smiled. “Mother mentioned it last night at dinner.” she said.


    “You must hear a lot about what goes on inside the council.” Brother Kevin said.


    “I hear about everything.” Penny said, smiling. “Mother doesn’t keep any secrets from me, even things I’d rather not know about, like the mayor’s new clothes.”


    Penny glanced at Charles with a curious smile, which made him think of the silver sleeper suits they’d sold to the mayor and his wife.


    “Him and his wife like to dress up before going to bed.” Penny said, grinning mischievously. “The mayor has been tired all week, but quite happy. Mother thinks there might be another baby on the way if they keep it up.”


    Charles was speechless, picturing the mayor and his wife dressing as cryotes in some bizarre bedtime role-playing fantasy. They were both middle-aged, or at least pushing forty, and Charles didn’t like to think of people that old doing things like that.


    “Well, I should be going. I told mother I wouldn’t be long.” Penny said, standing up from the table.


    “Oh, thanks again, Penny.” Charles said, standing up.


    “You’re welcome, Charles.” she said, reaching for her cloak by the door. She turned to Brother Kevin and kissed him on the cheek as she always did, then turned again to Charles before leaving.


    “Flint’s going to put the word out today, so if you want the job, you should talk to him this morning. Before noon.” she said.


    “Give my love to your mother, Penny.” Brother Kevin said, as he walked her outside.


    Charles wasn’t sure what to think. On the one hand, it was an opportunity for them to get to Carrindale sooner than he’d hoped, and to earn some credits at the same time, but on the other hand, they could be killed by bandits. Charles never thought he would consider taking a job as an armed guard, but then he’d never worn a gun belt before either, and now he did. At the very least, he should discuss this with Jake and Parker to see what they thought of it, and soon, because it was already mid-morning.


    Brother Kevin came back inside, frowning. He looked at Charles with a concerned expression.


    “It’s too soon for you to leave.” he said, “You don’t know the dangers that lie outside of Unyun.”


    “Okay,” Charles said, “But how dangerous is it, really?”


    “You could be killed in a hundred different ways, even before reaching Carrindale.” Brother Kevin said grimly.


    “Is it more dangerous than going to dig at Shard Mountain?” Charles asked, slightly frustrated.


    “Yah, much more dangerous than that.” Brother Kevin said, “You should take your time getting used to life in the present. Learn to ride, and practice shooting, and we can go to Carrindale in the summer as we planned.”


    “I know...I know. But I can’t stop thinking about what they did to us. The headaches, you know?” Charles said.


    Brother Kevin nodded, placing a hand on Charles shoulder reassuringly.


    “The hologram said we couldn’t live away from our pods, like we might die from it.” Charles said.


    “Don’t forget how it tried to trick us into thinking we were locked inside there.” Brother Kevin replied, “You can’t trust that what it said was true.”


    “I know, but what if it was telling the truth?” Charles said, “I just want to get checked out, to make sure I’m okay.”


    “I understand, brother, and I will help you, if that’s what you choose, but I wish you could wait another month.”


    “Thanks, brother. I have to talk to Jake and Parker about it, though.” Charles said.


    “Of course. Let’s go talk to them now.” Brother Kevin said, and Charles agreed.


    


    * * *


    


    “Before all of this, I made my living as an armed guard.” Parker Boll said with a crooked smile. “I think we should go.”


    “Yeah, and make some free credits.” Jake said, also smiling. “Besides, it sounds like fun.”


    Brother Kevin tried again to convince them that they weren’t ready to leave Unyun, but the three cryotes were united in wanting to speed things up, despite the danger. Brother Kevin reluctantly agreed to drive them into town to meet with Counselor Flint Rugal, to see if they could get the job. The cryotes put on their leather armor and gun belts before boarding the wagon for the ride into town. Parker Boll called shotgun, as Moosh had decided to stay and take care of some things on the farm. Target practice would have to wait until they got back.


    


    * * *


    


    Sitting in Counselor Rugal’s office, Jake felt like he was sitting in front of his elementary school principal instead of a job interview. Flint Rugal had that no-nonsense look of authority. He was an old man, probably in his late fifties, with short gray hair that was almost completely gone on top. He wore a bizarre looking black jacket and tie made of some shiny material, like a vinyl business suit. He sat behind a large ornate wooden desk with hand-carved trimmings, surrounded by papers and cabinets and wooden cubbyholes stuffed with rolled up notes. A large map of Unyun was posted on the brick wall to his right, with lines and names drawn to show all the plantations in town.


    “Economics. Do you know what that means?” Flint asked, frowning slightly as he looked them over across his desk.


    “Yes.” Charles said almost immediately, followed by Parker and Jake.


    Flint Rugal looked at them as if he were surprised by their answer, raising his bushy eyebrows as he stared at them.


    “Well then, that would be you three and me, because no one else in town has a clue when it comes to a budget. Do you know what that means? Budget?”


    “A plan to set aside money for expenses, so the money doesn’t run out.” Charles said confidently.


    Flint looked surprised again at Charles’ quick answer. “That’s right.” Flint said, and then wrinkled his eyebrows together. “Are you some kind of genius?” he asked Charles bluntly, almost as an accusation.


    Charles reached up to touch his temple, suddenly looking distressed. “No, oh no, please, don’t do that.” Charles said, sounding pained. “I’m allergic to mind speak.”


    Flint Rugal looked up at the curved ceiling. “Yes, Parcy told me about your problem and I forgot. I apologize for that.”


    “It’s okay.” Charles said.


    “We know about economics.” Parker Boll said dismissively.


    Flint looked at Parker as if he were sizing him up, then seemed to relax and settled back in his comfortable chair, smiling slightly.


    “Good. I’ll take your word for it.” Flint said. “Unyun has a deficit this year. They don’t know it yet, and even if they did, they wouldn’t care.”


    Flint pulled open a drawer in his desk, retrieving an item that looked like a clipboard as he continued. “All they care about is the food. Food and picnics, once every week, through the whole summer. Even this special picnic the mayor just planned for you set us back two weeks. That’s two picnics cut off at the end of the summer, when the food runs out. And that’s only one special picnic. I’m expecting there to be more, because there always are. Nobody ever thinks of the consequences. The costs. They leave it up to me to sort it all out.”


    “That sucks.” Jake said.


    Flint Rugal looked at Jake, surprised. Then he smiled slightly. “Yes, but that’s why they elected me. Because I do sort it out, one way or another. But when the people don’t get their forky picnics at the end of the summer, they blame me. Every year it gets harder to make the budget, and every year the people vote for things that make it even harder for me to keep them all happy and fed.”


    Jake wondered why he was telling them all this. Did they get the job already or what? What did any of this have to do with being hired guards?


    “I know that look!” Flint said suddenly, looking at Jake. “You’re thinking about going to eat some forky bars aren’t you? Every time I talk about economics, people start thinking about food, but never mind the costs.”


    “No, I was just thinking about the job.” Jake said, though he wished he had a forky bar. He’d eaten his entire box of crunchy treeky bars and they were really good.


    Flint let out a small sigh and reached over to place the clipboard on the desk where they could see it. Jake could see that it was really some sort of tablet computer display, like a notebook computer without a keyboard. Charles leaned forward to look at it, immediately entranced.


    “The job...” Flint said, “...is very important to Unyun’s budget. If this trip is a success, it’ll turn the deficit into a surplus. Enough for Teck Banner to throw a special picnic every week throughout the fall.”


    “I can see that.” Charles said appreciatively, still staring at the display. Charles was some kind of computer geek back in the real world, so this was his thing.


    “That’s why it’s so important that there be no mistakes.” Flint said. “You cryotes have been here for one week, by my reckoning. I need to know if you’re up to this. I need shooters, like the old days. I’m not saying you’re going to run into trouble, but if you do, you’ve got to be ready. I see you’ve got guns. Can you use them?”


    “Yeah.” Jake said, patting the handle of his gun in its holster.


    “I used to do this for a living.” Parker Boll said. “I carried a gun and transported dangerous prisoners between jails. It was my job.” Parker sounded very confident, and Flint smiled, raising his bushy eyebrows again.


    “That’s good! Very good.” Flint said. “Can you ride a stagle?”


    “Yes!” Jake answered quickly, before Parker could answer. “We’ve been taking lessons.” Jake lied.


    “Good.” Flint said, turning to look at Jake. “Can you follow orders and do whatever Shoo Verdy tells you to do? He’ll be the Hunter in charge on this trip.”


    “Sure, no problem.” Jake replied.


    “And can you keep your mouths shut while Shoo Verdy negotiates with the birds at the hospital? They don’t tolerate any disrespect, especially from humans, so I need to be sure that no one messes this up.” Flint was still looking at Jake as he spoke, as if he had him pegged as some kind of troublemaker.


    “No problem.” Jake said, “Let Shoo Verdy do the talking. Got it.”


    “We do need to talk to them, though...” Charles interjected, “The doctors at the hospital, I mean. We need to get a checkup, because of our headaches.”


    Flint nodded. “Yes, Parcy told me. I want you to let Shoo Verdy work that out, and don’t worry about the cost. Just don’t mess things up for him, or I’ll hear about it.”


    “We won’t,” Charles said quickly, “...and thanks. We were worried that we wouldn’t have enough credits for the hospital.”


    Flint nodded again. “I’m sure that if the people put it to a vote, this is what they’d want, costs be damned.” Flint said derisively. “Unyun takes care of its own, and you three are part of this town now. You are planning to stay, right?” Flint asked.


    “Yeah.” Jake said, and the other two agreed. “Where else would we go?” Jake added.


    “Where indeed?” Flint said. “Most people here believe that Unyun is the best place that anyone could ever want to live. Mostly because of the picnics, but also because it’s a peaceful place, where families can be raised without going hungry. You will see that life is much different for people outside of Unyun. Much less...civilized.”


    “We understand.” Parker said, and the others nodded in agreement.


    “You’ll leave in two days.” Flint said, satisfied.


    


    * * *


    


    “That went well.” Parker Boll said, as they exited the Town Hall.


    “Yes, but now we have to learn to ride stagles, quickly.” Charles said.


    “Yeah, good call, Jake.” Parker said.


    Jake wasn’t sure if Parker was being sarcastic or not, so he just smiled, pleased with himself either way.


    “We can afford to buy stagles now, since we won’t have to pay for the hospital. Isn’t that great?” Charles said giddily, and the others agreed.


    “Let’s go tell Brother Kevin.” Parker said, and they walked over to tell Brother Kevin the news.


    


    * * *


    


    Just a short while later, the three cryotes saddled up for the first time on their new stagles. Brother Kevin had taken them to the stables, where he made a deal to trade the ancient liftpod they’d found at Shard Mountain for three trained stagles, saddles and all. A small crowd of a dozen people gathered around them as they learned to pull themselves up into the saddles, the crowd cheering them on and laughing when Charles took three tries to get seated. Once mounted up, Brother Kevin went over the basic commands to control the beasts, and they were able to follow the wagon back to Kevin’s farm, walking slowly the whole way.


    The stagles were of good quality, though a bit young, with small three pointed antlers that faced forward, away from the riders. They were the mutant descendents of reindeer, with coarse white fur and pink eyes like laboratory rats. Their six agile legs gave them a smooth ride, compared to a horse or other four-legged mount, but they were known to spook easily when startled.


    They ate a quick lunch at the farm before heading over to visit Ozzy and Ayna, to practice firing and reloading flintlocks. Only Parker had remembered the ten steps to reloading a flintlock, but Ozzy was happy to drill them on the steps again, as they practiced shooting at targets behind his barn.


    Pan, powder, patch, ball, push, knife, ramrod, prime, cock, fire! The cryotes committed it to memory as best they could, knowing that their lives might depend on a quick reload. Parker Boll complained that he could shoot off a seven shot clip with his old semi-automatic pistol, a desert eagle, in the time it took to reload a flintlock, but nevertheless he was able to reload consistently faster than Jake or Charles. They continued to practice shooting and reloading for a couple of hours before switching back to the stagles. They learned to ride them at a gallop, as Ozzy and Ayna and Brother Kevin rode along with them, sticking to the road between the two farms.


    The cryotes were quick learners, learning all the basics of how to control a stagle, even when startled, to avoid a dangerous fall. Stagles were prone to dump their riders when afraid, by rearing up on four or even two legs, unless the riders knew well how to control them.


    They practiced riding until sundown, then went home for dinner, making plans to practice all day tomorrow, as they’d done today.


    


    * * *


    


    Ozzy stepped things up on their second day of hard training. They were expected to meet the Hunters for the trip to Carrindale on the following morning, just after sunrise, so they had to learn to fire and reload while mounted. All three cryotes remembered the steps and got faster at reloading and hitting the targets. They even practiced shooting at a gallop, though that proved to be exceptionally difficult for the inexperienced riders.


    They ate dinner that night at the neighbor’s farm. Ayna had prepared a large bird for dinner that looked like a turkey with six drumsticks, and insisted that they all stay for dinner. Their house was a large log cabin style ranch, with no domes in sight. The domes of Unyun were constructed using byproducts of food that was run through the processor in the center of town. They were very expensive, and viewed as an unnecessary extravagance by many of the yaybos, particularly trappers and herders, who didn’t have crops to put through the processor at harvest. After dinner, they spent some time talking and drinking wine, while listening to sobering stories of dangerous wild creatures they might encounter on their journey. Ozzy and Ayna both assured them that the trip, while dangerous, shouldn’t be too bad, so long as they kept alert and didn’t stray into the forest. The neighbors wished them well on their journey, and they went home to make final preparations for their trip.


    Brother Kevin and Charles packed most of the artifacts they’d found at Shard Mountain into a leather satchel for Charles to sell in Carrindale, insisting that they should use all of the money gained to buy whatever they needed, as they planned to do a lot more digging once the cryotes returned safely in two days. They would likely be spending the night somewhere in Carrindale before returning.


    The three cryotes went to bed that night in the bunkhouse, filled with apprehension about the trip. They were all looking forward to it, both for the money they would earn, and hopefully some resolution to their problem with the headaches, but the stories they’d heard made them nervous. There were predators in the woods along the way, and they might also have to contend with bandits who might try to rob them or kill them. Their reservations weren’t enough to make any of them want to give up though, and they had trained hard over the past two days to be ready for this trip. They agreed to take the elixir again, to help them sleep and forget about the lingering soreness in their asses from being in the saddle most of the day.



    


    


    



    


    


    PART II


    


    THE ANCIENT ROAD



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 15


    Leaving Unyun


    


    “Farewell, brothers.” Brother Kevin said from atop his stagle. “Until you return. I hope you find the answers you seek.” His smile looked forced, and Charles knew that he was still worried about them.


    “Farewell Brother Kevin, and thanks.” Charles replied, and they waved goodbye from their stagles as they prepared to leave Unyun with the two Hunters who would be leading the expedition.


    The five riders set out on their journey, leaving the walled town through the northeast gate and crossing a small wooden bridge to the ancient road that led south to Barton. The Hunters rode in front with their rifles ready, casually scanning the woods for any signs of danger. The three cryotes rode behind them, each clutching their rifles anxiously.


    Charles was excited about the trip, but also more than a bit nervous about the danger. They had each been lent a long rifle from the Hunters armory before leaving, to use in case of trouble along the way. Their flintlock pistols sat in their holsters, loaded and ready to fire.


    The Hunter in the lead was named Shoo Verdy. Normally he led the Hunters’ night watch, but Flint Rugal had chosen him to lead this expedition due to his exceptionally strong telepathic ability, which would come in handy when dealing with the telepathic Pravens of Carrindale. He had short, greasy black hair that was combed backward like a greaser from the 1950s, and wore a long brown duster over sturdy black leather armor.


    Riding beside him was Bone Murphy, sporting a spiky blond mohawk and goatee. He was tall and had an imposing silhouette, but was actually quite skinny and only looked bigger due to the thick armored shoulder pads he wore over his leather armor. He was the newest Hunter to join the night watch, having just joined up recently. He was younger then Shoo by a few years, probably in his early twenties, like Jake and Charles.


    Bone Murphy looked back toward the cryotes, grinning. “You boys can relax for now, at least until Barton pass. We’re still in Unyun until then.”


    They were following the old Unyun highway, south from the crossroads toward Barton pass, where the valley closed to a narrow gap. The road was old and rough, worn down in places to reveal a sturdy metal lattice as its foundation that remained in place even though the old road surface had crumbled to dust long ago. It reminded Charles of a bridge near his old house that was made of metal, that he could look down through its lattice sidewalk while crossing and see through to the river below.


    They rode past the site of the ancient dam that had broken, passing the giant mushroom swamp where Brother Kevin harvested mushrooms for his stew. They grew on the muddy floodplain where a reservoir had once been, centuries ago, before the dam broke, before Unyun’s founding. Now the lake had become a mushroom field, where colorful mushrooms grew as high as nine feet tall by the end of the summer, but were still small now, like a field of pumpkins. They passed the overgrown remains of the broken dam in silence, heading into the deeper woods that led to Barton.


    “Ho!” A voice shouted from the road ahead, where two men stepped out from the trees, one of them waving. They were both wearing leather trapper gear, with long fur capes covering their backs.


    “That’s Harl Doke.” Shoo told Bone Murphy.


    “Deke, too.” Bone replied cautiously. “Hold up and I’ll see what they want.”


    Shoo nodded, motioning for the others to stop, as Bone Murphy rode ahead to meet the two men who stood waiting by the side of the road.


    “Murp!” One of them shouted in greeting as Bone dismounted beside them.


    Charles couldn’t make out what was said as the men had a short conversation at the side of the road. Harl Doke was speaking in a low voice, as Bone Murphy talked back, occasionally shrugging and looking up over the east mountain toward the Deadlands. The man reached into a belt pouch and produced some small object that looked like a rock, offering it to Bone Murphy, who leaned forward to inspect it. Bone then turned and retrieved a leather satchel from his stagle. He fished out a small object that looked similar to the one he’d been offered. He made a motion like he was removing the cap from a bottle, then showed the man what was inside. The man took the object and sniffed it, then handed it back, and they argued some more, this time with the second man joining in.


    “He should’ve done this last night.” Shoo said, growing impatient.


    Bone Murphy again dug into his leather satchel, this time producing what looked like a small leather pouch. He handed it to Harl Doke, who then seemed satisfied, stashing the pouch in his pocket. The Doke brothers each shook hands with Bone and waved goodbye as he climbed back into his stagle’s saddle.


    Jake leaned over toward Charles. “Was that a drug deal?” he whispered, raising an eyebrow and smiling slightly.


    Charles smiled back. “Apparently.”


    Jake was still smiling as Shoo waved for them to get moving. Parker Boll had also seen what happened, and was frowning.


    They rode slowly past the two men, who where still standing by the side of the road, watching them pass.


    “Shoo.” Harl Doke said, touching the rim of his furry hat in a salute as his burly brother grunted his own greeting.


    Shoo looked straight ahead. “See you boys tomorrow night.” he said, not turning to face them.


    “Yup.” Harl Doke replied.


    Charles looked them over as they walked by. They were grizzled and scary looking, like crazy mountain trappers. Deke was especially ugly, and obviously a mutant, judging by his bulging build and a face that looked like it was carved from granite. Deke saw Charles eyeing him and shot back a nasty look, tilting his head to spit in the dirt. Charles looked away and didn’t look back when he heard the two men laughing behind them. Charles could also hear Jake cracking up, but refused to acknowledge any of it, focusing on the road ahead. They caught up to Bone Murphy, and Shoo Verdy fell in beside him, resuming their earlier formation with Parker Boll riding in the rear.


    They continued walking, having barely started their journey and not even left Unyun. It was only a few hours ride to Carrindale, and they expected to arrive some time just after midday, barring any further delays.


    They passed a few smaller farms along the road before the land tilted sharply upward in a steep hill to their left, covered in dense forest. The road ran parallel to Unyun creek, as it flowed toward Barton, and they could hear the gentle sound of the stream drifting up through the trees to their right as they continued along the ancient road.


    Jake urged his stagle forward, riding up beside Bone Murphy. He was dying to know what happened back there.


    Parker rode up beside Charles, frowning as usual. “What’s he doing?” he asked quietly.


    “Don’t know.” Charles said, shrugging.


    Parker looked at him for a moment, his eyebrows furrowed as if he didn’t believe him, then relented and fell back into place behind Charles.


    Jake and Bone were chatting, and Charles heard them both laugh. Bone Murphy patted his leather satchel, grinning. Charles could see Shoo Verdy smiling as he looked over at them. Something funny was going on here, Charles thought.


    Jake held up his hand like he were going to wave to someone, and Bone waved his hand awkwardly, then Jake laughed and slapped Bone’s hand with a high five, possibly the first in his life. Charles chuckled softly, as Jake fell back into place beside him, looking cheerful.


    “So?” Charles asked, “What’d he say?”


    Jake was smiling a mischievous grin. “He said we’re going to party tonight at the fort.” Jake said.


    Charles smiled. “Party?” he said, softly, “I haven’t been to a party in a long time.”


    “No, not that kind...”


    “I know.” Charles interrupted, smiling mischievously. “I like to party too. Well sometimes, depending...” he trailed off.


    “Cool.” Jake said, still grinning uncontrollably. This was great news to him, obviously.


    “Awesome.” Jake added, then settled into his saddle, enjoying the ride.


    


    * * *


    


    After traveling nearly an hour, the forest trees were displaced by immense purple thistle vines that grew in great coils, covered in dangerous thorns. The coiled vines grew larger as they progressed, covering the road in a dark canopy. Beams of sunlight lanced down through the canopy, glowing in the cool morning mist. It was strangely quiet beneath the thistle canopy, with only the sound of their stagle’s hooves, and the quiet sound of rushing water from the Unyun creek in the woods to their right, barely audible.


    “All right boys,” Shoo Verdy said, turning to look back at them. “Keep a sharp eye, but don’t shoot anything unless I tell you.” The three cryotes nodded, gripping their rifles.


    Charles checked to make sure his pan was primed and ready to fire, so he only needed to pull the trigger. He’d only get one shot, so he had to make it count. And most importantly, he reminded himself not to drop the gun. These rifles were likely to have a stronger recoil than the pistols. He hoped he didn’t have to use it, because he wasn’t sure if he could shoot another person in real life. He had shot lots of people while playing video games, but this was no game.


    “There’s the bridge.” Bone Murphy said, pointing up ahead to where the road abruptly ended.


    “Ayup.” Shoo Verdy said, signaling for them to follow as he guided his stagle off the ancient road to a worn dirt trail that led down alongside the bridge, toward Unyun creek.


    Their six legged steeds had no difficulty negotiating the uneven terrain as they walked down to the creek’s edge, stepping over large concrete slabs that were all that remained of the ancient bridge. It had been destroyed when the ancient dam broke, washed away by the flood, leaving only rubble and broken concrete slabs in the creek below. The dirt path served as a bypass, descending down to the creek’s edge, where the slabs served as a rough bridge across the water, continuing up the far bank to rejoin the ancient road to Barton.


    Charles saw a number of strange, jellyfish-like creatures clinging to the rocks and slabs at the creek’s bank. They looked slimy, and were pulsating with a soft bio-luminescent green glow.


    “Careful of these.” Shoo said, using his rifle barrel to point out the jellyfish as his mount began to traverse the stepping-stone bridge.


    Bone waited while Shoo picked a path across the stones and slabs, careful to avoid the glowing jellysuckers as he went. “Come on behind me, one at a time.” Bone said, before he too crossed the slabs, following roughly the same path that Shoo had taken.


    “After you.” Jake said, gesturing toward the path before Charles could say the same thing.


    Charles gripped his rifle tightly so he wouldn’t drop it, and made his way across without incident. Jake and Parker followed, and they gathered on the other side.


    “If this trip is a success...” Shoo said, once everyone had gotten across, “Unyun’s going to build a bridge here. That’s what Flint said.”


    “Cool.” Jake said.


    “Ayup.” Shoo replied, then waved for everyone to follow as he started up the short trail that rejoined the ancient road.


    “Hey Shoo...” Bone Murphy asked as they reached the top. “Can we take a break here? Before Barton, I mean.”


    Shoo considered for a moment, casually using two fingers to stroke his slick greasy hair backward, then shrugged. “Ayup, okay.” he said, then pointed to a clear spot at the side of the road, overlooking the creek below. They dismounted and sat down on some old logs on the edge of the clearing.


    Bone Murphy unslung his satchel and set it on a rock between him and Jake. He opened the flap and tilted the satchel toward Jake, so he could see what was inside. Jake leaned over and smiled, then looked back appreciatively at Bone Murphy. Bone reached down and flipped the satchel around, reaching into the front compartment to retrieve a short wooden smoking pipe with crude etchings along its length. He held it up to show Jake, who nodded in anticipation, then held it out for Charles and Parker to see.


    “This is for later tonight.” Bone said, sounding serious, “It might get dangerous up here.”


    Shoo unrolled a small paper bundle he retrieved from his pack. Inside was what looked like a pack of hotdogs, laid out in a row. “Treeky bars?” Shoo asked, offering the bars to everyone.


    Charles loved the crunchy treeky bars he’d received for selling his sleeper suit, and had already finished the whole box. He hadn’t yet tried the softer variety though, and his mouth began to water in anticipation. He took one of the bars and bit into it. It was almost like chocolate in texture, with a slight springiness. It tasted fantastic! It was tangy and sweet like...bacon? Chocolate bacon? Not exactly, but whatever it tasted like, it was almost irresistibly yummy.


    Bone Murphy put his smoking pipe back into his satchel, buckling the flap. He took one of the treeky bars and bit into it, chewing slowly with his mouth wide open. They chatted for a little while about the thistle forest while enjoying their treeky bars.


    “These things...” Bone Murphy said, holding up his half-eaten treeky bar, “The Hunters get to eat these all day. It’s a good deal.” he finished, grinning.


    “It’s how Unyun shows love to the Hunters.” Shoo said dryly. “It’s the least they could do.”


    “Free drinks, too.” Bone continued, “Sometimes we drink all night.”


    “Sometimes.” Shoo agreed, smiling and smoothing his hair back.


    “But it was the people of Unyun who voted for it.” Shoo said, “Last summer, when I joined the night shift. Before that, we had limited rations.”


    “So how do you get to be a Hunter?” Parker Boll asked, leaning over to look at Shoo.


    Shoo smiled and squinted at Parker. “You looking to join up?”


    “Maybe. I used to be a prison guard. I could hack it.”


    Shoo nodded. “We’ll see how you do on this trip.” he said slyly. “If you’re good enough, I might have a place for you on the night watch. Else-wise, Jack Digger could probably use you on days.” he said with a crooked smile.


    Bone Murphy chuckled.


    “All right.” Parker said, smiling slightly.


    Shoo Verdy stood up and stored the remaining treeky bars in his pack. “On to Barton.” he said, climbing into his saddle.


    “Break’s over, boys.” Bone said, standing up.


    They climbed back into their saddles and started back down the ancient road to Barton.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake was very happy at how things were turning out. He had always enjoyed ‘partying’, as he called it, which generally meant consuming large quantities of alcohol, weed, and any other drugs close at hand, while listening to heavy metal, usually but not always accompanied by other people who were doing the same thing, but one could certainly party alone if one had to. He had been partying whenever he could since his mid-teens, and was somewhat proud of it.


    Up until now, he had thought that his only avenue of partying left would be alcohol, which Unyun loved, but he really liked to spice things up when he partied, and alcohol, for all of its variety and flavors, was still just getting drunk. There were plenty of other highs that Jake had sampled and liked, but most of all he would miss the weed.


    He wondered what kind of wacky future weed Bone Murphy had in his satchel? It reminded him of a Cheech and Chong movie he saw once, where they had a satchel like that, but they had lost the satchel and never got to smoke it. Oh, but then they got a huge sack of space weed from a flying saucer, so it had a happy ending. This would be like that, Jake thought, lost in the fantasy.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles was confused. He had thought that the Hunters were the police force of Unyun, and he supposed that was true, but what was going on? First the drug deal, that was odd, then they learned that the Hunters drink all night and get paid in treeky bars. It just seemed very odd to Charles, especially the drugs. Shoo Verdy was in charge of the night watch, and he didn’t seem to have a problem with it, so Charles supposed it was okay. He wondered though, if they were all going to pass Bone Murphy’s peace pipe around tonight? Would that be safe? Out in the wilderness, or the ruins, or wherever they were spending the night?


    The narrow gap between valleys began to widen as they crossed into Barton territory. The canopy of giant thistle vines thinned out, giving way to small shrubs and trees as they entered the Barton valley.


    They began to see signs of an ancient civilization within the forest on both sides of the road. Crumbling walls and rusted metal girders jutted up from the forest floor, covered in creeping red vines that spread over everything like a spider’s web.


    “Blood vines.” Shoo Verdy said, pointing to the pencil thin vines that covered nearly everything except the ancient road.


    “Don’t let them touch you.” Bone Murphy warned.


    Charles eyed the vines suspiciously, wondering what would happen if he touched one, or if it touched him.


    “If you fall asleep near the blood vines, you never wake up.” Shoo Verdy said.


    “They drink your blood.” Bone added with mock cheerfulness.


    Charles made a mental note never to sleep near blood vines.


    “Sleeper moss, too.” Shoo Verdy said, pointing to a small bed of bluish moss covering a patch of stones.


    Charles thought the patch of moss looked like it would be comfortable to sit on. More so than the rocks or the road. It looked sort of springy, like a pillow.


    “It has a smell that makes you want to go to sleep.” Bone Murphy said. “Then it eats you.”


    Shoo Verdy nodded solemnly. “It’s what killed the cryote Johnson.”


    Charles suddenly realized that the smell of the moss might be affecting his mind already, and felt a jolt of sobering fear. He had been thinking about how comfortable it looked, and might have stopped to take a break if he were alone.


    Jake whistled. “People don’t get much sleep around here, do they?” he asked, jokingly.


    “Less of this stuff by Barton’s center.” Shoo said, pointing further up the road. “That’s where most people live, in the old ruins.”


    “Down by the river, too.” Bone said, pointing down the hill to the left, though all they could see was forest and blood vines from this vantage point.


    They continued down the road, sticking to the center to avoid the vines, some hanging down from overhanging tree branches along the roadside. They were on a slope again, this time with a steep hill dropping off to the left, where the Unyun Creek would be, and a gentler forested slope to their right going uphill. The shapes of old ruined buildings could be seen poking up through the forest floor, covered over with vegetation and blood vines. Dirt paths branched off of the road at intervals in both directions, weaving haphazardly within and around the overgrown ruins. Charles could see that in some places there were piles of dirt and bits of junk that had been excavated from the overgrown ruins. Random bits of junk could be seen scattered around the paths, particularly near the dig sites. It looked almost like an old junkyard that the forest had reclaimed.


    They saw more signs of civilization past and present, as the ruined buildings grew larger, forming hollowed-out shells with collapsed roofs that might once have been domes or silos. Some of these ruined buildings were being used as shelter by the downtrodden residents of Barton. They passed one such building, with cylindrical walls and a roof that had partially collapsed to form a cave-like shelter from the rain. Looking inside, they could see two huddled figures warming themselves by a small campfire. They were dressed in filthy rags, and even from this distance, Charles could see that they both appeared to be diseased, with nasty lesions and flakes on their skin. The man facing them watched as they rode past, eyeing them suspiciously.


    They began to see more people along the side of the road, huddled in makeshift doorways, or digging in the ruins. Charles saw one digging with a crude shovel, and beside him was a wooden box filled with dug-up trinkets. As he watched, another ragged scavenger suddenly grabbed the box and ran, jumping over a low wall and spilling half the box on the ground before running away with the rest. The digger chased after him, and another scavenger crawled out of the ruins, quickly gathering up the trinkets that had fallen on the ground. Charles supposed that it was tough being a solo digger in Barton.


    They continued on until they reached Barton Center, a stretch of ruined buildings along the main road that were at least partially intact, and several showed signs of refurbishment.


    There was a small open marketplace, where some vendors were selling dubious looking fruits and vegetables, while tough looking guards armed with crossbows and axes kept watch for thieves. A tavern stood next to the market, with a crude wooden sign showing a mug and three X’s. Some tough looking mutants were loitering in front, looking like gang members in hard leather vests. They watched as the Hunters approached, sizing up the party. One, in particular, stood out due to his large size. He didn’t look big and muscular like Moosh, but just large in general. His legs, in particular, seemed freakishly long. The big mutant sat in a crouching position, looking out at them between his knees. A whorish looking female dressed in mismatched furs was leaning against the wall beside him, with one hand resting on the mutant’s giant spindly knee. She was also a mutant, judging by the droopy, whisker-like tentacles hanging from her cheeks and jowls.


    Shoo Verdy motioned for the group to stop, guiding his stagle to the side of the road by the tavern. “You boys wait here.” Shoo said, brushing back a greasy lock of hair that had flopped down in front, then turned to Bone Murphy and stared a moment before dismounting.


    “Okay, boss.” Bone said, glancing toward the mutants that were still watching them. He held his rifle across his lap, ready to use it in case of trouble.


    Shoo walked through the open tavern door, disappearing into the dark interior while they waited on their stagles outside.


    “Hey boys!” the tentacle faced woman said, sounding overly friendly. She walked over toward Bone Murphy, smiling. “I’ve seen you before, yah?” she asked, looking up at him and smiling. Her face was smeared with reddish brown makeup, or maybe dirt, it was hard to tell, spread across her cheeks and around her eyes, giving her a raccoon-like appearance. Her short dark hair was greasy and slicked back like Shoo Verdy’s.


    “Maybe.” Bone replied, grinning.


    Charles didn’t like the way this was going. He’d seen things like this on TV, and it didn’t usually end well. He glanced nervously at the other mutants who were all watching them. There were five of them altogether, including the woman, and they were all wearing metal-studded, hard leather armor vests that looked similar in appearance, like gang uniforms. The group was armed with an assortment of medieval weapons and crossbows.


    Charles realized that he was glancing nervously, and tried to correct it, not wanting to appear weak or frightened. He squinted his eyes and scowled, imagining how a tough gunfighter in the old west would look. He looked over at Jake and Parker and saw they were both doing the same thing already. It was almost funny if it wasn’t such serious business.


    “Are you one of those Hunters from Unyun?” she asked slyly.


    “Yeah,” Bone said, grinning. “I am, but not these guys.” he said jokingly, gesturing toward the cryotes.


    “Oh...” she said, looking past Bone. “Who are those guys?” she asked, blinking.


    Jake answered quickly, before Bone Murphy could respond. “We’re lumberjacks. We chop wood.” he said with mock seriousness.


    Charles tried not to roll his eyes as the woman looked them over.


    “You don’t have axes.” she said.


    “We’re going to buy new ones.” Jake replied grimly.


    The woman nodded, returning her attention to Bone Murphy.


    “Are you just passing through?” she asked, blinking.


    “Ayup, we’re headed down Carrindale.” Bone replied.


    “Oh, you best watch out for crazies down there.” she said.


    “Ayup, I know.” Bone replied, smiling.


    “Teeka!” the large crouching mutant called out. The woman turned around to look at him, and he waved her over. “Leave it alone.” he said gruffly.


    “Have a safe trip boys.” she said with a flirty wave as she turned and walked back toward her companions. She passed Shoo Verdy as he walked out of the tavern and smiled at him. “Hello.” she said as she walked by. Shoo Verdy stopped, watching her walk back to stand beside the crouching giant. He then turned and looked at Bone Murphy with a slight frown as he climbed into his saddle. Bone looked confused for a moment, then shrugged.


    Charles remembered that Shoo Verdy was a gifted telepath who could read people’s minds. That was why he was leading this trip. Charles was sure that something had just passed between Shoo and Bone Murphy, and began to wonder if Shoo Verdy was reading all their minds during this trip. He hadn’t felt any headaches though, so he supposed not. Had he just read that woman’s thoughts?


    “Everything okay?” Shoo asked, looking back at the three cryotes. All three nodded, and Shoo nodded in return. He then guided his stagle back to the road, with everyone following as they had before.


    They continued down the ancient road, leaving the tavern and the suspicious looking mutant gang behind them. Charles looked back to see if they might be following, but saw no one. They were the only travelers out on the road this morning.


    As they went around a slight bend in the road, Charles could see a well worn path leading down to an ancient bridge that spanned Barton’s foam river. He could see why the river had that name, as it was choked with fluffy orange clumps of foam that were drifting in the slow current. The water was murky and orange colored. He could see a scattering of wooden shacks and farms on the far side of the river, though compared to the farms of Unyun, these looked more like small gardens.


    He could see more people down by the river. Some appeared to be hauling orange water in buckets, while others were just milling about in small groups. There was something odd about them, Charles thought. They might all be children, but he couldn’t tell at this distance. He was surprised when they passed two of them on the side of the road and he realized they weren’t even human. What he had mistaken for fur coats was actually their furry bodies. They looked like raccoons that walked upright, standing about three feet tall. Both were wearing what looked like crude leather togas and moccasins, and they each carried a small worn shovel. The little diggers stopped to watch them go by, sniffing the air with their tiny black noses, their beady eyes gleaming, like furry masked bandits.


    “Raycoons.” Bone Murphy said, waving to the furry dwarfs.


    Charles wondered if some mad scientist had crossed a raccoon with a human, or possibly a monkey, to create these odd creatures, or had they evolved naturally? Another question to add to his list, he thought.


    


    * * *


    


    They continued south along the ancient road, leaving the ruins of Barton behind them as they entered the Simpson woods that separated Barton from Carrindale. The road here was less traveled and overgrown in places. Evergreens and other trees surrounded them, some growing to immense size, towering over them. The woods had an old musty smell that hung in the air like a fog, with signs of new growth everywhere, as spring brought life back to the ancient forest. Generations of fallen trees lay in piles on the forest floor, forming a maze of rotten wood and shadowy nooks on both sides of the ancient road.


    Charles thought that he could see eyes peering out at him through the underbrush, stalking them. He tried to dismiss the thought as paranoid hallucinations, but he could tell that the Hunters felt it also. They were watching the woods on both sides, holding their rifles ready, so it was a surprise when no one noticed the attackers who came from the woods behind them.


    Charles heard a sudden flurry of scratching sounds from the road behind him, followed by a loud grunt and braying scream from a stagle in distress. Looking back, his heart raced with a sudden burst of adrenaline as he saw Parker Boll sprawled on the ground beside his bucking mount, which was being attacked by some horrible furry creature that had attached itself to the stagle’s rump, scratching and biting. His heart jumped again with alarm as he saw several more of the creatures scrambling toward them from the woods, their claws scraping on the old road’s surface. There were four of them, or maybe five, and they looked like a cross between a giant brown rabbit and a velociraptor. They had long curving claws on their front limbs which they held out in front of them menacingly while they scrambled forward on muscular hind legs. Worst of all were the teeth, which were long and sharp and reminded Charles of what a shark’s mouth looked like, built for slicing chunks of meat. These were no herbivores.


    He saw all of this in a second, and in the next second he had to hold on to avoid falling as his stagle bolted from beneath him, charging past Bone and Shoo as fast as its six legs could carry it away from danger. He didn’t really disagree with this course of action, so didn’t try to regain control, content to just hold on as they fled from the rushing beasts. He saw another stagle run past him, riderless, and recognized Jake’s bedroll on the back.


    Charles looked behind as he heard the sound of flintlock rifles being fired. He could see Bone and Shoo were shooting, but much more importantly, there was one of those things between him and his companions, chasing after him. He realized to his dismay that he had straggled from the herd, making him an enticing target. He fumbled to get hold of his rifle, which was still wedged across his lap. It slipped from his grasp and clattered on the road behind him. He looked back frantically, wondering if he could stop and grab the gun before the thing caught him. Doubtful. His stagle was outrunning the horrible raptor bunny, but not enough for him to pull such a stunt. He still had his flintlock pistol, and it was loaded and ready to fire. Once. Could he kill something like that with one shot? Could he even hit it before it tore out his throat? He almost reached for the pistol, picturing himself stopping in the road to make a brave stand, and making his one shot count. Then he decided against it, and just held on tightly as the stagle continued its panicked flight. Charles heard more gunshots coming from behind him, and consoled himself with the thought that the one chasing him was one less for his companions to contend with, so technically he was helping, and it was just his stagle that was running like a coward.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake heard the the stagle’s braying scream and whirled around to see what was happening while clutching his rifle tightly against his chest. He saw the creatures approaching as Charles and his stagle bolted ahead. He quickly raised his rifle to fire, but couldn’t aim as his stagle reared up on three legs and dumped him to the ground, where he landed hard on his shoulder and ate a mouthful of dirt. His stagle ran off at top speed, leaving him lying there alone, reeling from the impact.


    He rose to his knees, grasping for his rifle on the road beside him. Two of the creatures were heading right for him, their muscular legs pumping as they sprinted toward him with their toothy mouths agape. A shot rang out, then another, and Jake saw one of the two sprinters fall, tumbling over itself. Jake pointed his rifle in the general direction of the other and pulled the trigger. The hammer fell and sparked the pan with a loud report as the ball flew toward its target, narrowly missing.


    “Fuck.” Jake said, as the beast leaped through the air toward him. He held up his rifle defensively as the beast tackled him, its talons slashing through his leather armor to grip him by the shoulders and pin him to the ground. Jake cried out in pain. The creature was heavy and muscular, like a full-grown pit bull dog. He held his rifle in both hands across his chest, desperately trying to protect himself from the beasts sharp, snapping teeth. It snapped at his throat and face repeatedly, but he managed to hold the beast back with the rifle held up against the creature’s neck. He held its head at bay, as its claws continued to grip tightly on his shoulders, penetrating deep into his flesh.


    He barely felt the pain as the creature’s sharp rear claws raked at his leather leggings, shredding them, and the skin below. He caught a glimpse of Parker Boll, rolling on the ground with one of the creatures, and both were streaked with crimson blood. He would die now, he thought, but not if he could help it. He could feel the heat of the beasts rancid breath on his face as he struggled with the gun to keep it from biting him. Its brown fur against his knuckles was surprisingly soft.


    He wasn’t giving up. He tensed himself and pushed as hard as he could, trying to roll the beast off of his chest to the side, using the rifle as leverage. The beast did roll off, but its claws were still stuck in his shoulders and he rolled with it. Now he was on top, and the beast was on its back, though it was still holding tightly to his shoulders. The beast growled and barked as it struggled to right itself, and Jake felt its clawed hind legs under him. He felt a sharp pain in his ribs as the beast kicked with its strong back legs. It released its grip on his shoulders as he was launched backward by the powerful kick. He landed hard on his back this time, but quickly scrambled to his feet, fueled by adrenaline as he fought to live. He had dropped the rifle when the beast kicked him, and now stood barehanded.


    The creature righted itself and prepared to jump again. Jake braced himself for the impact when another shot rang out and the beast fell, twitching and gurgling. Beyond it, he could see Bone Murphy still sitting on his stagle, his long rifle smoking. Shoo sat beside him, calmly aiming his long rifle toward Parker Boll.


    Jake whirled around, looking for more attackers. His heart was pounding, and he was bleeding from multiple wounds. He saw several of the beasts lying dead on the road, but one was still alive, clawing at the ex-prison guard. Parker was crawling backward on the ground, trying to protect his face as the creature gnawed on his shoulder, growling. It might have bitten his neck if not for the backpack he wore that provided some protection. But the beast was chewing on his shoulder, holding fast with its talons, attempting to drag him toward the forest.


    Bone Murphy urged his stagle forward toward the beast, drawing a long curved knife from its sheath. Shoo had the creature in his sights, but didn’t have a clear shot. He shouted at it, trying to get its attention, though the shout came not from his lips but from his mind. The beast raised its head suddenly, its floppy ears perking up as it wiggled its nose at Shoo Verdy. Shoo fired his flintlock and hit the blood-soaked bunny in its twitching nose with a spray of blood, the titanium bugshot ball penetrating through to its brain. The beast let out a short bleat as it slumped over, twitching.


    Jake saw this through a haze of blurred vision, and was glad to see the last creature killed. He saw Parker Boll crawl another step and then collapse on his belly. Jake looked down at his heaving chest and was shocked at all the blood. He looked back at Bone Murphy, who was riding toward him, then sat down on the road, bleeding.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles tried to steady himself, knowing he only had one shot. It had to hit. His hand was shaking though, and the beast was running toward him.


    He was gripping the reins with one hand tightly, holding the stagle steady as he lined up his shot. The terrible mutant rabbit was loping toward him with a bobbing gait that made it hard to aim. He had waited until he had a good lead on the beast, hoping it would give up the chase. It was persistent though, refusing to break off. So he had urged his stagle to run faster, as if his will could make it run faster than its panic already did. Then he had pulled forcefully on the reins, urging the beast to stop abruptly and hold position. The stagle reluctantly obeyed. It snorted and stomped the ground nervously, wanting to bolt, but obeying its rider’s firm command.


    “Stay on target.” he told himself sternly, clenching his teeth together as he tried to hold his aim steady, watching the beast grow larger as it rushed toward him. It leaped and he pulled the trigger, hitting it square in the chest. “Yeah!” he cried out, as the beast spasmed and landed at the stagle’s feet with a thud. The stagle bolted then, and he was dumped off the back, landing on the road beside the beast that was still twitching.


    Charles scrambled to his feet to get away from it, in case it was still alive. He heard the clatter of his stagle’s hooves growing fainter as it ran away, leaving him there alone on the road.


    He looked over at the beast as it breathed its last gasp. It was curled up on its side, with its back facing him, its long floppy ears lying flat on the ground. From this angle it looked almost cuddly. Charles thought it would make an excellent fur coat.


    He smiled and brushed himself off, then picked up the flintlock pistol that had hit the ground when he fell. He hadn’t dropped the gun this time, and he had saved his own life. He couldn’t help feeling good about it, marveling at his own bravery. But his friends might still be in danger, he thought.


    He glanced up the road, but saw no sign of his cowardly stagle. Reluctantly, he started walking back the way he’d come, fumbling to reload the flintlock in case he’d need it again, quickly going through the steps as he’d been drilled.


    


    * * *


    


    “He’s hurt bad.” Bone Murphy said as he bent over Parker’s still body.


    “Can he make it?” Shoo asked, standing beside Jake, who was now sitting at the side of the road, leaning against a tree.


    “Maybe.” Bone said, looking down the road toward Carrindale. “We need those stagles.”


    “Go.” Shoo replied, “I’ll stay with them.”


    Bone nodded, then climbed back into the saddle and rode off to the south, in the direction that Charles had fled.


    “Try not to bleed anymore.” Shoo told Jake before going to check on Parker Boll.


    That sounded like a good plan, Jake thought. He didn’t know how much blood he had left, but he must have lost a lot before Shoo patched him up.


    Shoo had stopped the bleeding and sealed his major wounds using a small can of spray foam labeled ‘Bloodstop’, that he sprayed directly into Jake’s wounds. It had an immediate soothing effect as the foam expanded to fill the holes in his body, stopping the bleeding while also numbing the pain. It was only a temporary fix, and he would need to see a real doctor as soon as possible. Shoo had assured him that there would be doctors at the hospital in Carrindale, urging him not to die before they got there.


    Shoo used the last of the spray foam touching up a few wounds on Parker’s arms and legs, discarding the empty spray can in the woods.


    The Hunters had remained calm throughout the encounter, keeping control of their mounts as they fired their flintlock rifles, and then pistols, each shot dropping one of the beasts. Then they had both reloaded rifles with practiced efficiency to kill the last two creatures.


    It had happened so suddenly, and was so shockingly violent, that Jake knew he was lucky to still be alive. He had managed to defend himself to stay alive, but just barely. He had forgotten the flintlock pistol he had on his belt, loaded and ready to fire. He felt slightly ashamed for having forgotten, and a bit awestruck of the two Hunters who had kept their cool and saved both of their lives. If they made it through this, he would spend more time practicing with his flintlock. He remembered the last moment when the mutant rabbit had jumped at him and he thought it was over, then seeing Bone dispatch the beast with one well aimed shot. He was a hero, and Jake owed him his life. Jake wanted to learn to shoot like Bone Murphy. Like a Hunter. A real hero.


    Jake felt tired, his energy having drained away with his blood on the ground. He closed his eyes to rest, knowing that Shoo Verdy was watching over them.


    “Do not sleep.” Shoo Verdy whispered to him telepathically, though he heard it as a shout in his mind. Jake was startled by the loud voice in his head, abruptly sitting up straight. He felt the sharp twinge of migraine, as if someone had just tapped a small thumbtack into the base of his skull with a hammer. The voice was loud and commanding, as if shouted through a megaphone, but the tone was soft like a whisper. A whisper with the volume turned up to eleven, Jake thought.


    “Okay!” Jake said, trying to speak softly and still be heard across the short distance between him and Shoo. It came out sounding like a shouted whisper, which was an odd coincidence, Jake thought. “Dude, don’t think so loud...it hurts.”


    “I sense your pain.” Shoo replied in his mind, his voice booming. Another thumbtack made its way into Jake’s skull, followed by a dull throbbing headache that didn’t fade out immediately.


    “Dude, chill!” Jake pleaded, rubbing the back of his head with his right hand, which only made his injured shoulder throb with more pain.


    Shoo Verdy walked over then, and knelt beside Jake. “Is this better?” he asked, looking concerned.


    “Yeah.” Jake said, “It’s just that your voice is so loud in my head, it hurts.”


    Shoo frowned. “I wasn’t shouting.” he said.


    “I’m allergic to mind speak.” Jake said, remembering what Healer Parcy had told him.


    Jake’s shoulders were still throbbing, but the headache was fading away.


    “I’m sorry.” Shoo said, looking concerned.


    “It’s okay, dude, just chill with the mind talk for a while.” Jake replied. The pain had not persisted, thankfully, but he hoped that Shoo would chill like he asked.


    Shoo nodded and stood up. “Stay here and keep a lookout.” Shoo said. “Yell out if you see anything, okay? I’ll be right over here.” He pointed toward Parker, who was still lying in the road where he fell.


    “Okay dude.” Jake said, lifting his hand in a small wave.


    Jake could hear Parker groaning as he tried to sit up. Shoo walked over to help the ex-prison guard, who seemed to be delirious as he swatted and glanced around furtively, as though he were still being attacked.


    Shoo was speaking softly, trying to calm Parker as he gently dragged him off the road to lean against a tree near Jake. Parker continued to look around fearfully, his eyes wide and mouth open in a pained grimace. He was covered in blood from his wounds, mixed with clumps of dirt from the road that clung to the folds of his leather armor. He was punctured and slashed in many places, particularly his lower back, which had been repeatedly raked by the mutant beast’s powerful hind claws. He also had a serious head wound, and a large flap of skin had detached from his skull, hanging loose. Shoo had poured water on it to clean off the road dirt, then closed the flap and sealed it with spray foam, as he’d done with Jake’s major wounds.


    Jake watched as Shoo walked over to his stagle and retrieved something from his pack that looked like a small ceramic jar. He brought it over to Parker and unscrewed the cap.


    “Smell this.” Shoo said, holding the jar under Parker’s nose. Parker flinched, then looked down with wide eyes at the jar, which appeared to contain a black, jelly-like substance. Parker sniffed it, then sniffed it some more.


    “This will make you feel better.” Shoo said, reassuringly. Then he took the jar back and dipped two fingers into it, pulling them back out coated with shiny black jelly. He reached out and gently applied the jelly to Parker’s upper lip, leaving a shiny black smear beneath his nose.


    Parker calmed down almost immediately as he took a deep breath, inhaling the vaporous jelly. He leaned back against the tree and stared up at the forest canopy, no longer terrified. Jake thought he even saw a slight smile on the ex-prison guard’s face.


    “Can I get some of that?” Jake asked, his curiosity piqued.


    Shoo turned and nodded, walking over to Jake with the jar in hand. “Do you know what this is?” Shoo asked curiously.


    “I think so. I mean, no. What is it?” Jake said.


    “Welljelly.” Shoo said. “If you’re afraid, it helps you be calm.”


    “Oh, cool.” Jake said, looking at the jar, which had a faded logo printed on it that said ‘Welljelly’ in cartoony, bubble-shaped letters.


    Shoo dipped his fingers back into the jar and smeared some on Jake’s upper lip. It smelled vaguely minty.


    “Don’t get too relaxed,” Shoo warned, “I need you to help keep watch until Bone gets back.” He picked up Jake’s rifle from the ground beside him, handing it to Jake, who held it across his lap.


    “Oh, yeah.” Jake said, inhaling the sweet, minty vapor.


    “Okay.” he said, raising his hand with his thumb and index finger forming an ‘O’. It also looked like a bunny rabbit, Jake thought, and giggled a little. He suddenly felt much better. Not that he had really been afraid much, after the bunnies were all killed, but now he was feeling much more relaxed. Almost like smoking a joint, he thought, but more profoundly calming.


    Shoo Verdy smiled and smoothed back his greasy black hair.


    “What...” Parker Boll said, pausing to catch his breath, “...were those...things?” he asked.


    “Rippers.” Shoo said grimly. “Some folks call them Jackrippers, or just Jacks. Whatever you call them, well, you don’t want to run into them like we just did.” He looked around, scanning the forest, frowning.


    “They were hiding over that dip.” Shoo said, pointing to a low embankment where an old dry creek bed cut a small channel alongside the road. “They must have been waiting for someone to pass by.”


    “Jack rippers.” Jake said, bemused. “Like Jack the Ripper.”


    Shoo looked at him, not understanding.


    “Jack...rabbits?” Parker Boll asked, as though he were answering a question in a game of Trivial Pursuit.


    Jake felt his headache returning with a dull throb and saw Shoo was looking at him.


    “Dude, are you in my head again?” he asked, as the pain abruptly ceased as Shoo looked down at the ground.


    “Aye, sorry.” Shoo replied, looking up. “Was it the same as before?”


    “I don’t know.” Jake said. “Maybe not as bad, but still bad.”


    “This might be worse than you think.” Shoo said.


    “Why?” Jake asked, calmly.


    “Well...” Shoo said, “The Pravens in Carrindale are powerful espers. They use mind speak all the time, and can see through most people’s walls.”


    “Wow, they can see through walls?” Jake repeated.


    “They see through your thoughts.” Shoo said.


    “Were you just reading my mind?” Jake asked, interested.


    “Ayup, but only to see if the welljelly helped.”


    “Oh, that’s cool.” Jake said, calmly.


    “What are you...talking about?” Parker asked, breathlessly.


    Shoo turned to look at Parker, and the ex-prison guard cringed.


    “Ow! Yes, that hurts.” Parker said.


    “Sorry.” Shoo said, looking away.


    “Your minds are open for anyone to read.” Shoo said. “If not for your wounds, I’d have you wait outside while I deal with the pravens.”


    “I feel okay now.” Jake said, sniffing the welljelly on his lip.


    Shoo looked at him dubiously.


    “You shouldn’t talk to anyone about your long sleep.” Shoo said.


    “Why?” Jake asked.


    “Because there were others before you, and things didn’t always end well.” Shoo replied. “Cryotes can be useful...for their knowledge of ancient things. And some ancient things only work for ancients, and cryotes. Somehow, the machines can tell the difference.”


    “Okay, so, people are going to want to hire me?” Jake asked.


    “More likely you’d be made a slave, or conscripted to an army.” Shoo said.


    “They have slaves here?” Jake asked, surprised.


    “Not so much here,” Shoo said, “But they’re all over in the South Lands. Badger Lands, too, southwest of here. Least the badgers are civilized about it. They like to ransom prisoners they catch, but since most don’t have friends or kin that can pay, they work it off as slaves for a couple years. It’s in the badger book of laws, just like Unyun’s book outlaws slavery within Unyun’s border. The people voted it.”


    Jake nodded, taking it in. It didn’t really bother him that there was a chance he could be captured by mutant badgers and held as a slave, because he knew that his friends Shoo Verdy and Parker Boll would bail him out. And how bad would it be, really? He was just surprised to hear about slaves. He thought that was over when Lincoln abolished slavery, but like disco and bell-bottom jeans, it had come back.


    “Thanks, Shoo.” Jake said, sounding overly sincere, like a drunk guy who tells everyone he loves them. Jake was thanking him for saving his life, and also for being a good friend. They had only just met this morning, but they’d already been through a lot together. Wait, was he drunk?


    Jake smiled and looked over at Parker Boll, sitting against a tree beside him. Parker was looking up at the trees, relaxing. He saw Jake smiling at him, and he smiled back. His lips were crusted with dried blood.


    “Cool.” Jake said, and made a thumbs-up gesture toward Parker, who returned the gesture before going back to admiring the trees.


    


    * * *


    


    Bone Murphy returned, leading one stagle behind him, while Charles rode his own stagle alongside. Charles had a shiny black smear under his nose, and had a serene look on his face. He gave a friendly wave as they pulled to a stop beside the wounded men, who returned the wave, smiling calmly.


    “How’d you do out there, boy?” Shoo asked, standing up to get a better look.


    “I’m okay. I killed it.” Charles said, grinning as he patted the hilt of his flintlock pistol, secure in its holster.


    “Ayup, he did.” Bone Murphy said.


    “You don’t look hurt.” Shoo said appreciatively.


    “No, I’m okay. Well, my shoulder hurts a little from the fall...” he trailed off, looking at Jake and Parker, who were both thoroughly streaked with blood and grime from their multiple wounds. “Um, are they okay?” he asked, sounding slightly concerned.


    “For now.” Shoo replied, “But we need to get going, so they can see the doctors and get fixed.”


    “What about that other stagle?” Bone asked, pointing back along the road to Barton, where they last saw Parker’s steed fleeing, leaving a trail of blood on the road behind it.


    Shoo Verdy shook his head. “It’s either dead or halfway to Unyun.” he said. “Besides, I don’t think that one can ride.” He pointed at Parker Boll.


    Bone nodded, then looked at Jake. “Can you ride?”


    “Yeah, I think so.” Jake said, trying to stand up. The wounds on his legs were stinging, but it was bearable. His shoulders hurt more, but he thought he could ride if that was all he had to do.


    “Help me get him up.” Shoo said, and Bone Murphy obliged, climbing down from his stagle to help.


    “I’m okay.” Parker Boll said breathlessly as they lifted him to his feet. He couldn’t stand up though, so they carried him to Bone Murphy’s stagle, lifting him up into the saddle.


    “Thanks, guys.” Parker said, then slumped forward to hug the stagle’s furry white neck.


    Bone and Shoo helped Jake up into his saddle. Jake noticed with some amusement that his stagle had a smear of shiny black jelly on its upper lip. Looking over, he saw that Charles’ stagle also had a black smear of welljelly under its nose.


    “Good stuff.” Jake said, pointing. “Maybe now they won’t run off.”


    “Ayup, I hope not.” Bone said, climbing up into his saddle behind Parker Boll. Shoo Verdy did the same, ready to continue their journey, and they set off again, following the ancient road to Carrindale.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 16


    Carrindale


    


    They continued riding through deep forest, under a canopy of dead tree branches that were speckled with emerald buds as the trees returned to life.


    The clouds had parted briefly, allowing the noonday sun to shine through the canopy, lighting up the forest. The colors seemed amplified in the bright sunlight, and there was a curious glow around everything, particularly the greens, that stood out like reflective highway signs under high-beam headlights.


    Charles couldn’t help staring into the deep forest. He could see mice and small insects moving in the underbrush, scurrying among the leaves. The air, also, was filled with life, with scattered clouds of buzzing insects near the ground, while birds and small bird-like creatures flew overhead, occasionally landing to roost in the highest branches.


    He knew that he was under the effect of a drug, but it didn’t worry him. It didn’t make him feel stupid, uncoordinated, or anxious, though it did add an odd reverberating echo to the sounds of the forest, unless he was imagining it. He’d been paying attention to the sounds of nature all around them, and was scanning the woods, trying to locate the myriad sound’s origins, watching the birds and bird-like creatures roosting in the high branches, smiling.


    Flying insects buzzed around Jake and Parker, attracted by the smell of blood. The wounded men didn’t seem to mind the bugs, only brushing them away occasionally, but otherwise enjoying the ride, like Charles. Bone Murphy was less inclined to ignore the pestering bugs, cursing softly as he swatted them away from his wounded passenger.


    


    The deep woods thinned out as they neared the outskirts of Carrindale. They emerged from the forest, leaving the towering trees behind them as they entered a region of tall colored grasses that covered the ground in patches of green, orange, and red.


    The crumbling shapes of ancient buildings were visible in the grass, overgrown with moss and creeping vines like the ones in Barton, though Charles didn’t see any of the red blood vines that infested that region. Some of the dome-shaped buildings were completely buried and grown over, looking like small grass covered hills, like the ancient tomb where the cryotes awoke from their long sleep.


    It was mind boggling, Charles thought, how so much time had passed since these buildings had been lived in, that the earth would reclaim them, covering them over like ancient roman ruins, as if they’d never been there. Though ancient now, the buried ruins were the remains of a civilization two-hundred years in the future, as Charles still tended to perceive it. Ruins of the ancient future past.


    He was eager to reach their destination, where hopefully, he’d find answers to his many questions about the past. More than that, he hoped to find an explanation for what caused his troubling headaches, and maybe a cure.


    


    They continued riding until they reached an ancient bridge that spanned a murky creek. The bridge appeared sturdy and intact, made from concrete that had somehow resisted the effects of age and erosion over centuries. They crossed over the arched bridge, where they could see a good view of the ruins spread out on a gentle uphill slope ahead of them.


    The buildings were similar to the ones in Barton, with a mix of collapsed domes and silos, all overgrown with vines and grass. Narrow dirt pathways led between the road and ruined buildings, flanked by piles of rubble and junk items pulled up from the ground, and some of the buildings showed signs of habitation by the diggers and scavengers who haunted the ruins here, as they did in Barton.


    As the riders reached the other side of the bridge, they came upon a grisly sight. Three men dressed in ragged clothing hung from a makeshift gallows by the side of the road, their corpses rotting in the sun. Each of the men had a hand missing, and a wooden signboard had been nailed into the chest of one of the corpses. Scrawled on the signboard in crude black letters was the word ‘Teefs’.


    “Thieves?” Charles asked, staring at the three hanging corpses. None of them had eyes, and insects crawled all over their bodies.


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy said.


    “Who did this?” Charles asked.


    “Could have been anyone.” Bone replied, “Probably just scavengers.”


    “Who, them?” Charles asked, “Or the ones that hung them up?”


    “Both.” Bone said, “There’s no laws here like in Unyun, so people do what they want.”


    Charles nodded, understanding the concepts of lawlessness and frontier justice.


    “Let’s keep moving.” Shoo said, and they started up the hill, leaving the three hanged men behind them.


    “Hey, listen,” Bone Murphy said, turning to look at Charles and Jake. “We’ll be in Carrindale when we get over this hill. You should both be on guard, in case the scavs try to ambush us. They’re iceheads, and stupid crazy most of the time. We don’t trust any of them outside the fort, okay?”


    “Okay.” Jake said.


    “Trust no one, got it.” Charles added.


    Shoo Verdy offered his own advice. “And don’t talk to the pravens. Let me do it. Don’t talk about your long sleep, either. They don’t need to know.”


    “Yep, got it.” Jake said.


    “Wait, why?” Charles asked, confused.


    Shoo explained to Charles what he’d discussed with Jake about cryotes being sought after and enslaved by warlords and cryptic factions, also warning him of the Pravens’ strong telepathic ability to read minds and use mind speak.


    “If they’re going to read our minds anyway,” Charles reasoned, “Maybe we should just be honest from the start?”


    “Well, it’s your choice, I suppose.” Shoo replied, “They’ll probably read it in your thoughts anyway, like you said.”


    “Well, this is why I came on the trip.” Charles said, “To get answers, I mean. I don’t really want to lie to the doctors.”


    Shoo nodded. “Ayup. Just be careful what you say, and don’t mention that place where you woke up. It’s too close to Unyun, and we don’t want the Pravens flying up there to look. Most people don’t trust them.”


    “Should we trust them?” Charles asked.


    “Depends,” Shoo said, “The Pravens are traders. They trade all over. Carrindale is just one of their smaller roosts. There are bigger ones in the southwest deserts. Whole cities filled with them.”


    “Yes, but why shouldn’t we trust them?” Charles asked.


    “Well, that depends, like I said,” Shoo replied, “They got all of these roosts in different cities all over, and they trade things that people need for a profit. Big profits. It’s all they really care about. Even this hospital they roost at here is run for profit, and some folks think they charge too much, but if you’ve got the credits, they can help you.”


    Jake chuckled. “Sounds just like the doctors in the past.”


    “Just remember, we’re here to talk trade for Unyun.” Shoo said, “If this deal works out, it’ll be good for Unyun and the Pravens, both. I’m going to slip you boys into the deal if they’ll go for it. Hopefully they’ll like this tukey loaf we’re bringing them.”


    “Okay, thanks.” Charles replied, trusting that Shoo knew what he was doing.


    


    They reached the top of the hill, where they could see a better view of the greater Carrindale ruins. It was just a small hill among many in the uneven Carrindale valley, which was roughly bowl shaped, just a few miles across in any direction. The valley was filled with dense ruins that grew taller toward the center, where many buildings still stood as high as five stories tall. Most of the buildings were misshapen, falling in upon themselves slowly over centuries, and the rubble of collapsed upper stories lay in great piles at the base of most structures. It looked like a vast maze laid out across the valley. A labyrinth of crumbling buildings, interspersed with trees and covered over with vines.


    Several prominent landmarks were visible from this vantage. Ahead and to their left was the hospital, sitting halfway up the mountain overlooking the valley. It was a large squarish building that tapered at the top into a cylindrical tower, with a partially collapsed dome on top that looked like a giant cracked egg. It towered over the surrounding ruins, casting a long shadow from the afternoon sun.


    Below the hospital, past an expanse of collapsed buildings and maze-like paths, a walled fortress could be seen in what was once the city’s downtown plaza. A plume of smoke rose from a large bonfire within the walled downtown fortress courtyard that looked like an open oasis within the crowded ruins.


    Above it all, curving along the far eastern hillside, a bright ribbon cut its way through the forest, traversing the upper rim of the valley. It looked like it might be a highway that gleamed brightly in the afternoon light, as though it were made of some highly reflective metal or glass. The ruins and surrounding landscape were also riddled with large craters, perfectly round and curving down like inverted domes. The craters were filled with grass and multicolored shrubs, and some held a lingering gray mist, looking almost like swimming pools filled with murky water.


    “Shoo,” Bone Murphy said, leaning over toward his riding companion. “I know a shortcut, over there.” He pointed to the left, along the valley ridge toward the hospital.


    Shoo nodded to Bone. “Lead the way.”


    They left the ancient road, following an old dirt path that wound through the ruins to the northeast on a slightly downward path. They had to step over and around bits of rubble and junk that had been discarded along the path. The ruins weren’t tall here on the rim, but the walls rose higher around them as they proceeded down into the valley. Charles could see signs of the scavenger culture within these ruins, though he didn’t see any people. He saw old fire pits underneath overhangs, and the familiar piles of junk alongside the paths. They passed a dead body, emaciated and slumped against a corner between two walls, apparently dead for some time. It looked human, but its skin was purple and shriveled, and its eyes were missing. They walked past the corpse, keeping their distance as best they could on the narrow trail.


    The riders came to a gorge where a stream ran below them, between tall banks of earth and stone. An old crumbling bridge spanned the gorge, tilting slightly to the left as it had settled over the years. It looked mostly solid except for three gaping holes near its middle, through which they could see twisted metal girders and the stream running below.


    Bone Murphy guided his stagle onto the bridge without pausing, picking his way across what looked like the safest route. Shoo Verdy followed behind him, and Charles gestured for Jake to go ahead and he would take the rear. A moment after Charles stepped onto the bridge. He heard a bloodcurdling shriek from directly behind him. His stagle faltered, it ears perking up at the alarming noise.


    Charles remembered to hold the reins as he looked back to see the source of the noise. Behind him, next to the bridge, he saw a man’s head raised up over a bank of rubble. He was wearing a leather skullcap that was tied around his chin. He had a crazy look in his eyes, and he looked furiously angry as he hopped up and screamed again, holding his arms up to the sky. The man was shirtless, and probably hungry, by the look of his prominent ribs.


    Charles calmly reached for his pistol, flipping open the leather strap that held it in place while holding his stagle steady. The crazed man ducked back down for a moment, as Charles drew his gun from its holster, then he popped up again and shrieked like before, this time slapping his leather cap with both hands repeatedly before hiding again.


    Charles glanced ahead and saw that Bone Murphy had him covered from the other side, sighting down the length of his rifle barrel toward the crazed man. Charles could shoot him if he popped up again, but didn’t think he should. The man seemed to be some kind of lunatic. It might just be an act, but he hadn’t really done anything to warrant such an extreme reaction. Or was that the appropriate reaction in this world? If someone screams in your face, is it appropriate to shoot them in reply? Probably not, he thought, as he continued across the bridge with gun in hand, ready to use it if needed. He saw the man pop up again to hoot at them like an owl, slapping his skullcap repeatedly before hiding again.


    Charles reached the other side of the bridge where the others were waiting, satisfied that he’d made the right choice in not shooting the crazed man. He put his pistol back in its holster, careful to secure the strap that held it in place.


    “Icehead.” Bone Murphy said dismissively, holding his hand up to his temple with a twisting gesture, like turning a dial. That must mean crazy, Charles thought, smiling.


    They started back on the path, which continued on the other side of the bridge, heading toward the ancient hospital. The ruins were taller here, with larger piles of rubble, but none came close in height to the towering hospital, which stood just short of nine stories tall at its cracked dome roof. A flock of black birds circled the dome in an endless patrol, lookouts for the larger birds who roosted within the ancient hospital.


    They emerged from a side path onto a main avenue through the ruins that led directly toward the hospital. It rose up like a great wall of glass and metal, looking almost like a medieval castle, casting its long shadow over the ruins in the valley below.


    There were people here, mostly dressed in rags and skins, loitering along the avenue. An old woman called out to them as they rode past.


    “Spare some creds?” she begged, waving a small translucent rod, like a tiny flashlight. She was old, and her swollen pink face was covered with blisters as if she had a terrible sunburn. She wore a long cloak that covered most of her body, but Charles could see that she had the blisters on her pink hands as well. Charles felt the urge to toss her some coins, but didn’t think he had any to spare until he’d got what they came for, so he tried to ignore her without being rude. This turned out to be difficult, he realized, as it was a complete contradiction. It made him feel bad, but just a little.


    As they reached the far side of the building, they could see the main entrance, which was covered by an overhanging half-dome roof that looked almost like a gaping mouth, ready to consume the throng of people who lingered outside the entrance. Most of them were dressed in rags and furs, though a good number of them wore clothes similar to the ones worn in Unyun. Tailored and sewn cloth or leather, like civilized people would wear.


    There was a long line of people waiting outside the hospital doors. Some were standing, but most were sitting or lying down in the dirt. Many appeared to be wounded, wrapped in crude bandages, apparently waiting for their chance to see the doctors. There were dozens of people in the line, which grew less orderly as it went back and curved around the cleared area that had once been an emergency room parking lot, but was now just a dirt courtyard, surrounded by broken walls and rubble.


    The riders made their way into the courtyard and approached the throng, ignoring several more pleas from beggars asking for credits, as Shoo guided them to a clear place alongside the building where they could hitch their stagles.


    “Wait here while I go tell them we’re here.” Shoo said, climbing down off his stagle.


    “Should we get in line?” Charles asked.


    “No, not yet.” Shoo replied, “Just wait here for now.”


    “Okay.” Charles said.


    Shoo then left, making his way along the wall toward the entrance, where a pair of large black birds stood guard at the head of the line.


    Charles saw another praven walking down the line, pausing to inspect a group of people who were waiting. It looked like a giant raven, with feathered, human-like arms and clawed fingers in addition to its large folded wings. It walked hunched over, but was as tall as a man. The bird was leaning on a wooden staff it held in one hand, while gesturing with the other as it spoke to one of the men in line.


    Charles couldn’t make out what the bird was saying, but it sounded funny to him. The large bird peppered its speech with loud bird-like calls, seeming to say ‘Ronk!’ again and again.


    He looked around at the people waiting, and saw many who were wounded or obviously sick. Most of them were in the line, waiting for their turn to see the doctors, he supposed, but some appeared to have given up on the line, having found a comfortable spot to curl up and sleep, or possibly die. He wondered if anyone would even notice?


    “This is like every emergency room I’ve ever been to.” Jake said jokingly.


    Charles chuckled, knowing it had to be an exaggeration, but not by much, at least in his experience. He had been to an emergency room a few times, and there were always people there with serious injuries sitting around in the waiting room, waiting too long to see the doctors.


    Shoo Verdy had reached the entrance and spoke with one of the guards, and now the ronking praven was walking toward him with a slight waddle, leaning on his wooden staff as he walked to the head of the line. They spoke for a short time, and then Shoo returned, bringing the waddling praven with him.


    Shoo walked up and gestured for everyone to dismount, tilting his head toward the praven as it walked up beside him to look them over. Shoo helped Bone lower Parker to the ground, helping him stand up on wobbly legs.


    “I’m okay. I can stand.” Parker said, as he leaned dangerously toward falling over. Bone Murphy helped him down to a sitting position, leaning against the wall.


    Charles assisted Jake in getting down from his stagle, and they all turned to face the praven. Shoo Verdy stepped over to stand beside the bird, looking down pointedly at its shoeless clawed feet.


    The bird was standing up straight, looking slightly down at them. It wore a thin leather buttoned vest with pockets, that was embroidered and studded with gemstones. Its head was probably larger than it should be, with a short black beak and large expressive eyes that appeared to be frowning as it looked down at them, arching its feathery eyebrows. It was like a cartoon bird come to life, Charles thought, looking up at it.


    “Elder Volark,” Shoo said, respectfully addressing the bird while keeping his eyes lowered, focusing on the bird’s wooden staff. “These are my fellow Hunters and friends from Unyun.” Shoo said, then bowed his head toward them.


    “Ronk!” the bird exclaimed, its wings arching slightly and then settling as it shifted from side to side on its clawed feet.


    Charles suppressed an insane urge to laugh, sensing that it would be a serious breach of etiquette in this situation. He looked up at the bird, and it caught his gaze and seemed to frown, craning its neck higher to look down at him, the feathers behind its head rising up as if to challenge him. Charles was slightly taken aback by the intensity of the bird’s stare, and his head suddenly began to throb with pain. He tried to follow Shoo’s lead and stared at the bird’s wooden staff, lowering his gaze. Mounted on top of the staff was the skull of some small animal, with blue gemstones in its eye sockets and short black feathers sticking out the bottom. Very nice, Charles thought, though some would think it was creepy.


    Once Charles had lowered his gaze, the bird seemed to relax immediately, having asserted its dominance over him. Charles’ headache abruptly faded and was gone.


    The bird looked at each of them in turn, making sure that they all showed the proper respect before speaking. “Hoo should be in line!” the bird squawked, bending over to look at Parker Boll. It had a funny accent, pronouncing the word ‘you’ to sound like ‘hoo’.


    “I want to talk to you about that...” Shoo Verdy said, but the bird interrupted.


    “And hoo!” it shrieked, thrusting its staff toward Jake. “Hoo two die, and soon.”


    “Can you help us?” Jake asked the bird, looking up to meet its gaze.


    Shoo sent a quick message into Jake’s mind, as quietly as possible, urging him to be silent. It struck Jake like a slap on the back of his head that left a stinging sensation in his brain.


    Elder Volark ruffled his feathers with a quick shivering motion, causing all the feathers on his head to stand up, like a cartoon depiction of someone being electrocuted.


    “Hess...” the bird said, trailing off so it sounded like a hiss. It was staring down at Jake with an intense gaze. Its gaze bore into him. “Can you pay?” Volark asked in Jake’s mind, responding to his question directly. It sent a vision of the people waiting in line, all colored by their neediness and ability to pay. It was a starkly logical view, and the bird conveyed this quickly, like a snapshot of a daydream planted in Jake’s mind.


    Jake heard the voice in his head as if it came from a concert loud speaker. Like booming thunder, followed by that terrible vision of the line and the suffering. It struck him like a wave, drowning out the world and blinding him with pain. It came as such a rush that he found it overwhelming, his body shivering from the stress of the experience.


    Jake tried to respond, but felt paralyzed by the vision and the voice that resonated in his mind, like echoes in a canyon.


    “Elder Volark...” Shoo Verdy said, but was silenced by a dismissive wave of the large bird’s clawed hand while it focused on Jake, probing his mind. “What hurts it?” the bird asked out loud.


    The question was also sent into Jake’s mind simultaneously as the bird spoke. It boomed and echoed, adding to the resonant vision, as well as the pain. Jake felt like his head might explode. He almost fell to his knees before Charles caught him.


    What hurts it. Can you pay. The vision of the line. The three thoughts rolled over in Jake’s mind, spinning in and out of focus, multiplying. The pain was multiplying. And then something snapped. It was like a dam breaking that unleashed a torrent of thunderous light and pain, blinding him. Jake’s body went limp as he slipped into unconsciousness.


    Charles lowered Jake’s body gently to the ground, looking to Shoo and Bone Murphy, unsure of what to do.


    The bird was looking at Parker Boll now, who had a pained look on his face. “It hurts.” Parker stammered, obviously in pain as the bird was probing his mind now.


    “Whee do it hurt?” the bird asked out loud, sounding like an accusation. The bird shifted side to side, clearly upset about something.


    Charles wondered what was going on as he tried to make Jake comfortable, using his backpack as a pillow so his head wouldn’t lie in the dirt.


    The bird turned to face Shoo Verdy, who met its gaze defiantly. They stared at each other for a moment, eye to eye, exchanging thoughts on a higher level, while Parker Boll moaned on the ground, clutching his head.


    Charles watched with rising concern as Parker twitched and gasped, then slumped over unconscious.


    Shoo Verdy and Elder Volark were still silently conversing as Bone Murphy watched vigilantly. The conversation finally came to an end with Shoo Verdy nodding and lowering his gaze.


    “Bring them.” Elder Volark said, thrusting his staff toward Jake and Parker, then turning to walk back toward the hospital entrance.


    “What happened to them?” Charles asked, concerned.


    “I don’t know, but he agreed to fix them up. He thinks they might be sick.” Shoo Verdy replied.


    “What about me?” Charles asked.


    “You’re coming too.” Shoo replied, as he bent to lift Jake from the ground. He gestured for Charles to help, and together they lifted Jake up by his shoulders to carry him between them.


    Bone Murphy struggled to lift Parker Boll alone, then decided it would be easier to drag him by the shoulders. An older man with graying hair who was lingering near the line saw this and offered to help. Bone Murphy nodded, and they carried Parker Boll to the hospital entrance together.


    The two birds guarding the door were both larger than Volark, but bowed their heads respectfully when he approached. They each held long straight staffs with Y-shaped metal prongs on the ends. They kept their heads low as Elder Volark passed through the doors, raising them up again once he’d passed so that they could look down at the humans, asserting their dominance.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles stood in the lobby with the two Hunters, watching in stunned fascination as two robotic beds knelt down to pick up his wounded companions, reaching out to cradle the patients with four long black tentacles that snaked out from beneath each bed. The tentacles pulled them smoothly onto the beds and then retracted, disappearing into compartments beneath the mattress. The beds stood up on jointed metal legs that ended in spherical wheels, smoothly switching from a kneeling position to stand upright, holding their passengers at a slight incline, secured by more slender tentacles that now crossed snugly across their torsos and legs.


    The ancient hospital lobby was large and dimly lit by hidden lights in the ceiling. Everything was perfectly clean and polished, though there were some signs of age over the centuries, with tiny cracks in the worn tile floor and walls. A long-unused reception desk was positioned in the center of the lobby, at the junction of three corridors leading deeper into the building. Several rows of comfortable looking chairs sat empty on one side of the oval-shaped lobby, and Charles wondered why the people had to line up outside when they could probably come inside and sit down.


    A third robot, which, according to Elder Volark, was actually a doctor, hovered over the robotic beds, supervising. It looked like a levitating robot octopus, with a shiny metal sphere as its main body, from which hung eight segmented metal tentacles, each ending in claw-like hands designed to manipulate medical tools as well as any human surgeon.


    “Patients will receive regenerative therapy.” the octodoc robot said in a soothing voice. It floated away then, following the robotic beds as they rolled silently through the automatic doors, carrying their unconscious passengers deeper into the hospital’s interior.


    Elder Volark returned, waddling in from one of the side corridors, followed by another large bird who was similarly dressed in a fine leather vest, though the second bird’s hands were empty, with no wooden staff.


    Elder Volark stopped before them and straightened up, looking down at the humans. Beside him, the other praven did the same, his head just slightly lower than Volark’s.


    Shoo Verdy looked down at Volark’s staff, then nudged Bone Murphy with an elbow so he would do the same. Charles looked down as well, and thought of how it reminded him of cowboys taking off their hats when a woman enters the room.


    “Ronk!” Elder Volark exclaimed, as if clearing his throat to speak.


    “Elder.” Shoo Verdy said respectfully.


    “Ronk!” said the other bird, lifting up its wings slightly.


    “Zar Vock will speak with hoo.” Elder Volark said, gesturing with his staff toward his companion.


    Zar Vock bowed slightly, still looking down at the humans.


    “Zar Vock.” Shoo Verdy said, bowing his head.


    “Hoo can calls me Vock.” the bird said with a thick accent, lowering his head to a more relaxed position at eye level with Shoo Verdy.


    “We leave.” Elder Volark said, then turned and waddled toward the door, clicking his staff on the worn tile floor as he went.


    Charles didn’t really like that bird very much. He seemed like an angry old man.


    “Vock,” Shoo said, looking up at the bird as he continued. “I’ve come to talk trade between Pravens and Unyun. I bring a treaty and gifts for your elders, and hope that we can make a fair deal.”


    “Gifts?” Vock said, his interest piqued.


    “Yes,” Shoo said, “A sampling of what we have to offer in trade.”


    “Food?” the bird asked dubiously.


    “Not just food.” Shoo said, “This food is...really good!” he said, suddenly at a loss for words.


    Vock looked at him and squinted, tilting his head sideways quizzically. They locked eyes for a moment in silent telepathic communication.


    “Come with me, to me office.” Vock said, gesturing toward the side hallway.


    “I should wait with the stagles.” Bone Murphy said, and Shoo nodded in agreement.


    Bone looked at Charles as if to ask if he were coming.


    “I think I’d like to get checked out, if I can.” Charles said, looking at Shoo.


    Shoo looked to Vock, who looked at Charles in turn and then nodded. “Hoo can.” Vock said.


    Bone Murphy walked back out through the front entrance, where he’d been lingering to keep an eye on the stagles. Charles sensed that Bone didn’t like being in here, and was probably happy to be back outside.


    “What is your ailment, human?” A thunderous voice asked inside Charles’ mind. His head immediately began to throb in pain. It was far too loud!


    “I think I’m allergic to telepathy.” Charles blurted out, rubbing the back of his head. “It hurts.”


    Zar Vock shook his head in surprise, ruffling his neck feathers. “Allergic to telepathy?” Vock repeated in Charles’ mind, as if asking him to prove it.


    Charles heard the words, or rather the thoughts that made up those words, rolling over in his mind, echoing and growing in intensity, along with the pain. What did the bird want from him? It was hurting him! How could he make it stop?


    “I am not hurting you.” Vock said in his mind. The booming voice resonated, multiplying with the other voices that still rolled in his head.


    Charles squinted to block out the bright light that filled his vision.


    “Please...” Charles said, clutching his head as if to stop it from splitting apart. “...ulgh.”


    Shoo Verdy reached out to catch him as he slumped to the floor, losing consciousness.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles dreamed about the metal tomb where he had slept for five-hundred years. He saw himself trapped inside, trying to escape. The hologram professor was there, telling him he had to stay. Each time he thought he had found a way out, it turned out to be an illusion. He tried to wake the others to help him escape, but found only rotting skeletons within their metal coffins. He wondered if he were to look into his own coffin, would he find another skeleton? Was he really just a ghost trapped in the tomb, like the holographic professor?


    


    Charles woke up, thinking he might still be within a nightmare as he found himself lying inside a metal coffin, surrounded by softly glowing blue lights. He could feel a strange soothing vibration buzzing through his spine. He tried to sit up, but felt restrained and unable to move his body. He moved his head to look down at himself and saw that he was naked except for a small triangle of thin cloth covering his groin. A row of black bands across his chest and legs held him securely in place, like bungee cords.


    A soft pink light switched on above his head and the coffin began to rotate, tilting upward to a reclining position. The coffin rotated ninety degrees to face a wide glass window that was dark and reflective. Charles saw Jake and Parker in the window’s reflection, also lying in coffins like his, facing the wide mirror window.


    This is like a police lineup, he thought. Did we do something wrong?


    “Chuck?” Jake whispered, breaking the silence.


    Charles paused before answering. He hated that nickname.


    “It’s Charles.” he whispered, “What?”


    “What happened? Is this the hospital?” Jake asked.


    “You passed out when the bird was talking to you.” Parker Boll said, gruffly. “I think I did too.”


    “Me too.” Charles said.


    “I thought my head was going to explode.” Jake said.


    “Me too.” Charles said again.


    “They’re probably watching us.” Parker Boll said.


    “Ayup.” Jake said.


    “How are you guys?” Charles asked. He noticed that he could no longer smell the minty jelly under his nose. Had it been cleaned away?


    “I feel better, but I can’t move.” Jake said.


    “Same here.” Parker said.


    “Did we do something wrong?” Charles asked, speaking to the mirror.


    There was no response.


    “Hey Charles,” Jake said, breaking the silence. “Why are you in here? You weren’t even hurt.”


    “I wanted to talk to a doctor.” Charles replied, pausing a moment. “About the headaches.”


    Charles waited, hoping to hear a voice from the other side of the window. He felt like they were being watched from behind the glass, but he wasn’t feeling any pain in his head now.


    “So did you?” Parker Boll asked impatiently.


    “No.” Charles said. “I was going to, but --”


    “How do you feel?” Charles heard a soft voice ask inside his head. The voice tingled slightly, like tiny goosebumps inside his skull. There was no pain, and the volume was at a perfectly comfortable level.


    “That’s much better!” Charles said excitedly, then paused as a strange light appeared in his peripheral vision, fading quickly.


    “What’s much better?” Jake asked, confused.


    “Why did you want to see a doctor?” the voice asked patiently. It was accompanied by the same odd flashing in his peripheral vision. Charles thought he saw something in the flashes that looked like a spiderweb bordering his vision. It faded away so fast that it was hard to make out. It was like a camera flash that blinded momentarily, leaving a fading impression of its bright source imprinted on the retina.


    “They’re talking to me.” Charles said, answering Jake.


    “Are you feeling any pain?” the voice asked inside Charles’ head, though this voice seemed different, as though coming from some other mind. It was accompanied by the same peripheral flash. This was slightly annoying now. Charles felt like there was something there that he wasn’t making out. He tried to focus on it before the flash faded out completely, and he thought he saw a pattern that reminded him of a fractal drawing, with repeating shapes in a branching tree structure. It wasn’t anything he’d seen before, but it reminded him of fractals.


    “Wait, me too.” Jake said.


    “I’m not feeling pain...” Charles said, answering the voice in his head, “...but I’m seeing flashes.”


    “Why did you come here?” a new voice asked.


    “Wow, dude, no.” Jake said, responding to some silent question. Charles tried to ignore him.


    “What is your rank?” yet another voice asked sharply.


    Charles was starting to feel overwhelmed. Rank? And the flashing...it was there, pulsing on the edge of his vision like a spidery border. It reminded him of the shifting patterns his computer showed on the monitor when he played music files. Was this an interrogation?


    “Why did you come here?” one of the voices repeated with the tone of authority.


    “I’m from Unyun.” Charles said, after rejecting several other things he might have said about being with the Hunters or seeking information about cryotes.


    “What is Unyun?” another voice asked.


    “Are you reading my mind?” Charles asked the window, “Am I cured?” he added hopefully. He was sure that they must be reading his mind, but he wasn’t getting a headache from it.


    “Tell me about your headaches.” a clear voice said.


    “When the praven spoke in my head,” Charles said, slowly, “It was really loud and painful.”


    “Is the Unyun food safe?” another voice asked.


    “ Does Unyun also trade with the Rebuilders? ” Charles recognized the authoritative voice as the one that had asked for his rank.


    “I think the food is safe. It’s really good.” Charles said.


    “Dude, I don’t think you have to keep talking. They can hear you.” Jake said.


    “Does Unyun plan to trade with the Rebuilders?” the authoritative voice repeated impatiently.


    Charles didn’t really know, but thought that Shoo would know the answer to that. He thought about what Jake had said, and tried to put his thoughts into a question that they could read clearly.


    Why are you asking these questions? He thought, and as he did he saw the pattern on his peripheral vision shift focus and become clearer. It was fascinating in its simple complexity, and he was again reminded of fractal imagery.


    “To find the truth.” a voice said.


    “We will know if you are lying.” another voice said.


    “We want to know everything.” said yet another voice.


    Charles focused on the fractal pattern that pulsed in his vision with each telepathic message he received. Something had happened when he tried to put his thoughts into a question. He tried it again, asking “Why would I lie?” The pattern shifted slightly and came into sharp focus, and he saw it and understood. He saw how it worked, like understanding how a grid of dots on a TV screen could light up together to make a moving picture. The pattern around his vision disappeared, though it was still burned into his mind as a memory, perfectly clear.


    “Why would you sell us poisoned food?” the authoritative voice asked. Charles knew that it was a praven on the other side of the glass. He could see its face in his mind, looking at him. Studying him.


    “I don’t believe that. I think the food is safe.” Charles sent back. He felt a slight tingle as the thought left him, sent directly to the bird’s mind in reply to its question.


    “Dude. Can you hear me?” Charles heard Jake’s voice in his mind. That was odd. He could see Jake’s face, like a daydream, as he heard the words in his mind.


    “Yes, Jake. Can you hear me?” Charles asked, speaking directly to Jake in his mind.


    “Hell yeah!” Jake replied excitedly. “I think I can mind talk.”


    Charles couldn’t help feeling skeptical. They were being interrogated by psychics, but they weren’t psychic. Maybe it was like some kind of psychic party line? But how could he hear Jake’s voice if Jake wasn’t sending telepathically? And how could Jake hear him reply? He had to verify this somehow.


    “Explain this!” one of the voices demanded.


    “You speak mind speak?” another voice asked incredulously.


    “Your thoughts are too chaotic to make sense.” the authoritative bird said in exasperation.


    Charles realized that he was trapped under a microscope, as the birds could hear all of his private thoughts as he thought them, so he may as well not resist. They would know if he was lying, and he couldn’t think of any reason why he should be lying, really, so he just tried to relax.


    The questioning continued for some time, as the pravens tried to determine if the three cryotes were telling the truth about the food and the treaty that Shoo Verdy carried. They particularly wanted to know if Unyun had any ties with the Rebuilders, who were competing merchants in the area, threatening the Pravens’ profits.


    Charles admitted that they planned to stop at the Rebuilders Dome to ask some questions and do some shopping before they returned to Unyun. He also admitted under pressure that Shoo Verdy planned to present the Rebuilders with the same deal that Unyun offered to the Pravens, but didn’t know if either deal would be accepted. At least that’s what he had heard, Charles informed them.


    Once Charles began to really open up with the pravens, the whole thing seemed to go smoother. They had questions, and he had answers, uninformed as they may be. They asked about Synaptech, and whether they believed the facility still contained valuable artifacts, and Charles told them honestly how the facility had been burglarized and stripped of virtually everything that wasn’t bolted down since they’d awoke. They asked about his knowledge of ancient technology, and he told them that he was eager to learn about it himself, but to him it was all from the future.


    They seemed to lose interest after that, as most of the interrogators departed, leaving a pair of underlings to finish up the questioning.


    Charles experienced all of this while still lying immobilized, strapped within a metal coffin beside his two companions who shared the same experience.


    No words were spoken. All three of them had left that behind during this psychic interrogation, as they learned to speak in thoughts and images in a way that was much more efficient than words. Charles was even able to turn it around and read the thoughts of the remaining pravens, which really seemed to ruffle their feathers. They were used to being the only mind readers in these situations, and considered his reading to be disrespectful. Charles relented, though he had been intrigued by the strange experience of looking into another sentient’s mind. He didn’t want to offend the birds any more, but felt slightly offended himself at their superior attitude toward humans.


    Once the pravens were satisfied that there was no known treachery involved with the treaty and trade, and that the three cryotes were relatively ignorant of ancient knowledge, the interrogation soon ended. One of the remaining pravens behind the window announced that the questioning was over, and that the doctor would come speak with them soon. Then they were left alone in their coffins, still facing the window and not quite sure if anyone still watched as they waited for the doctor.


    Charles found that he was still able to send and receive telepathic messages with Jake and Parker. They had been doing this for what seemed like two hours, or possibly longer, and the interrogation had actually been helpful in helping them understand how to use the language of telepathy. All three agreed that, however it happened, it was probably just a freak occurrence that was temporary, and it would probably wear off soon.


    Charles heard the sound of the automatic doors slide open, and looked to his right to see two praven guards entering. He could tell that they were guards by the metal pronged staves they carried, and the red leather harnesses they wore across their chests. Behind them, Charles recognized Zar Vock standing with his arms folded, waiting expectantly.


    One guard waited by the door as the other went to each of the three coffins in turn, activating the patient release system. The coffins each rose to a standing position before releasing the black tentacle restraints, which slid smoothly back into secret compartments within the bed. The bed gave each of the patients a tiny dose of stimulant through a hyper spray, like a small pat on the back to send them on their way. The three cryotes stepped out of the coffins feeling good and refreshed, with no signs of injury. They were almost entirely naked, with just a small triangle of cloth hanging from an elastic string around their waists that did a terrible job of concealing anything. Charles thought the hospital gowns of his time were bad, but these flimsy triangles made those look ultraconservative in comparison. Did the people of the future have no shame?


    “I know, right?” Jake said, grinning modestly, his hands clasped protectively in front of his triangle loincloth.


    Jake was reading his mind. Charles would have to get used to that.


    “Stop looking at my junk.” Jake’s voice reprimanded in Charles’ mind.


    Charles rolled his eyes and looked up at the ceiling.


    


    * * *


    


    Zar Vock led the three cryotes through the metal halls toward the hospital lobby. The regal bird was a gracious host, politely answering their questions and arranging for them to meet with the doctor for a consultation, all the while still retaining an attitude of quiet superiority. Their clothes and armor had been returned to them, perfectly cleaned of all the blood and dirt. The clothing looked brand new, except for the few bits that had been torn and punctured by the wild jackrippers.


    They met with the octodoc robot in a room filled with strange medical devices. The doctor asked them to sit down to have their brains scanned by a device that looked like an old-fashioned hair dryer that lowered down over their heads. Zar Vock stood watching as the doctor examined them, flashing a tiny strobe light in their eyes with one tentacle as the machine scanned their brain activity.


    “Elevated levels of titanium dioxide would indicate the presence of artificial implants, but the scan shows no implants are present within your bodies.” the floating doctor explained as it checked over the readings from its instruments.


    “A layer of artificial nano-conductive fibers are present within the brain structure of each patient, along the main synaptic pathways. Activity along these paths is elevated, but within normal parameters.”


    A hologram of a disembodied brain appeared floating in the air as the robot spoke, highlighting the areas of heightened brain activity.


    “Cellular activity is all normal, though slightly elevated in some specific areas. Reactive tests are positive within normal parameters, with no unusual degenerative indicators.”


    The octodoc spun in place like a floating top, directing its gaze toward Zar Vock. “Zar Vock, I’d like your assistance, if you would.” the robot doctor said in its soothing artificial voice.


    “Hoo can me assist?” Zar Vock asked in his funny accent.


    “Please engage this patient in sustained telepathic communication while I scan for anomalies related to their headaches.” the doctor said, floating to hover beside Park Boll.


    “Okoo.” Vock replied, then looked at Parker, squinting.


    The doctor activated the machine again, monitoring the results while simultaneously waving two hand-held scanning devices near Parker’s head. A few minutes passed as the floating doctor continued its examination, performing more tests on each of the three cryotes before giving its final diagnosis.


    “I detected elevated levels of unusual brain activity during telepathic stimulation, particularly in the frontal lobe and hippocampus regions, where memories are processed. The artificial structures within the synaptic pathways might indicated preparation for further brain implants, though none are present. This should have no detrimental effect on normal brain functions, and may work to improve cognizance and retention of short-term memories.”


    “Awesome.” Jake said, grinning.


    “So it’s not dangerous? Will we still get headaches?” Charles asked.


    “You are in good health, and your brains are functioning within normal parameters. You might still experience occasional headaches, but I see no reason to worry.”


    “Well, that’s a relief.” Parker Boll said. “Thanks Doc.”


    “Yes, thanks.” Charles said.


    “You are welcome.” the robot doctor replied, “I’d like you each to return for a follow-up visit in six weeks for a checkup. Don’t worry about the cost, as I’ve already reserved an open appointment for each of you, free of charge.” Zar Vock looked surprised as the feathers on the back of his head puffed up for a moment.


    “Thanks again, doctor, We’ll try to get back here for our checkup in six weeks.” Charles said, smiling.


    “Farewell then. I return now to my other duties.” the doctor said, waving goodbye with one metal tentacle as it drifted out the door, leaving them alone in the examination room with Zar Vock.


    “Hoo all feels better now?” Zar Vock asked, and they each nodded.


    “Good, we go now.” the bird said, waving for them to follow.


    


    * * *


    


    Zar Vock led them back through a maze of metal paneled hallways, taking them back to the lobby, where they saw Shoo Verdy sitting on a comfortable couch waiting for them to return. Shoo saw them approaching and stood up to greet them, also bowing to Zar Vock.


    “Ronk!” Zar Vock said in greeting, or whatever that meant in bird-speak.


    “Zar Vock.” Shoo Verdy said, smiling as he looked up to meet the birds gaze.


    “Honored friend.” Zar Vock replied.


    “As we agreed.” Shoo said, withdrawing a leather wrapped bundle from his pack and offering it to the bird, who accepted it eagerly with one clawed hand. Shoo smiled, and the bird clutched the bundle under its arm, nodding.


    “It has been a pleasure negotiating with hoo, friend Shoo.” Zar Vock said. “We look forward to receiving Unjun’s first shipment of wagons, before the next full moon.”


    Shoo bowed gracefully. “As do the farmers of Unyun.” he replied. “Oh, one more thing.” Shoo said, reaching into his vest pocket. “Here’s a special gift for you, friend.” He withdrew a paper-wrapped tukey bar and offered it to the bird, who snatched it eagerly with his free hand. “I thought you might like another to have with your dinner.” Shoo said, smiling.


    “Thank hoo, Shoo Verdoo.” the bird said, stashing the tukey bar within its leather vest pocket, then offering its clawed hand to shake with Shoo Verdy. Shoo accepted the handshake and patted the bird on its feathery shoulder as if they were old pals, while the cryotes stood watching.


    They were all ready to leave, feeling much better, but eager to get out of this creepy ancient hospital.


    “Farewell friends, and safe trips.” Zar Vock said as they walked toward the exit. “Remember to ask for me when hoo return.” Vock added.


    “I will, friend Vock. Farewell to you.” Shoo replied.


    They left through the main entrance, passing the guards who looked pointedly down at them, stepping outside into the fading afternoon light. Bone Murphy was there waiting with the stagles, looking relieved to finally see them emerge.


    


    * * *


    


    “Are you boys okay?” Shoo Verdy asked as they got ready to mount their stagles. They all nodded at the same time. “Good.” Shoo said, nodding.


    “How’d it go with the pravens?” Bone Murphy asked.


    “Good.” Shoo replied, “Pretty good, except for the catch.”


    “What is it?” Bone asked.


    “They want an exclusive deal with Unyun.” Shoo said, “No deal with the Rebuilders, or else this deal is off.”


    Charles listened with some interest as Shoo climbed up into his saddle.


    “So?” Bone said as he mounted his stagle. “What’s that mean?”


    Shoo looked at him and shrugged. “I made the deal, so Counselor Flint should be happy.” he said.


    “Yeah, okay. Good.” Bone said, grinning, as everyone else got settled on their stagles.


    “I still want to talk to the Rebuilders, though. You think it’s too late?” Shoo asked, looking up at the sky that was overcast with reddish purple clouds. The light was fading, and it would probably be dark within an hour.


    “Ayup.” Bone replied, “But we can stop there tomorrow before we head back.”


    “Yep.” Shoo agreed, “You know the short way to the fort?”


    “Ayup, but let’s stop at the praven market first, okay?” Bone asked.


    “Sure, just make it quick. I want to get to the fort before dark.”


    “Ayup, me too. I just have to buy a new power cell.” Bone said, grinning.


    “Lead the way, Bone.” Shoo said, gesturing for him to take the lead.


    They started back toward the ruined avenue, navigating around the line of sick people that remained outside the hospital entrance. Charles saw the old man who had volunteered to help carry Parker Boll. He was still lingering near the line, sitting down on the ground and looking tired. Charles felt a pang of guilt, wishing there was something he could do to help, and wondered what Brother Kevin would do if he were with them? He looked away, staring at the road ahead as he tried to ignore the sad looks he saw from people still waiting in line since before they arrived.


    


    * * *


    


    They traveled back along the great wall of metal and glass, to the rear side of the immense hospital building. A wide path littered with debris led to an opening in the back wall of the building that looked like it might once have been a loading dock for trucks, or possibly an ambulance entrance. There were people milling about near the entrance and along the path, and light could be seen spilling out from the large double doors that stood open to the ruins. They guided their stagles down the short path and stopped at a hitching post across from the market entrance.


    Charles had a good view through the doors and could see what looked like an indoor flea market, with tables filled with goods. Charles could hear the distinctive ‘Ronk!’ of praven merchants inside, hawking their wares.


    Bone Murphy dismounted, storing his long rifle in its saddle holster.


    “Go quickly.” Shoo said, looking up at the sky’s fading light.


    Bone nodded and walked across the path to the double doors, disappearing inside.


    A scaly faced man in dark robes stood next to the entrance, staring at them. Charles looked at him, wondering if he was a mutant, or just had some disease. Charles wondered if he could read the man’s mind, and decided to try, focusing on the man’s eyes as he tried to see what went on behind them.


    His mind reached out, making contact with the other man. He felt some resistance at first, but easily passed through it and was suddenly there as an observer, eavesdropping on the man’s thoughts as they formed in his mind.


    What he saw was a series of words and images strung together in a strange stream of consciousness. He interpreted it as the man being hungry and looking for an opportunity. He wasn’t interested in the stagle riders, except for the one that was staring at him, and he thought about stabbing that one with the long knife hidden within his cloak.


    Charles was taken aback by the image of himself being stabbed by an angry mutant just for staring, and quickly averted his gaze, breaking off the mental contact. He wondered how long this ability would last? Could it be permanent? He could only hope, because it was pretty amazing, and he couldn’t wait to use it more, once they were someplace safe.


    Bone Murphy returned, jogging across the path to rejoin them. “I got it. Let’s ride.”


    “Lead the way.” Shoo replied, gesturing for him to take the lead again.


    Bone guided his stagle back to the avenue and the others followed, with Charles riding beside Shoo, and Parker riding with Jake in the rear.


    The avenue led downhill, surrounded on both sides by crumbling walls and rubble piled several stories high in some places. The crumbling buildings grew taller as they rode downhill, eventually closing in on both sides as rubble from the taller buildings spilled into the street, making further progress along the avenue impossible. Paths split off in several directions from here into the ruins, each looking equally well-worn.


    There were several scavengers dressed in ragged furs hanging around at the intersection, watching the riders warily. They had passed other scavengers loitering along the avenue, and many of them appeared to be insane, muttering quietly to themselves or occasionally yelling out. Charles heard a scream from someplace deep within the ruins that sounded like the crazed man who had popped out behind them on the bridge.


    Bone Murphy led them on a path that passed beneath one tall building that had fallen sideways to lean against another. Charles felt claustrophobic as they walked through the tunnel, wondering if the leaning building ever shifted, and if it would fall and crush them. He felt relieved when they came out on the other side.


    The shadows had grown long in the fading light, as they made their way through the ruins in a generally downhill direction. It was a maze of alleyways between collapsed buildings and gaping holes in the ground. They came to another intersection, where they saw a group of scavengers gathered around a small campfire beneath a sheltering overpass. A tough looking mutant wearing what looked like a hockey mask stepped away from the fire brandishing a thick metal pipe. The mutant held the weapon menacingly, as if warning them not to approach. The riders walked past without incident, giving the scavenger group a wide berth.


    “There it is.” Bone Murphy said, pointing down the hill to a walled off section of the ruins where a large bonfire burned, lighting up the area within the fortress walls. Charles could also see distant lights on the hill above the fortress, beside the shiny ribbon of road that snaked along the eastern valley rim. The lights on the hill were blue and white, and didn’t look like campfires at all. They must have electricity up there, Charles thought, wondering if that was the Rebuilders’ camp on the hill. He was looking forward to visiting there in the morning.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 17


    Fort Hendrix


    


    They continued along the winding paths through the ruins, passing several more intersections as the buildings grew even larger toward downtown, eventually coming out onto another open avenue that led directly to the fortress gates. The sound of music grew louder as they approached the fort. It sounded like some techno dance music, with a driving bass beat.


    “Okay, so, this is Fort Hendrix.” Bone Murphy said, turning to address the cryotes.


    “Okay.” Jake said.


    “Hendrix has rules against stealing or fighting, so don’t start any trouble and everything should be okay.” Bone said, sounding serious. “Just don’t wank off Hendrix if you talk to him.” he added, gravely.


    “What do you mean?” Charles asked.


    “Yeah, what?” Jake asked, equally confused.


    “Don’t make him mad.” Bone said, “He’s in charge here, okay?”


    “Oh, okay.” Charles said, while Jake and Parker nodded in agreement.


    They continued riding toward the open double gate, which was sturdy and covered in rough metal plates. The wall that surrounded the fort was made from makeshift materials gathered from the ruins long ago and patched together to make a sturdy barrier. Two guards were positioned on the wall above the gate, looking down at them. They both wore leather armor and one was armed with a crossbow, while the other held a long rifle. Both guards aimed their weapons at the party as they approached, and the one with the rifle called out gruffly, “Who are ya?”


    Bone Murphy raised his arm up in greeting, extending his pinky and index finger in a salute as he called back to the guard. “Bone Murphy and friends!” he called out, gesturing toward the others in the party.


    “Hold it!” the guard shouted down, consulting with the other guard as they waited. Charles could see many people inside through the open gate. The music was loud, and it seemed like a carnival or party atmosphere. He could see a lot of people gathered around the large bonfire, but many others were doing their own thing on the outskirts of the park.


    The two guards on the wall put their heads together, exchanging words briefly, then the guard with the rifle looked back at them and lifted his arm in salute, extending his index and pinky fingers like Bone Murphy had done.


    “Go on in!” the gate guard yelled down, waving for them to proceed.


    They rode through the gates into the fortress, which wasn’t really a fortress at all, but simply an open area surrounded by a defensive wall on all sides, roughly the size of a city block.


    A large cathedral that had partially collapsed in on itself stood against the south wall, its open front door facing out into the courtyard.


    A headless metal statue of a man stood in the center of the walled area, facing the cathedral. Behind the statue, a large bonfire burned, surrounded by people dressed in a mix of scavenger rags, leather armor, and some finer clothing.


    The music was very loud inside the walls, emanating from large speakers positioned on both sides of the cathedral entrance. Between the speakers, light could be seen spilling from the open cathedral doorway.


    Dozens of camps were set up around the perimeter, along the base of the walls, each with a small campfire and one or more tents. People were standing around the campfires drinking and talking, and some even dancing. Several of the camps were also cooking food in large metal pots, and everyone seemed to be having a good time.


    Bone Murphy led the riders to a corner where they could tie up their stagles. “Wait here, while I talk to the old man.” he said, and walked over to one of the nearby campfires where a lone figure sat on a log, looking into the fire.


    “Welcome to the club, boys.” Shoo Verdy said to the cryotes, smiling. They each looked at him, none quite understanding. “Mind speak.” he said. “Somehow you all got it, and none of you know how.”


    “How did you know?” Charles asked.


    “It’s all you’ve been thinking about since we left the hospital.” Shoo said.


    “Do you always read people’s minds?” Charles asked.


    “Sometimes, out of habit, but I try to stay out of people’s heads when not invited.”


    “Yeah well, how did it happen?” Jake asked.


    Shoo shrugged. “Don’t know.” he said thoughtfully, “You might have caught some of the glow, but that wouldn’t do you all the same like this.”


    “Do you think it’s permanent?” Charles asked.


    “I really couldn’t tell you.” Shoo replied, “I don’t know who could. You just have to wait and see.”


    “Well, it’s really weird, and cool too.” Jake said.


    Charles tried to read Shoo Verdy’s mind and encountered a strange resistance, like pushing against the skin of a balloon.


    “I can feel that,” Shoo said, turning to look at Charles, “And I know that it’s you.”


    Charles ceased trying to read Shoo’s mind, suddenly embarrassed. He thought he might be able to push through the barrier if he tried, but decided not to try.


    “You should all be mindful of whose mind you look into.” Shoo said, “Us who share the gift can feel when someone’s peeking, and usually don’t like it.”


    “I’ve been reading Charles’ mind ever since we left the hospital.” Jake said, grinning.


    “You can stop now.” Charles sent to Jake’s mind.


    “He never even noticed.” Jake said, smirking.


    “I know about both of you, and you too.” Shoo said, glancing toward Parker, who was being unusually quiet, standing off to the side by the stagles.


    “None of you noticed, because you don’t know how. Not yet, anyway.” Shoo said.


    Charles was feeling anxious about this new-found ability. He didn’t know how it happened, but felt like he might have caught it from the pravens during their psychic interrogation, like catching a cold. He knew now that he possessed an amazing ability to read and send thoughts, but it could disappear at any moment, like the headaches. He might not even know if it were gone, and might never get it back. That was the real source of his anxiety. Knowing that this ability could leave him forever, before he had a chance to explore it.


    “Just talk to me later, once we’re settled in here, and I can show you a few things.” Shoo said, looking to each of them.


    “Thanks, Shoo.” Parker said, and the other two cryotes nodded and muttered in agreement.


    Bone Murphy stood up from the tree stump where he sat beside the old man at the fire. He looked toward Shoo Verdy and whistled, waving for them all to come over.


    Shoo waved back to him, pausing to stroke his stagle’s muzzle before walking over to the campfire, with the cryotes following close behind.


    Bone stood waiting for them beside the fire, looking very big and imposing with his broad shoulders and blond mohawk hair, seen in silhouette before the fire. He was actually quite thin, but the armored shoulder pads he wore under his cloak made him appear larger at a glance.


    Bone pointed to a wooden bench and several small tree stumps arranged as seating around the campfire.


    “Get a seat, boys.” Bone said, as he sat back down on the stump next to the old man, who looked up at them with crazy eyes, grinning. He wore a long hooded duster cloak slung over his shoulders with the hood down, its unbuttoned front hanging open. Beneath the cloak, the old man wore only a pair of dirty gray shorts that looked like a diaper. He was thin and bony, but didn’t appear to be starving. He had a variety of crude tattoos scrawled on his wrinkly chest and legs.


    “Ayup.” the old man said in friendly greeting, raising a bottle in one hand and extending his pinky and index finger with the other hand in a double salute.


    “Good to see you again, Dodger.” Shoo said to the old man as he sat down by the fire.


    “Shoo Verdy, you sneaking up on me again?” the old man asked slyly.


    “No, I’m right here.” Shoo replied, smiling.


    “Boys, this is Dodger.” Bone said. “He used to live in Unyun, till they kicked him out.” Bone said, grinning at the old man.


    “Ayup. Unyun.” the old man said, “Good food. Good times.”


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy said, “But they kicked him out, so now he lives here and we come visit him.”


    “Ayup, sometimes.” the old man said, sipping from his bottle. He turned and looked at Charles, pointing. “I never saw you in Unyun.” he said, accusingly.


    “I’m new.” Charles replied.


    “These boys are friends with Brother Kevin.” Bone told the old man. “They’re living at his farm with Moosh.”


    “Moosh!” the old man exclaimed. “Yeah, I know that rock-head.” he said, grinning. “I remember when he showed up in Unyun, before he started wearing clothes.”


    “Well, these boys just woke up...” Bone said, then suddenly stopped as Shoo Verdy glared at him.


    “We just came from the hospital.” Shoo Verdy said, “We had trouble on the road.”


    “Ay? Bartons?” the old man asked.


    “Rippers.” Shoo said, “Halfway through Simpson woods.”


    “Tore them up pretty good.” Bone Murphy said, pointing at Jake and Parker, who both nodded as the old man looked them over.


    “Pravens got you all fixed up then?” the old man asked, looking at Jake.


    “Ayup.” Jake said.


    “You’re lucky, there. Most folks ain’t got coin for the hospital.” Dodger said, then took a sip from his bottle and looked into the fire.


    “I made a good deal with one of the pravens inside.” Shoo said, “You let me know if you ever need to see them, okay? I can get you in.”


    “Ha! Not likely.” the old man said, “They smell me coming. They don’t want me around there, ruining their profits.”


    “Well, anyhow, I could try if you need me to, so just let me know, okay?” Shoo said.


    “Ayup.” Dodger replied, “You’re a good kid, Shoo. Thank’ye.” He raised his bottle toward Shoo, then tipped it back to finish.


    Bone Murphy dug into his travel pack and removed six more bottles of Unyun treeky beer, compliments of the Hunters, who kept a large stock of it on hand at their headquarters. He passed one out to everyone, and another to their host. “Relax, boys.” Bone said, smiling and taking a sip from his beer before continuing. “Everyone here loves to party. Good times tonight.”


    “Just don’t wander outside the wall.” Shoo cautioned, sipping his beer as the afternoon shadows stretched toward infinity.


    “So we’re spending the night here?” Parker asked.


    Charles looked around at the camp. There was a large tent behind them, and what looked like a small pantry with wooden crates serving as shelves and cupboards erected beneath an overhang against the crude fortress wall. There was a dingy looking mattress in the corner by the cupboards, with a scattering of small items around it.


    “Ayup. In that tent.” Dodger said, pointing to the large tent that looked big enough to sleep them all comfortably. “It’s all yours for the night, so make yourself at home.”


    “Thanks.” Parker said, then took a sip from his treeky beer and smiled.


    Charles wasn’t much of a beer drinker, particularly beer that was lukewarm, but Unyun beer was exceptionally good, even when warm. It was slightly fizzy, and straddled a fine line between bitter and sweet that was unlike any beer he’d ever had in the past. He sipped his beer with the rest, enjoying the taste, and the pleasant moment with friends around a campfire.


    “Hey Murp!” A high-pitched voice called out from just behind Charles. He turned and saw a man dressed in light leather armor, with a crossbow strapped to his back. He wore a leather mask that covered his eyes, nose, and cheeks, but left his hairy chin exposed. The man’s eyes were glowing softly like glow-in-the-dark stickers, and his skin also shined with a dull bio-luminescent glow around his eyes and mouth. He was standing there looking at Bone Murphy, smiling.


    “Skeet!” Bone said, standing up to greet the man, who shook his hand and sat down beside him.


    “I hoped to see you down here.” Skeet said slyly.


    “Why, what you got?” Bone asked.


    “What makes you think I have something for you?” Skeet asked, grinning.


    “Ain’t that why you’re here?” Bone asked knowingly.


    Skeet laughed. “Ayup. You know me.” he said, as Bone passed him a treeky beer from his pack. “Well...” Skeet said, leaning over toward Bone to speak quietly. “There’s a big party here tonight. Tubers brought down a big load about an hour ago, and it’s all getting out, once Hendrix has his pick at sundown.”


    “I’m right on time, then.” Bone replied, “Where they doing it?”


    Skeet tipped his head toward the eastern wall where a small crowd was gathered. “Dealer tables in the big tent, by the tuber gate.” he said.


    Bone turned to look at Shoo Verdy. “Hey Shoo, you okay here?” he asked.


    “Ayup. Go ahead.” Shoo said.


    “Jake, you’ll want to see this.” Bone said as he stood up, waving for Jake to stand up and follow.


    Jake stood up without hesitation and followed him, glancing back to see if anyone else would.


    Charles looked at Shoo and Parker Boll, who seemed to be staying put, so decided that he would also. He hadn’t really been invited anyway.


    “Bring back the bottles.” Shoo said.


    “Ayup.” Bone said, then tipped his bottle back and finished it, placing the bottle down on the stump where he’d been sitting. He paused to grab his leather satchel, throwing its strap across his shoulder and tucking it under one arm.


    “Be back soon.” Bone said, waving, then he and Skeet walked off with Jake following behind them.


    Charles tried to read Jake’s thoughts as they walked away. He was able to easily connect with Jake’s mind, watching the flow of images and thoughts that drifted there. Jake was thinking about mutations that he saw on people. And music. And motorcycles. He was thinking about a time that he rode a motorcycle and drove really fast. He remembered being disappointed at not being able to afford one of his own.


    This might be better than TV, Charles thought, amused.


    “Television?” Shoo asked in his mind.


    Charles was momentarily startled, realizing that Shoo was eavesdropping on his own eavesdropping of Jake’s thoughts. He looked at Shoo, who was sitting on his stump gazing into the fire. But he was also gazing into Charles’ mind at the same time.


    Charles felt annoyed at the loss of privacy in his own mind, and decided to turn it around. He tried to look into Shoo Verdy’s mind, encountering the same resilient barrier that he’d felt before, but this time pushing through with his will. The resistance grew stronger as he pushed until finally giving way with a pop as he broke through into Shoo’s mind, reading his thoughts.


    Charles could see that Shoo was thinking about a wall made of stones. It seemed to be all he was thinking about, at least as far as Charles could see. He wondered what was on the other side of the wall, but was unable to see over it. Just the wall.


    Charles examined the wall, looking for some weakness. The stones looked old and worn and mostly flat, piled on top of each other in layers that fit together snugly like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. He tried to touch the stones, but he had no hands. No body. He tried to look behind him, but couldn’t turn around. He faced the wall, looking for an opening, but saw only tightly packed stones.


    “I built this wall when I was a boy.” Shoo’s voice said in his mind, seeming to come from the other side of the wall. “Unyun builds walls like this on its borders to warn trespassers.” Shoo continued.


    Charles saw a flash of a different scene in his mind, like a vivid memory, overriding his mental vision of the wall. He was in a forest, looking at a long stone wall that was shoulder-high. Smoke filled the air as a line of Unyun men with flintlock rifles fired over the wall at invading possie warriors, who tried to scale the wall in waves and were shot down, their bodies piling up at the wall’s base. The vision ended abruptly, but Charles got the point. He wondered if the scene he’d witnessed was something that Shoo Verdy had actually experienced during Unyun’s five-year war with the possies.


    “You should build a wall of your own, if you wish to protect your private thoughts from other espers.” Shoo said in his mind.


    “Esper means telepath?” Charles asked, but even as he did, he realized that the thoughts were the same, as if he had said ‘Esper means Esper?’, or ‘Telepath means Telepath?’. In mind speak, they were the same thought.


    “Yes.” Shoo replied. “You know that they are the same.”


    “I know that you know that I know they’re the same, because you are reading my thoughts, like watching TV.” Charles replied quickly, still feeling annoyed at the lack of privacy.


    “This is why you must build your own wall.” Shoo sent.


    “How do I do it?” Charles asked.


    “Now is not the time for teaching, but I will show you how to begin on your own.” Shoo said in Charles’ mind.


    The great stone wall guarding Shoo Verdy’s thoughts suddenly parted, splitting in the middle and opening up like a zipper to reveal Shoo Verdy standing on the other side, naked. Charles was slightly shocked at the sight. He really didn’t like looking at naked men under any circumstances, but the mental image of Shoo Verdy appeared to be completely relaxed and without shame or lewd intentions.


    “Touch my mind now, and I will show you.” Shoo said in his mind.


    Charles was momentarily reluctant, then overcame his silly homophobic feelings and reached out to touch Shoo Verdy’s mind. As he attempted to connect, he felt a sudden attraction, like two magnets that come into contact suddenly. They were now linked, esper to esper, in a two-way flow of thoughts. Shoo instructed him to start with one sturdy stone and build upon it, adding more stones until eventually it formed a solid wall. It would take time, he said, and each brick must be placed individually and with care, so that the wall could withstand all scrutiny. He said to watch for cracks that might appear during the building, because any crack, no matter how small, could allow a trespasser access. The wall would protect against telepathic readings, and could be raised against other mental attacks, such as those attempting to dominate and take control of his body. But the wall must be constructed carefully, stone by stone over time, else it would crumble quickly under attack.


    When the lesson was done, Charles had placed his first stone with Shoo’s approval. It was a stone that he remembered sitting on frequently in his yard as a child, and this, Shoo said, was an ideal foundation stone for his psychic wall.


    They parted minds, and Charles reflected on what he’d learned in the brief joining. He’d been so engrossed in the experience that he’d lost all sense of time passing. It might have been minutes or hours, but he knew it couldn’t have been long by the look of the sky, which was just passing sunset.


    The old man they called Dodger was still sitting by the fire with his bottle of treeky beer, sucking smoke from a long wooden pipe with a metal bowl on top. He was using a stick from the fire that was lit on one end to light the bowl. He saw Charles looking, and offered him the pipe and flaming stick as he held his breath, his bloodshot eyes bulging.


    Charles smiled and waved slightly to decline the offer. His mind was still reeling with everything that had happened, just in the last few hours. It had been one heck of a day, and he just needed to relax and get his thoughts straightened out. The old man shrugged and offered the pipe to Shoo Verdy, who leaned over to accept it, taking the flaming stick as well. Charles thought he recognized the smell, as the pipe was passed in front of him, but was a bit surprised to smell it here. It smelled like marijuana. Chronic, his friends had called it back in school. Charles had smoked it a few times when he was a teenager, and had found it strangely disconcerting, at least when he was around strangers. But the only times he had ever smoked had been in social settings, and it had made him feel uncomfortable, and more than a bit paranoid.


    Shoo and Dodger continued to pass the pipe between them as Charles sat looking at the fire, listening to the techno-rock music that was booming from the large speakers at the cathedral. The music was all electronic and instrumental, with no real voice. The sort of music you’d hear in a dance club. The song came to an end and was replaced by the sound of soft static, like raindrops falling on a sidewalk. Charles heard an excited murmur among the crowd of people near the cathedral when the music resumed with the sound of a single electric guitar playing the old national anthem.


    The murmuring rose to shouting as it spread throughout the crowd. People hooted and whistled and threw up their arms in the familiar salute, cheering as though they were in a concert stadium. Charles leaned around to get a better view of what was happening. He knew this song, or rather this particular rendition of it, having heard it many times on the radio growing up.


    “Is this Hendrix?” Charles asked out loud.


    “Ayup.” Dodger replied, grinning and pointing a crooked finger toward the cathedral. “He’s coming out now.”


    


    * * *


    


    “Hold up.” Bone Murphy said, pointing toward an opening between ramshackle shacks set up along the east wall. Jake and Skeet followed, and they stood up against the wall, away from the crowd of people near the cathedral.


    Jake stood staring, transfixed by something that had caught his eye. It looked like a motorcycle. It was a motorcycle, but cooler than any he’d ever seen. He wished he could get a better look at it, but from what he could see, it looked like an armored monster bike, with giant tires and an armor plated frame. Beside it was an armored pickup truck, with narrow slits for windows and a gun turret on the roof. They both looked very bad-ass, but the bike in particular held his attention. He had always wanted a motorcycle growing up, and had opportunity to drive one a few times, but could never afford to buy one for himself. He meant to save the money someday, but kept putting it off. He thought of a time he’d been able to ride one, opening up the throttle to ride down the road with the wind whipping through his hair. It was something he would never forget.


    Bone Murphy snapped a small glowing power cell into his mini-light, turning it on to test the beam. It shined brightly, illuminating a small round spot on the ground.


    “Nice light, Bone.” Skeet said, grinning as he withdrew what looked like a walnut from his pocket. He raised the nut up to his nose and flipped open its lid, inhaling deeply as his nose glowed brightly from within. He lowered the nut and snorted, flipping the lid closed with his glowing thumb.


    “You know, I don’t need one.” Skeet said in his high-pitched voice, giggling.


    Jake laughed, not quite understanding, but amused at the spectacle of the glowing man snorting something out of a nut. It was so bizarre.


    Bone Murphy had his own nut in hand, holding the mini-light in the other. He was grinning at Skeet as he slid the top of his nut open and cupped it with his hand while shining the light inside. He held it for a second before stooping down to sniff it, inhaling deeply. “Ahh...” Bone said, smiling as he turned off his mini-light and flipped closed his nut.


    “What is that?” Jake asked, intrigued.


    Bone looked over at him, grinning. His eyes were wide and a little crazy looking, though that was normal.


    “Glowdots. Want a hit?” Bone offered, handing the nut to Jake.


    Jake took the nut without hesitation, as was his custom of accepting any and all drugs offered to him in friendship. That wasn’t really true, though, because he drew the line at anything injected. He would take any pill, smoke any herb, or snort any powder, but wouldn’t inject anything with a needle as a matter of principle. He wasn’t crazy like that.


    Jake was also a fast learner, especially when it involved partying. He took the mini-light that Bone Murphy handed him and applied it to the glownut, cupping his hand over it as Bone had done while he sniffed, inhaling a strong dusty smell reminiscent of pine trees. He felt an instant rush through his brain that was pleasant and soothing and also exhilarating, like he had just won a foot race and wasn’t even winded.


    “Wow!” Jake said breathlessly.


    Bone and Skeet laughed, and Jake laughed with them. These dudes were awesome, Jake thought. This place was awesome, and it was nice to hear music again.


    Bone reached for his glownut, and Jake slid the top closed before handing it back to him, along with the mini-light.


    “Okay, follow me.” Bone said, slipping the nut and mini-light into his vest pocket. He walked off toward the crowd and the vehicles, and Jake followed, with Skeet glowing behind him.


    They made their way through the crowd of scavengers, mutants, and tough looking gang members that were gathered in front of the dealers’ tent beside the cathedral. They didn’t seem to be lining up, and it all seemed pretty chaotic. Bone made his way easily to the front of the crowd to speak with one of the guards posted outside the tent. There were four of them, all dressed in similar hard leather armor outfits with armored shoulder pads similar to Bone Murphy’s. They were each armed with combine rifles that were definitely not flintlocks, looking much more modern and deadly. They were posted on both sides of the tent, sending people in one side and out the other. Bone spoke to one of them briefly, and the man waved them on, gesturing toward the tent entrance. Bone walked inside and Jake followed.


    Inside the large tent, a long table was lined with crates of goods set up on display. More crates were piled behind the table, where two more armed guards stood watch.


    Behind the table sat two human men wearing sleek black jumpsuits and stylish leather jackets. Both were clean-shaven and nearly bald, except for the late afternoon stubble on their faces and heads. It looked like a flea market table, but what they were selling was a plethora of drugs.


    Bone Murphy approached one of the men and placed his leather satchel on the table. He removed four wrapped bundles from the bag and placed them on the table before the bald man, who inspected them using a monocle that he held up to his eye. He looked at each bundle in turn, and then unwrapped one of the packages, removing a small green bud and placing it on a dish that glowed briefly and then flashed numbers, like an electronic scale. The man said a number and Bone objected, haggling briefly until they agreed on a price. The bald man took the four bundles and placed them in a crate behind him before counting out a number of coins and sliding them across the table. Bone took the coins, then moved on to the second bald man further down the table, who was surrounded by an array of boxes on display.


    It looked like the candy isle in a store, Jake thought, as he scanned the colorful items on the table.


    He didn’t know what to make of any of it, not recognizing any of the names except for one that he’d seen before with bold cartoony letters that said ‘Welljelly’, which he saw in both jar and tube form.


    Bone chose both a jar and a tube of welljelly, and also asked for a quantity of glowdots and poppers. Jake saw the word ‘Surge!’ written in bright, lightning bolt letters across the top of a box of poppers, as the man slid them across the table.


    Bone completed the transaction, placing some of the sparkling coins on the table. Skeet also bought some things, paying with his own coins before they exited the tent together.


    Bone gestured for them to follow as he led them back through the crowd to the same place beside the wall where they had stopped before.


    Bone and Skeet were both smiling, and Jake smiled with them. They both seemed very satisfied with their purchases, and Jake was happy for them.


    “Pretty good.” Bone remarked, hefting his satchel that was filled with new goods.


    “Ayup.” Skeet said, grinning and raising his glownut up to his nose for a sniff.


    “Oh, good idea.” Bone said, drawing his own glownut from his vest.


    “How do I get one of those?” Jake asked, grinning.


    “You just have to find one.” Bone said, as he shined the light into his cupped hand.


    “Here, I have a spare.” Skeet said, reaching into his vest to produce a second nut, handing it to Jake.


    “It’s empty, though.” Skeet said, chuckling softly.


    “Hey!” Bone said, snorting as he exhaled. “I can fix that.” He reached into his satchel, grinning, and motioned for Jake to hand him the glownut. Bone held the nut inside the satchel, shielding it from the light as he placed a small capsule inside the hollow nut and flipped the lid closed. He handed the nut back to Jake, along with his mini-light.


    Jake flipped the top and shined the light, waiting a moment for the light to absorb before sniffing the intoxicating piny aroma. He felt a rush of tingling sensation throughout his body, followed by a growing feeling of exhilaration that was like climbing to the top of a mountain before anyone else. He loved this stuff!


    The techno-rock music stopped, and Jake felt slightly disappointed, as it had sounded really good in a weird peripheral way. Now there was just static coming from the large speakers. Many of the people in the crowd suddenly turned and started heading toward the cathedral, and a murmur of anticipation could be heard growing from the people around them.


    “Here comes Hendrix.” Skeet said, grinning and glowing.


    “Oh yeah, let’s go watch.” Bone said, nudging Jake as he started to walk toward the cathedral. Jake and Skeet followed in high spirits. Glowdots are a hell of a drug, Jake thought, smiling inwardly at a private joke. He heard the Star-Spangled Banner begin to play in blaring electric guitar, recognizing it almost instantly as Jimi Hendrix performance at Woodstock, back in the 1960s. How strange it was to hear it playing now, in this ruined fortress, five-hundred years later. He thought it was very cool.


    Jake looked around at the people crowding around him, lit by the flickering light of the bonfire, and the many campfires around the perimeter. He imagined this being what it was like to be at Woodstock, way back before he was born. He liked that. He had always liked the mellow hippie vibe that was carried on by stoners well into the next century, and now he saw the spirit of Woodstock living on in the future, amidst the ruins of civilization.


    Jake stood there, marveling at the unique historic parallel he was seeing, as the Star-Spangled Banner played, and the crowd cheered around him. He decided to join them, throwing up his hand in salute as so many others were, feeling exhilarated and enjoying the moment.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles had another treeky beer with Shoo and Dodger as they sat by the fire, listening to the music coming from the cathedral. He was feeling better now, and less uptight, so when Dodger passed the pipe to him again, he decided to take a hit.


    He used a flaming stick to light the bowl and inhaled deeply, almost instantly regretting it as he felt the overwhelming urge to cough. He tried to hold it in for a moment and then failed, releasing the smoke in a big cloud as he coughed deeply, several times. Shoo and Dodger both laughed, and Dodger urged him to go ahead and try again.


    Charles did, this time being more careful not to inhale too much, and was able to hold it this time. It was actually pretty smooth, once you got used to it, he thought. Charles held his breath and offered a thumbs up, to show that he had it under control, then passed the pipe on to Shoo.


    Shoo puffed the pipe, looking like a wizard, Charles thought, as he cupped the top of the bowl. He felt his eyes squinting as his pupils dilated, and couldn’t help smiling. He hoped that he didn’t start to get paranoid, because he felt safe here at the fire with his new friends. He was feeling good.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake stood in the crowd beside Bone and Skeet, looking toward the cathedral where large black speakers were blasting Jimi Hendrix’s version of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. More people continued to join the crowd as the song progressed, the crowd’s excitement growing as the song neared its end.


    The music started up again after a brief silence. Jake recognized this one as ‘Purple Haze’, another famous song performed by Jimi Hendrix. The crowd roared as a dark-skinned man stepped out of the cathedral between the giant speakers, dressed in a ruffled purple shirt and vest and wearing a long fur coat. He was strumming a guitar in time with the music, waving at the crowd between chords.


    The man looked and dressed like Jimi Hendrix, Jake observed, with a dark mustache and wavy black hair held back with a purple headband. The guitar he was playing wasn’t actually a guitar at all, but might be some sort of electric banjo. He played it like a guitar though, and sang all the words, projecting his voice out over the crowd. The crowd loved it, and Jake found himself smiling more as the song progressed. It wasn’t from the glowdots, Jake thought. He could still feel the pleasant, uplifting effect of the smoky drug, but this was like a concert. Jake loved to rock out, and prided himself on having attended many concerts in his life.


    They stood watching through the entire song, as Skeet lightheartedly joked with Bone about some of the attractive looking women in the crowd. Skeet remarked that Hendrix always has the first pick of anything, and that the women here weren’t interested in country boys like them. Bone Murphy only smiled and patted his leather satchel, as though it could help him overcome any obstacle.


    The song ended, and was replaced by a softer instrumental guitar jam that Jake didn’t recognize, but thought it was probably more Hendrix music. The man on the cathedral steps, known to all simply as Hendrix, walked down to greet the crowd personally, calling out names and waving to his many friends.


    Jake wasn’t positive, but was fairly sure that this Hendrix wasn’t the real Jimi Hendrix, because he was pretty sure that Jimi Hendrix had died back in the 1970s, before Jake was born. So this had to be an impersonator, or at least a gigantic fan of Hendrix’s music. That was cool, Jake thought, but wasn’t it odd that now, five-hundred years in the future, anyone would have even heard of Jimi Hendrix? Did someone dig up some old classic rock CDs to rediscover his music? Those speakers looked vintage, but Jake could only wonder what sort of wild futuristic sound system was feeding them.


    The instrumental tune ended, and the next song began with a long warbling guitar riff. Jake recognized the song as one of Hendrix’s best, ‘Foxy Lady’. The man who called himself Hendrix stood on the steps of the cathedral, strumming his banjo and pointing into the crowd. He played to the crowd, grinning as women screamed and waved for his attention. Hendrix teased them, pointing to one young woman and then seeming to change his mind, shrugging apologetically before pointing at another screaming fan, and then another. He pointed at half a dozen girls before finally choosing one, waving for her to join him on the steps during the song’s bridge.


    Jake could see the girl’s long blonde hair flashing as she ran up the steps to stand beside Hendrix, who proceeded to serenade her with his banjo as she looked on, enamored. The crowd cheered wildly, and some shouted out lewd comments. As the song came to an end, Hendrix kissed the girl passionately while continuing to strum his banjo, holding it down low. The crowd cheered them on as Hendrix led the girl inside the cathedral, pausing in the doorway to wave back at his fans before following the girl inside.


    “Does he do this every night?” Jake asked Bone, feeling slightly jealous as the next song began.


    “Ayup. I think so.” Bone said, smiling.


    “Yep.” Skeet confirmed, “The women love Hendrix.”


    Jake recognized the new song that was playing as ‘The Wind Cries Mary’, another Jimi Hendrix song that he’d heard at least a hundred times on the radio growing up. Jake’s favorite music was heavy metal, but he had gone through a period where he listened to a lot of classic rock as a teenager, after hearing how it had influenced many of his favorite metal bands of the 1990s.


    It looked as though the crowd was starting to break up, now that Hendrix had taken his foxy lady inside the cathedral.


    A leather clad man who was obviously a mutant approached them, making his way through the crowd from the direction of the cathedral. “Murphy!” the man called out, pointing at Bone. He had short bony horns jutting from his forehead and temples, looking like a crown of bone spikes around his head. He wore a leather helmet with holes cut out of the sides where his horns grew. Below the crown, he wore a purple headband like Hendrix, and carried dual pistols strapped in holsters on his belt.


    “Duker!” Bone said in friendly greeting, waving to the mutant.


    “Hendrix wants to see you inside.” Duker said, tipping his horned head toward the cathedral. “He said you should bring your friends.”


    Bone looked confused, or maybe worried, Jake thought, but then he smiled. “Okay, let’s go.”


    Duker gestured for Bone to go ahead, falling in behind them as they walked toward the cathedral. Bone glanced back at Jake to see that he was following, again looking nervous.


    “Go right in, he’s waiting.” Duker said from behind them as they reached the steps.


    Jake followed Bone inside, where they could see Hendrix sitting on a large chair at the back of the room, like a king on his throne. The chair was flanked by couches on both sides, with a wide coffee table in the space between them. The blonde girl that Hendrix chose from the crowd was sitting on the couch beside his chair, enjoying a mixed spread of food, drinks, and drugs laid out like a buffet on her side of the coffee table.


    Hendrix was lounging sideways in his chair, plucking his banjo in tune with the music outside. Beside him, resting on a wooden pedestal, a small silver statue of Jimi Hendrix stood posing with a tiny guitar.


    “Come sit down, both of you.” Hendrix called out, gesturing toward the open couch on his left. Jake looked to where he thought Skeet was standing and was surprised to see him not there. Did he slip away into the crowd? Why would he do that? Was that bad?


    Jake followed as Bone walked over to sit on the couch beside Hendrix’s chair. Bone sat down closest to Hendrix, with the statue of little Hendrix on the pedestal between them. The statue seemed to look down at Bone, as the pravens had done earlier. The young blonde haired girl sat facing them across the table on the other couch. She barely glanced up at them, preoccupied with sampling the spread of goodies. The table on their side was empty.


    “Hey, Hendrix, it’s good to see you again.” Bone said, settling into the dusty sofa.


    “Have a drink.” Hendrix replied, leaning over to place a bottle and two mugs on the table in front of them.


    “Oh, thanks.” Bone replied, reaching for the bottle.


    “Thanks.” Jake parroted quietly.


    Jake looked at the blonde girl sitting across from him. She was snacking on something that looked like grapes, but were orange. She had a wild look in her bloodshot eyes. The look of a junkie, Jake thought, as he sipped the drink that Bone had poured for him. It was bitter and probably alcoholic, but tasted okay. Almost like root beer, but grittier. This was no treeky beer, Jake thought. But it was something different, and that was all right, so long as it wasn’t poisonous.


    “Little Hendrix.” Hendrix said, turning to the chrome statue beside him. “You remember our friend Bone Murphy from that village up north?”


    “Remember him?” Hendrix asked again, reaching over to press a small button on the statue’s base.


    The statue sprung to life, strumming its tiny guitar audibly. “Excuse me while I kiss the sky.” Little Hendrix sang, finishing the line from the famous song with a tiny guitar solo before falling silent, posing as a metal statue again.


    Hendrix smiled. “Yeah, we remember you.” he said, fixing Bone with a serious gaze. “But did you remember us? I just heard you were at the fort to trade, but you didn’t give Hendrix his first pick. Why is that?”


    “Hey Hendrix, sorry about that,” Bone said, “We just got in at sundown and I thought it was too late.”


    Hendrix looked sharply at Bone as if trying to discern if he were lying, then looked to Duker, who stood silently watching on the side. Duker nodded, confirming Bone’s claim, as he walked over to stand beside Hendrix.


    “Pegger on the east wall saw them come in right at sundown, with three others riding stagles.” Duker informed Hendrix.


    Hendrix nodded slowly, considering for a moment, then frowned.


    “That ain’t too cool.” Hendrix said, “You should always get here before we close the gates.” Hendrix looked at the statue, his eyes lingering there as he continued. “I’m hearing that you made a big deal at the tent already. What, you trying to pull something?”


    “Wait, no. I wasn’t...” Bone said, sounding nervous before being cut off as Hendrix continued.


    “You know those bald tubers don’t work for me, right?” Hendrix asked, reaching up to adjust his purple headband.


    “Yeah, right.” Bone said quickly. “Wait, you mean in the dealer tent?” he asked, confused.


    Jake didn’t like the way things were going. This was starting to seem scary, like a drug deal gone bad. He tried to think of something to say, but thought better of it, choosing to just sit and be quiet, hoping that Bone knew how to handle himself. It seemed like Bone had offended the king of this fort, and as the man said, that ain’t too cool.


    “Yeah man, the freaks in the tent. You gave them first pick, so I hear.” Hendrix said sourly. Hendrix raised his hand to silence Bone as he continued, still staring at the small statue between them. “I’m thinking you got here late for a reason...” Hendrix said, reaching out toward the statue, his finger hovering above the button as he continued. “Little brother,” Hendrix said, addressing the chrome statue, “Why is our friend Bone so late tonight?”


    He pressed the button, and the statue came to life again, leaning back and strumming its tiny guitar as it sang another verse from one of Hendrix’s famous songs.


    “I used to live in a room full of mirrors...all I could see was me.”


    “Yeah,” Hendrix said, turning to Bone. “That’s what I was thinking, too.”


    “Hendrix...” Bone said, but was again silenced by Hendrix holding up his hand as he continued.


    “So Bone,” Hendrix said, looking at him seriously, “You don’t think of your friend Hendrix when you come visit my fort. That ain’t too cool, bro.”


    “Hendrix,” Bone said, “If you’ll wait a minute, I’ll show you. I already saved you the best pick.” He patted his leather satchel.


    “I picked it for you myself. It’s here in my bag.” Bone continued, as he unslung the satchel from his shoulder and placed it on the table in front of him. Jake noted that Duker kept one hand resting on the grip of his holstered pistol, watching them carefully and ready to draw if there were any trouble.


    “I like to pick it myself, you know.” Hendrix said, sounding less ominous now. “First pick is the rule of the fort.”


    Duker spoke up. “Hendrix gets first pick of any deals...no matter what.” he announced, as if reading the rule from a signboard.


    Bone flipped open the leather flap of his satchel and leaned forward, looking inside. Hendrix also leaned forward, casually inspecting the contents of the satchel. He smiled crookedly, almost smirking as he watched Bone retrieve a small leather wrapped bundle from a pocket within the satchel, like the ones he’d traded at the dealers tent.


    “Here Hendrix, it’s a gift.” Bone said, offering Hendrix the leather wrapped bundle.


    “A gift?” Hendrix said, leaning over to accept the bundle, then placing it down on the table in front of him. He unwrapped the package and removed a small green bud from within, holding it up to his nose and inhaling deeply.


    “Yeah, I saved it for you. I mean, I picked it...for you. It’s the best of the bunch.” Bone said, stuttering slightly but trying to sound earnest.


    “It’s cool.” Hendrix said, smiling as he passed the green bud to Duker, who sniffed it appreciatively before slipping it into his vest pocket.


    “It’s cool, brother.” Hendrix said again, smiling. “You just remember next time to get here early. You hear me, Bone Murphy?” he asked, sounding friendly again.


    “Yeah, brother.” Bone replied. “Hey, I got something else.” Bone reached into another pocket of his satchel. Jake noted that the tension had mostly drained from the room now, or at least it seemed that way. Duker was still watching over them, pistols ready in their holsters at his sides. His horned crown cast a creepy shadow on the wall behind him.


    Bone Murphy withdrew another small bundle, unwrapping it to reveal four tukey bars that looked like plump gray hotdogs. Bone smiled and offered two of them to Hendrix.


    Hendrix looked down at the tukey bars and his eyes grew wide with anticipation. “The food from Unyun?” he asked, reaching out to accept the tukey bars. He examined them, raising one up to his nose to sniff, as he’d done with the green bud.


    “Yeah, those are tukey bars...They’re real good.” Bone said, smiling.


    “Duker, you want one?” Bone asked, offering another tukey bar to Hendrix’s right hand man.


    Duker accepted it with little hesitation, holding it up to sniff it as Hendrix had done. A slight smile crossed his lips, indicating his approval. Jake could smell the faint tukey odor from where he was sitting, and understood their reactions to the alluring food.


    Bone broke the last tukey bar in half, sharing it with Jake, who took a bite without hesitation. He knew without Bone having to tell him that these were tukey bars, based on the color and texture. He liked tukey bars a lot, but not nearly as much as the rich tasting treeky bars they’d been eating earlier today. He noted that just like in the trade treaty with the Pravens, Bone only offered tukey without letting on that he was eating the higher-quality treeky bars as snacks during this trip. It was one of the privileges of being a Hunter, and was probably one of the reasons that Parker Boll was now looking to join up with them, Jake supposed.


    Hendrix broke off a small piece of his tukey bar and handed it to the blond girl on the couch across from Jake and Bone. She looked up with wild bloodshot eyes and snatched the tukey from his hand, bringing it to her nose. She inhaled deeply, while grasping at Hendrix’s outstretched arm with her free hand, flailing oddly as he withdrew his arm to lean back in his chair, watching her.


    She was young and pretty, but looked as though she’d had a hard life. She was thin and dressed in frontier leather, with tassels on her jacket and pants. She chewed the tukey, eating it in two big bites. She closed her eyes as she chewed the yummy food, enjoying the taste so much that she moaned audibly.


    It almost sounded like a porno soundtrack, Jake thought, amused. But he knew how she felt. Tukey was good stuff. Not as good as treeky though, Jake knew.


    Bone took a bite from his tukey bar, chewing for a moment before speaking. “It’s real good...try it.” Bone said, his words slightly muffled as he spoke with his mouth full of half chewed tukey goo.


    “Mmm hmmm!” the blond girl mumbled loudly in agreement.


    Hendrix smiled, sniffing the broken end of his tukey bar and obviously liking what he smelled. He took a small nibbling bite of it, pausing to chew it briefly before taking another larger bite. He seemed to be enjoying it.


    “That’s good!” Hendrix said through his mouthful of tukey. Jake nodded in agreement, chewing his own tukey bar half.


    Duker took a bite from his tukey bar, pausing to consider as he chewed it and then smiled in silent approval.


    Jake chuckled and nodded. “Good stuff.” he said, and everyone seemed to agree.


    “Any more?” the blond girl on the couch asked, looking to Bone.


    “Here.” Jake said, snapping off a piece from his tukey bar and offering it to her. She reached across the table and almost fell on top of it before regaining her balance, accepting the tukey from Jake. She snatched it from his hand and muttered thanks before returning to her seat on the couch across from them.


    “So who is your friend?” Hendrix asked Bone, looking at Jake.


    “This is Jake.” Bone said, “He’s a good friend from my village.”


    “You’re from Unyun, too?” Hendrix asked.


    “Yeah, sort of.” Jake said, immediately regretting the last part, as he had been instructed not to talk about where he was before arriving in Unyun.


    Hendrix leaned sideways in his chair, strumming a chord from purple haze as he studied Jake. “It’s cool, Jake.” Hendrix said. “I haven’t seen you here before, and I like to know the people who camp at my fort.”


    He looked at Jake, and Jake felt a sudden tingling that rippled across his scalp, raising goosebumps. “What brings you here tonight?” Hendrix asked, staring at him intensely.


    Jake struggled to answer, suddenly tongue tied as he saw a pattern on his peripheral vision, like the one he’d seen at the hospital, but different. The pattern pulsed and twisted slightly with his heartbeat. He tried to focus on it, while fumbling for an answer to Hendrix’s question.


    “I came to party.” he stammered, as it was the first thing that came to his mind that seemed honest.


    He felt like Hendrix was probably reading his mind somehow, and he should be honest, because he didn’t want to get on Hendrix’s bad side. But the pattern...he struggled inwardly to focus on the shifting pattern, pinning down its movement.


    It snapped into focus suddenly, and he understood what it meant, and how it worked. It was amazing. He felt something similar to what he had felt when he inhaled the glowdot vapor, but more real. He tried to contain his excitement, given the circumstances.


    Hendrix laughed. “You like to party! We all like to party here, ain’t that true?”


    “Yep.” Duker said, nodding dutifully.


    Jake smiled and nodded, resisting the urge to try what he’d just learned. He had to stay calm and controlled, at least until they left this place, when he could feel more relaxed.


    “You’re alright, Jake.” Hendrix said, smiling. “And you’re welcome to stay the night...just remember the rules, okay? Everybody’s gotta follow the rules.”


    Jake nodded solemnly. “Thanks, dude.” he said.


    “Dude? Man, you talk’n dude at me?” Hendrix asked, seeming surprised at the word.


    “Yeah.” Jake said, “That’s cool, right?”


    Hendrix was smiling. He looked intrigued and pleasantly surprised. He suddenly turned to his left, looking at his miniature idol, Little Hendrix. “Hey little bro, what do you think of my boy, Jake?” He pressed the button and the statue came to life, jamming with its little guitar.


    “I’m gonna wave my freak flag high.” Little Hendrix sang, punctuating the statement with a hard guitar riff before falling silent again.


    Hendrix turned to look at Jake, smiling a wide toothy grin. “We’re all freaks here too, Jake.” Hendrix said, “Welcome.”


    “Thanks.” Jake said, raising his mug of bitter ale in salute.


    Hendrix took another bite of his tukey bar, chewing it slowly, relishing the flavor. The blond girl was looking around at everyone enjoying their tukey with a slight frown, seeming to forget the spread of food and drugs on the table in front of her.


    Duker leaned over from where he stood and offered her a bite of his tukey bar, drawing it back as she went to snatch it, then allowing her to take a bite, offering only the tip. In a blatantly pornographic display, he placed his other hand on her head as he fed her a bite from the sausage-like tukey bar. She looked up at him and blinked seductively as she accepted the bite, seemingly well aware of the innuendo.


    Jake felt an uncomfortable pressure in his leather pants as he looked away, seeing that everyone else was watching the scene intently. “Wow, this is weird.” he said, trying to break the weird silence.


    Duker smiled at the girl and stood back up, ignoring her. He stood there looking satisfied, continuing to smile slightly, but saying nothing.


    “So, is there anything else we should talk about?” Hendrix asked Bone, no longer focusing on the girl, who was happily chewing her tukey.


    “Nah, we’re just going out to party for a while before we camp.” Bone said. “We’re heading out in the morning, back to the village.”


    Hendrix nodded, still smiling.


    “But thanks for having us!” Bone said, taking a sip from his mug and tipping it toward Hendrix.


    “Okay then, my brothers, maybe I’ll see you out there, later, by the fire.” Hendrix said.


    “Yeah!” Bone said, standing up. “We’ll be out there. See you later.” He closed the flap on his satchel and slung it over his shoulder.


    Jake stood up also, as he was now in Bone’s way, blocking his escape. “Yeah, later.” Jake said, waving goodbye as they turned to leave.


    Hendrix strummed his banjo to the tune of ‘Hey Joe’, which was now playing on the speakers outside, and nodded back at them.


    Bone waved goodbye, and they made their way back out to the door. Jake looked back before they left, and Hendrix waved at him, smiling. Had he made a new friend in there? He could only hope so. He had a strong feeling that he wouldn’t want to get on Hendrix’s bad side.


    


    Bone and Jake emerged from the cathedral into the smokey courtyard, where dozens of people could be seen moving about, traveling between the main bonfire and the many campsites around the perimeter. They started heading back toward the wall where they’d left the stagles when they ran into Skeet Cooger again, who stood up and called out to them from a nearby campsite where he’d been sitting with some leather clad mutants. His face beneath his leather mask was glowing brightly, now that it was full dark, and his exposed wrists looked like glowing bracelets.


    “Murp!” he called out, walking toward them.


    Bone Murphy stopped, then walked over to meet his friend, smiling.


    “Where’d you go?” Bone asked, grinning.


    “I figured I’d just wait out here till you were done.” Skeet replied, grinning. Curiously, his teeth didn’t glow, while the rest of his mouth did. His teeth looked like a dark hole in his glowing mouth, almost like a photo negative.


    “Probably good you did.” Bone said, and then he chuckled, glancing at Jake.


    Jake nodded, understanding that things might have gone worse in there if Bone hadn’t saved that special gift for Hendrix.


    “Hey Bone, you got any drinks at your camp?” Skeet asked, still grinning.


    “Ayup.” Bone said, also grinning. “But I should ditch you here for not coming in with us. You know Hendrix better than I do.”


    “That’s why I didn’t go in.” Skeet said, grinning slyly. “I didn’t want to complicate things. It all worked out okay, right?”


    “Ayup. It did.” Bone agreed. “I think his little Hendrix likes us.”


    “Yep, that’s good!” Skeet said, brightening. “So how about that beer?”


    “Yeah okay, come on.” Bone said, waving for Skeet to join them as he started walking toward Dodger’s camp.


    Jake followed, thinking about what he’d learned inside the cathedral. He needed to talk to Charles about this, and Shoo Verdy. More importantly, he had to try out what he’d learned, to see if it really works.


    


    * * *


    


    “They call it soul seeing.” Shoo Verdy said as he stoked the campfire with a long stick.


    “Are you got the sight?” Dodger asked, leaning dangerously close to the fire as he looked over at Jake.


    Jake looked back at Dodger, who’s face was now surrounded by a softly glowing blue aura that centered behind his head and radiated out, like an eclipse, shimmering softly.


    Jake had tried to keep quiet, initially using the mind speak to talk to Shoo Verdy, but in his excitement he had given up and spoken out loud about his new talent. Shoo had volunteered for Jake to try this new trick he’d learned, and Jake had seen the same aura, only greener, behind Shoo Verdy. It took him a moment to focus and see the aura, but once he did, it was impossible to ignore.


    “Yeah, I can see it.” Jake said, “You’re blue.”


    Dodger slapped his knee gleefully, cackling. “Ain’t that a kick! What are they?” he asked, gesturing at the others around the campfire.


    Charles looked at Jake expectantly, wondering what his color would be.


    “Shoo was green.” Jake said, now looking at Skeet, who sat beside Bone drinking a bottle of treeky beer. He tried to see his aura, focusing his vision. The aura appeared as greenish yellow, shifting to brown and back in a rhythmic flow. “Skeet looks messed up. Sort of green or brown.” Jake said.


    “That’s okay,” Skeet said in his high-pitched voice, holding up his bottle. “I feel messed up, good!” Skeet chortled, sounding like a hyena, laughing at his own joke.


    Jake watched as Skeet’s aura brightened, becoming more yellow as he laughed. Interesting, he thought. He turned to look at Charles, who was still looking at him, waiting.


    “You finally get to me.” Charles said in his mind.


    “Oh, wait.” Jake said, and turned to Bone Murphy, grinning. “I gotta see what color Murp turns out.” He stared at Bone Murphy, trying to see his aura. It came into focus as a bright yellow halo around his face that pulsed slightly green.


    “Yellow-green.” Jake said.


    “So, we all got some green.” Bone said, pointing to Skeet and Shoo. “What about him?” Bone pointed to Charles.


    Jake looked at Charles again, smirking. Charles looked back, reading Jake’s mind. Jake felt it and didn’t try to resist. Let him look. Maybe he’ll see himself, Jake thought.


    “That’s what I’m hoping to see.” Charles said in Jake’s mind, reading his thoughts.


    Jake focused on Charles, looking for his aura. Charles stared back at him. Charles’ eyes grew wider as the aura snapped into view for Jake, a bright emerald green.


    “I see a pattern!” Charles cried out in Jake’s mind.


    “You’re green, dude.” Jake said, watching as the shimmery aura behind Charles flashed turquoise then back to green.


    Charles closed his eyes, concentrating. “I have it! I caught it!” he said breathlessly.


    “Are you got it too, now?” Dodger asked, looking at Charles.


    Charles looked back at the old man, as if he didn’t understand. “You’re blue.” Charles said, staring at Dodger, studying him with a look of awe on his face.


    Jake tried to tap into Charles’ mind and read his thoughts, as he had earlier. He felt some resistance, then popped inside, reading Charles’ thoughts.


    Charles was elated. Jake could feel it. He could see Charles sitting there with his bright green aura, smiling. Charles looked at him, and he felt something grip his mind, like a tentacle that quickly wrapped around his head, or so it felt for a moment. He saw Charles standing in front of a pile of stones in a wide grassy field, like a football field. He knew Charles’ thoughts, and he knew that Charles knew his, in a way that was so intimate that there was no hiding anything. Charles sent a flurry of exclamations and questions at Jake, at the speed of thought, unhindered by language. He’d felt Jake touch his mind and had seen the pattern, understanding it. Now they both shared the new ability, which was different from the mind speech, and seemed to complement it. They were both simultaneously using mind speech and soul seeing, and it seemed almost effortless, and so exciting!


    “Jake is bright yellow, like Bone.” Charles said, smiling wide.


    Dodger passed the pipe weed to Charles, who accepted it and took a long haul, holding the smoke as he passed it on to Skeet.


    “What an amazing day this has been.” Charles thought.


    “It’s amazingly awesome!” Jake thought back.


    “What about me?” Parker Boll asked, waving to indicate that he was still there, sitting on the edge of the circle on Dodger’s other side.


    Charles and Jake both looked at Parker, looking for his aura. It came into focus and they both spoke simultaneously, sounding like twins.


    “Purple.” They said in unison, and Parker stared at Charles, looking confused.


    “Damn...I think I can see it.” Parker muttered gruffly.


    Jake and Charles both tried to read his mind then, already acclimating to their new psychic abilities.


    “Well I’ll be damned...” Parker said, still looking at Charles. “You have a green light behind you.” He turned to look at Jake, who grinned back at him knowingly.


    “Jake’s light is yellow, like Charles said.” Parker said, grinning.


    Dodger passed the pipe to Parker, who had initially refused, but now took it and raised it to his lips, inhaling deeply before puffing out the smoke while he looked at all the faces gathered around the fire.


    Charles reached out to Parker’s mind as he had to Jake, using the trick that Shoo Verdy had taught him to establish a pure mental link between telepaths. Parker’s mind popped into the link like a three-way telephone call, and they all shared their excitement over this new-found ability, comparing notes and filling Parker in on what they’d already learned in the past few minutes.


    Parker was more reserved in his excitement than the other two, raising the question of why were they even able to do this, suddenly? What made them so special? He was cautious, expecting some sort of negative backlash to all of this. Some secret catch. Jake and Charles understood his doubts, as they were expressed through the telepathic link. Jake urged them both to enjoy it while it lasted, and on that, they all agreed.


    “Hey Parker, pass the pipe.” Bone Murphy said.


    “Look at all three of them, talking inside.” Dodger said, cackling as he poked fun at them.


    Parker looked up from where he’d been staring at the fire to see Bone Murphy standing next to him, reaching for the pipe. He handed it over and smiled.


    “Good pipe weed, enna?” Bone asked, grinning as he took the pipe.


    Parker nodded, smiling. It had been many years since he had smoked pipe weed, when he was a teenager, and he had sworn off of it for the sake of his job, not wanting to be a criminal, regardless of whether he liked it or not. But that was over, and for now at least, he saw no reason why he shouldn’t smoke. Was he giving in to peer pressure? Did it even matter? Sitting around the campfire passing the pipe was a pleasant experience. He supposed it would still be, even without the treeky beers and pipe weed, but they definitely added something positive to the experience.


    “Smoke weed every day!” Jake said to the link, encouraging Parker and Charles to smoke more. Jake and Charles had both listened to Parker’s inner monologue of thoughts on smoking pipe weed for the first time in years.


    Parker smiled and casually flipped his middle finger from his lap at Jake, then abruptly left the mind link, leaving Jake and Charles in a two-way link again.


    Bone Murphy sat back down on a stump opposite Parker, reaching for a stick from the fire to light the bowl.


    “You boys might have caught some sick.” Dodger said, leaning over to look at Charles. He leaned forward on the stump he sat on, the stump tilting forward until it almost fell over and pushed him into the fire. Parker reached out to steady the old man as he flailed his arms to regain his balance, splashing treeky beer on the ex-prison guard’s face.


    “Thank ye.” Dodger muttered to Parker, as he sat back on his stump, teetering slightly. Parker wiped the beer from his face with the collar of his freshly cleaned undersuit, which he still wore beneath his leather armor.


    “Maybe you caught some of the glow, like your friend Moosh?” Dodger said, his wide eyes reflecting the fire as he leaned forward again to stare at Charles.


    “I don’t think so...” Charles said, not sounding very sure of himself.


    Charles and Jake knew about the glow, as the locals called it. Brother Kevin had explained to them that the world had been devastated during the ancient war, and that some areas remained poisonous to life after all these years, causing sickness, death, and mutation. These poisonous areas often glowed at night, but not always.


    Individual objects could also be tainted with the glow, and could cause the same harmful effects in close proximity. Jake and Charles both figured that the glow was actually lingering radiation from nuclear fallout, but the people of this time simply referred to it as the glow.


    “There’s a big glow crater just east of here.” Skeet said, his face glowing brightly beneath his leather mask. He must surely have caught some of the glow, Jake thought.


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy agreed as he passed the pipe on to Skeet. “Down by the digger camp.”


    “Nope.” Dodger said, “They moved that camp up the hill.” He pointed across the courtyard toward the east gate as he continued. “It’s up there now, next to the Rebuilders Dome.”


    “By the tubeway?” Shoo asked.


    “Ayup, right next to it.” Dodger said.


    “The tubeway road leads right up to it.” Skeet chimed in, pointing toward the east gate.


    “I suppose that makes sense.” Shoo said, “Keeping the camp next to the big dome, I mean.”


    “Ayup.” Dodger agreed, “Rebuilders got it all fenced and guarded now. Tents everywhere, all locked up behind the fence.”


    Skeet nodded knowingly as Dodger continued. “They was having too much trouble with thieves and fighting down by the pit. Hendrix’s boys like to give them a hard time, to show them they’re not wanted around here.”


    “Yep!” Skeet said, grinning. “I heard they used ropes to trip up the Rebuilders’ giant robot. It fell right on its metal face!”


    “Is that right?” Shoo asked, impressed.


    “Ayup.” Dodger said, spilling more beer on the ground as he leaned over toward Shoo. “That was after they moved the camp. They still send that robot down every morning to turn over slabs for the diggers.”


    Jake had momentarily lost interest in the mind link, paying attention to the conversation. But his thoughts were clouded with fleeting images of Charles’ own thoughts as they listened to what was said. It was strangely distracting, so Jake disconnected from the link with a simple “Later dude.”


    He was filled with questions about these Rebuilders, and the tubeway, and what was really going on around here, but he was learning a lot just by listening. He couldn’t just sit quietly, though. He was feeling buzzed from the beers he’d drank. Three treeky beers so far, and the pipe weed was also having a strong soothing effect. He might still be feeling the glowdots as well, but it was hard to tell. He was definitely buzzed, and not at all tired, since he’d had a long nap at the hospital just a few hours ago.


    Jake looked over at the big bonfire, seeing dozens of people gathered around it, some standing in groups and some dancing to the music that played from the cathedral. Their shadows stretched out across the courtyard, touching the many camps. It was a huge party. It was awesome. Jake wondered if he could get Bone to go with him to stand by the big bonfire and see what was going on over there.


    


    * * *


    


    The seven men sat around the fire, drinking treeky beer and chatting, while snacking on treeky bar bits that Shoo Verdy rationed out to them.


    “We have to save some of this for the road home.” Shoo said, putting the treeky bars away once everyone was fed.


    Dodger grew more uncoordinated as he drank more beer until Shoo suggested that he sit down in his chair by the mattress he slept on. The old man stood up and nearly lost his shorts, which had bunched up and looked like a diaper, but now dropped nearly to his knees before he caught them, giving everyone except Parker Boll a good view of his jangly bits, looking like a flasher in a trench-coat with his shorts around his knees.


    “Dude!” Jake said in disgust, looking away toward the tent.


    The old man teetered as he clutched at his shorts, hauling them up around his waist. Parker Boll stood up and put a hand on his shoulder to steady him.


    “I think I’ll turn in for the night.” Parker said, as he helped Dodger to his chair.


    “Thank ye, son.” Dodger said, as he sat down in his shabby wooden chair. “You can pitch your bed roll in that tent, there.” he said, pointing to the large tent.


    “Yep, I know.” Parker said, “Thanks.”


    “Ayup.” Dodger replied, waving dismissively.


    “I’ll be getting to bed, too.” Shoo said, “I want to get an early start tomorrow.”


    He looked at Bone Murphy pointedly as he continued. “We should all be getting up at sunrise, so we can be out by high morning.”


    “Ayup.” Bone said, “We’ll be here.”


    “Don’t worry about yer stagles.” Dodger said, “I’ll watch over them.”


    “Dodger never sleeps.” Bone said, grinning.


    “Sometimes I do...” Dodger said, “But I got a couple days left before I take a nap.”


    “Well, good night.” Parker said, as he moved to enter the tent, pausing at the entrance. “See you in the morning.”


    “Ayup.” Bone said. Jake and Charles waved.


    “Remember, up at sunrise.” Shoo said, heading toward the tent.


    “Yeah, we’ll be here.” Bone said, chuckling.


    Shoo went inside the tent, leaving four around the fire.


    Bone Murphy stood up. “Well boys, if you’re not going to bed, I was going to head over to the bonfire. Want to come?”


    “Yeah dude, let’s go.” Jake said quickly.


    “Sure.” Charles said.


    “Hey wait,” Skeet said, looking at Bone, “I got a sack for your light.” He produced a small leather bag from his vest, holding it up for Bone to see.


    Bone’s eyes lit up, remembering. “Oh yeah!” he said, unhooking the strap to his leather satchel.


    Skeet Cooger grinned. “Yep, Yep. Let’s do this right!”


    Bone turned to Jake as he opened his satchel, grinning. “Hey Jake, you’re going to like this.”


    “Cool.” Jake said, while Charles looked on curiously, watching as Bone sorted through his satchel to withdraw a box of fresh glowdots.


    Bone looked around the camp. “We need someplace dark.” he said. “The fire’s too bright here.”


    “In the tent?” Skeet asked.


    “Yep, good idea.” Bone replied, nodding. He started toward the tent and Skeet jumped up to follow him, waving for Jake and Charles to come.


    Charles looked at Jake. “What’s going on?” he asked, sending the question like a text message straight to Jake’s brain.


    “Drugs. Glowdots. You’ll like it. Let’s go.” Jake sent back, rising to follow Bone and Skeet.


    Charles got up and followed, and they all crowded into the tent.


    “What the hell?” Parker Boll said as Skeet nearly stepped on him.


    


    * * *


    


    Ten minutes later, the four of them were huddled in a dark corner next to the stagles, gathered around Bone Murphy, who held the leather sack in one hand and his mini-light in the other. Shoo had kicked them out when they wouldn’t keep quiet, so they’d come here to practice this new ritual.


    Bone placed a glowdot pill inside the sack and crushed it, grinding it into a powder within the sack. He said that normally a dot would last for hours as it slowly melted in the light, but this way you could get it all at once, and it was much better. He shined the bright mini-light into the sack and shook it up, waiting a few seconds before putting his nose to the sack and inhaling deeply, while slowly squeezing the sack closed. His eyes went suddenly wide, and his pupils dilated wider than nature ever intended.


    “Wheew!” Bone said, grinning as he passed the sack to Skeet, who sniffed it and turned it upside down, shaking out some residual powder onto the ground.


    “Gimme another dot.” Skeet said eagerly, and Bone tossed him the box.


    Skeet repeated the ritual, careful to keep the glowdot pill in total darkness as he put it in the sack and crushed it, spreading the powder all around within the sack. He shined the light into the sack as Bone had done, gently shaking it to get the powder flowing. He raised it to his nose and inhaled deeply, squeezing the sack flat to get every bit. His reaction was similar to Bone’s, and his orange eyes glowed like flashlights for a moment, flashing beams in the smoke from the campfire.


    “Did you do this before?” Charles sent to Jake.


    “Yes, it was good.” Jake sent back. “It felt good. You should try it next.”


    “I think I will.” Charles sent back.


    Skeet was grinning his shadowy grin, and his eyes were glowing with a dull orange light that was brighter than normal. He emptied the sack on the ground and placed a new glowdot in the sack, careful to keep it in the dark. He crushed up the dot and gave it a good shake before handing it to Jake, along with the light.


    “Charles wants to go next.” Jake said, grinning and looking at Charles as he offered him the sack and the mini-light.


    Charles accepted the items and proceeded with the ritual as he’d seen it, shining the light into the sack, shaking it, and waiting a moment before putting it to his nose to sniff. It smelled piny, like furniture polish.


    “Sniff it quick!” Bone said urgently. “All of it!”


    Charles inhaled, this time not holding back as he filled his lungs with the sweet smelling powdery vapor. His eyes grew wide and he gasped, holding his breath for a moment before exhaling slowly with a crazed look on his face, as if he no longer recognized anything around him.


    “Everything is glowing!” Charles cried out, startling one of the stagles nearby, who snorted and stamped at the ground. Bone and Skeet laughed. “This is really cool.” Charles said, lowering his voice. He was looking all around, peering into the shadows.


    “Let me try that.” Jake said, reaching for the sack. Charles handed it to him, and he emptied it out on the ground, as he’d seen Skeet do. Skeet handed him the box of glowdots, and he repeated the ritual, crushing the pill inside the sack and using the mini-light to bake the dust before inhaling deeply.


    Jake felt an invigorating rush like he had before, only much more intense. Not intense in a way that makes you think you’re heart is going to explode, but rather a more cerebral intensity that was harder to classify. It felt good, only better. His vision seemed to blur without losing focus as the colors became more brilliant, shining brightly throughout the spectrum in everything he saw. It was almost blinding for a moment, as the colors assaulted him. He could see into the shadows as though they were lit. He could see everything. It was like going from black-and-white to color.


    “Awesome!” Jake said, and the other three laughed. He felt exhilarated as he looked around at the shadow strewn courtyard. He could see the east gate standing closed against the darkness, but he could see through that darkness. He could see the whole hillside rising up, east of the wall. He felt like he should run out into the dark woods, like a creature of the night.


    Skeet reached over to take back the sack and the light, grinning at Jake. His face looked more natural now, the glow evened out in the expanded spectrum of Jake’s vision.


    “How long does this last?” Jake asked, grinning.


    “Should last all night.” Skeet said, grinning back.


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy agreed. “It lets you see better in the dark.”


    “Hear better too, and smell.” Skeet said.


    “Is this safe?” Charles asked, “I mean, can we overdose?”


    “Yeah, you’ll be okay.” Bone said, “You might not get any sleep, though.” Bone laughed and Skeet laughed along with him, then Jake and Charles joined in.


    They were all laughing together in a dark corner behind the stagles, all four seeing the world through new eyes.


    


    * * *


    


    After the glowdot sacking, the night seemed almost like a dream as Charles and Jake followed Bone and Skeet to the large bonfire. They saw dozens of men and half as many women gathered around the fire that was made from large logs stacked five high. Many of the people were banging on objects as if they were drums, in tune with the music that played from the cathedral speakers. Some of the people in the crowd wore distinctive jackets or uniforms, like motorcycle jackets in the past, Jake thought. Most of them wore leather armor, though some actually wore chain mail shirts or metal-plated vests. From what Jake could tell, at least half of the people around the fire were members of one group or another. He supposed that he was with his own group, here in the crowd. The Unyun Boys, or maybe The Men from Unyun. He didn’t much like being called a boy. The Men from Unyun sounded much better, he thought.


    Jake urged Bone Murphy to take them over to the east gate, so he could gawk at the futuristic vehicles he’d seen earlier. The wall on this side was crumbling, with gaping holes along its length, some wide enough to ride a stagle through. They stopped near one of these holes, looking out to the east, where they could see the east mountain and the ribbon of road that ran along the east valley rim. There were lights moving through the dark along the road, like car headlights, illuminating small patches of the ribbon highway.


    “That’s the tubeway.” Skeet said, pointing up at the highway on the hill. “They’re racing up there.”


    “What are they racing?” Jake asked.


    “Cars and bikes, I guess.” Skeet said.


    “Wow, really? Can we see?” Jake asked.


    “Naw, I don’t think we should.” Bone said, “It’s a ways up the road, and we might get jumped along the way. Trust me,” he added, smiling, “Shoo wouldn’t like it if we left the fort tonight, but we’ll be up there tomorrow, so we’ll see it in the morning.”


    “Okay, cool.” Jake said, satisfied.


    “I’m glad we’re still going up there tomorrow.” Charles said, “I still have some gizmos to trade.”


    “Hell yeah.” Jake agreed, “I want to buy some things, like that cool mini-light you got, Bone.”


    “Ayup.” Bone said, “You can trade with the pravens up at the hospital bazaar, but the Rebuilders have better prices. You’ll see tomorrow.”


    


    * * *


    


    They continued to wander around within the fortress courtyard, which might once have been a park or town square, judging by the headless statue that stood with its back to the bonfire. Its metal head was placed at the statue’s feet between its ankles, welded in place. Shady women gathered around the statue, attracting the attention of men who would pay for some time alone in a tent with them. It was very open and not overtly lewd. The girls were mostly dressed in long fur coats that they opened teasingly, occasionally flashing a bare breast to an interested onlooker.


    Some of the camps around the perimeter were making food, trading it for barter, or credits if people had them. Bone bartered some poppers to a dwarf-like man for some strong drinks that made them all feel woozy, and eventually they made their way back to the camp to sleep for the night. Dodger promised to watch over them while they slept, as they stumbled into the tent sometime around midnight.


    Charles had a very difficult time sleeping, lying awake on his back, listening to the sounds from outside the tent. He tried reading the mind of a drunk he heard singing, entertaining himself with the man’s jumbled thoughts as he lay awake. He tried reading Jake’s mind as he slept beside him, and eavesdropped on Jake’s dream of riding a motorcycle with a pretty young blonde girl riding on the back. It was very disconcerting, seeing Jake’s dream thoughts, unrestrained from reality, and eventually he lost interest and managed to fall asleep himself.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 18


    The Pit


    


    Charles awoke with a start when he heard a woman’s scream. His ears were ringing from the noise of people shouting outside the tent. Were they under attack?


    Jake and Skeet were also awake. Skeet sat up and listened, holding his glowing hand up to his ear, lighting up the tent’s interior. Charles could still see everything despite the dim light, his eyesight still enhanced from the glowdot drug.


    Shoo Verdy sat up and motioned for everyone to be quiet as he listened, reaching for the tent flap to peek outside.


    There were shadows of people passing the tent, moving toward the cathedral. Shoo pulled back the flap and they could see people walking and murmuring, some of them calling out angrily.


    “Sounds like the guards got someone.” Skeet said, standing up and grabbing his leather hood and gloves. He headed for the tent entrance. “I’m going to look. You coming?” Skeet asked, looking back at Bone Murphy.


    “Huh?” Bone said, rubbing his eyes as he lay there on his bedroll.


    “C’mon Bone, get up!” Skeet said, pausing at the entrance.


    Jake started putting on his cloak, getting ready to leave.


    “Is everyone going?” Charles asked, looking around.


    “What’s going on?” Parker Boll asked groggily.


    “Something’s going on outside.” Jake said, “We’re going to look.”


    Bone and Parker started to get up, grabbing their cloaks to keep warm in the chilly night air. Skeet went outside to talk to Dodger, and Jake followed.


    Charles re-buckled his leather armor. He had slept in it, as everyone else had, loosening the buckles to make it more comfortable. He grabbed his furry cloak and wrapped it around him before going outside.


    “They got a thief up there.” Dodger said from his chair, pointing toward the cathedral.


    The crowd was gathering in front of the cathedral, as they’d done at sundown. Charles had no way of telling what time it was, but it must be near morning by the light of the sky. It was hard to tell though, because the sky was filled with brilliant colors, courtesy of the night vision drug he’d taken earlier. He wondered what they were going to do with a thief in the middle of the night. Couldn’t it wait until morning?


    “Squeaker said a man stole something from Hendrix’s tent, can you beat that?” Dodger said, then cackled.


    “What will they do with him?” Charles asked.


    “Oh, that depends.” Dodger said, “Hendrix has final say.”


    “You go on and see. I’ll stay here and keep watch on things.” Dodger said, raising his bottle of treeky beer and gesturing toward the cathedral.


    Charles looked at Jake, who looked back at the tent, where Shoo Verdy and Parker Boll were emerging. They all waited briefly for Bone Murphy to get up, and then the group of six walked cautiously with the crowd toward the cathedral.


    


    “This dude stole from my tent!” Hendrix shouted from the steps of the cathedral, pointing to a young man in leather armor with a shaved head who was being held between two of Hendrix’s headband wearing henchmen. Duker stood at the ready behind Hendrix holding a short rifle, and several other men in purple headbands were gathered near the speakers.


    “It ain’t cool to steal from nobody here,” Hendrix shouted, “But you damn well don’t steal from Hendrix!”


    The crowd cheered in agreement. People yelled out to kill him, or burn him, and a variety of other nasty medieval punishments. It was an angry mob, eager to see someone punished.


    “That ain’t cool...” Hendrix said, turning and gesturing to Duker, who motioned to someone inside the cathedral. A leather clad henchmen carried out Little Hendrix on his pedestal, placing it down on the cathedral steps, between Hendrix and the prisoner.


    “What is that?” Charles asked, and he felt a tug at his mind from Jake, like a phone call. He answered it, and they linked minds telepathically. Jake quickly explained to Charles how Hendrix liked to ask the robotic statue questions, interpreting the statue’s answers like a fortune teller reading cards.


    “Little brother,” Hendrix said to the statue on the pedestal, “What’s the fate of this dude, who comes to steal from us?” He pressed the button and the statue came to life, gyrating and playing its little guitar. It sang something that Charles couldn’t make out at this distance, then fell silent and still.


    The crowd grew mostly silent as they waited for Hendrix’s verdict.


    “It’s the pit!” Hendrix shouted, and the crowd erupted with cheers.


    “You’re going to walk the pit, man.” Hendrix said to the prisoner, “And if you make it, you go free, and never come back here, dig?”


    “I didn’t --” the man objected, but was interrupted by a sharp punch to his ribs. “Shut up!” the guard said, holding the prisoner as he doubled over.


    “You’ll get your chance to walk!” Hendrix shouted, then waved for the guards to bring the prisoner as he strode down the steps with Duker following close behind. The crowd cheered and parted for Hendrix as he walked toward the east gate, which was swinging open as they approached. The entire crowd began to move, falling in line like an impromptu parade, as Hendrix led the prisoner and his flock through the gate, leaving the fortress.


    They followed along with the crowd, walking along an ancient road between the ruins on the outskirts of Carrindale. The crowd was murmuring, and people continued to call out, lusting for blood. “Walk the pit!” was repeated over and over by many people in the crowd, and Charles got the feeling that this wasn’t the first time they’d taken this walk.


    


    After walking for several minutes, they passed a large ruined building with an expansive parking lot. There were tents and small camps set up near the building, where Charles could see several sleepy scavengers scrambling to get out of the path of the approaching mob. Many of the people in the crowd were carrying torches, and it reminded Charles of an old Frankenstein movie where a mob of angry villagers went to storm the castle, determined to kill the monster with torches and pitchforks. Some of these people were carrying clubs and knives, he could see, and this scene didn’t seem much different from that old movie.


    Beyond the immense ruined building, they came to a wooded area filled with dark, twisted trees. A thick lavender mist flowed along the ground at the base of the trees, glowing softly and tinting everything slightly purple. Charles thought he could see things moving within the vine-draped branches, or maybe it was the branches themselves, moving in the wind. He didn’t feel any wind, though.


    The crowd began to bunch up as they came to the shore of a small lake within the woods. It wasn’t a lake though, as it appeared to be filled with the glowing purple mist that permeated the area. It was a perfectly round crater, a quarter mile wide, filled with softly swirling mist that glowed and undulated like a bubbling cauldron. Charles was again reminded of an old horror movie, where hidden horrors lurked within the mist.


    The man who called himself Hendrix stood on a broken slab at the edge of the pit, where two wooden posts had been planted in the ground, like a gateway. The prisoner was standing there, held between the posts by two guards wearing purple head-bands.


    Hendrix stood looking out over the pit, waiting for the tail end of the crowd to arrive. They formed a wide arc around the crater’s edge, flanking the prisoner like a gauntlet.


    “Walk the pit!” A large man shouted near Charles, and others in the crowd repeated it, beginning to chant.


    Charles looked across the pit to the far side, where he saw an opening in the trees that led to a field of green grass. He wondered how deep the pit was, seeing that the slope looked fairly mild at the edge, before disappearing under the mist. He thought he saw something move beneath the surface, like a fish moving through muddy water, but couldn’t make out anything through the thick lavender mist that filled the crater, permeating the area with a thick purple haze.


    Charles looked around, suddenly realizing that the glow was all around him, and he was standing next to the rim of a crater that was potentially radioactive, and might be extremely dangerous. Yet here he stood at the edge of it, with a crowd of angry hippies cheering to see a man walk into the pit. Charles wasn’t cheering, but couldn’t look away from the spectacle as it unfolded.


    “This dude broke the law!” Hendrix shouted to the crowd.


    “No stealing from anyone inside the walls. That’s the law!” Hendrix shouted. He turned to look at the bald prisoner.


    “I didn’t mean it!” the man pleaded, “I gave it back!” He was struggling to get loose from the grip of the two guards, beginning to panic, now that he stood on the edge of the pit. They held him firm though, and he struggled to no avail.


    Charles looked at the prisoner, using the soul sight to see the man’s aura. It was a bright orange-yellow color that flared angrily toward dark red as the man struggled to get free. Charles could only see one aura at a time, and it took a moment for it to come into focus.


    “You make it to the other side, and you can just keep going, never come back.” Hendrix said, pointing across the crater to the break in the trees on the far side.


    “Hendrix, please --” the prisoner pleaded, but was again silenced by a fist against his ribs.


    Hendrix turned away, looking out at the crowd that was gathered around the rim. “Walk the pit!” he shouted at the crowd, ignoring the prisoner’s plea.


    “Walk the pit!” Someone in the crowd echoed, and was joined by a chorus of others screaming the same thing.


    Charles looked at Hendrix, who stood smiling at the crowd, raising his fist in the air as they chanted, calling for the man to walk the pit. Hendrix’s aura was a pulsing mix of bright orange and deep purple, with dark blue spikes radiating from the center. It was a complex aura, more than any other Charles had seen tonight. Hendrix lifted his banjo and began to play chords from ‘The Wind Cries Mary’ as the crowd continued to chant for the condemned man to face his fate.


    “Walk the pit.” Hendrix said, nodding to Duker, who stood beside him as he continued to strum his banjo. Duker signaled the guards holding the prisoner, and the man was abruptly pushed into the pit, where he landed standing knee-deep in the mist. He whirled around as if to scramble back up onto the platform, but was confronted by a line of spears, torches, and guns aimed at him. There would be no turning back for the man.


    “Wow, that’s messed up.” Jake said.


    Charles was jostled by a large woman in a long leather coat, who pushed past him to get a better view. The whole crowd was surging toward the edge. He tried to move with them as they packed in tighter, and he ended up sandwiched tightly between Jake and the pushy woman. “Run!” she yelled, raising her pudgy fist in the air.


    The condemned man stood almost waist deep in the mist. He was still looking at the crowd as if trying to find an opening that he could bolt through and escape. He stepped carefully to the side, frequently glancing behind him at the lake of bubbling purple mist. The people on the edge poked spears and torches in his direction, warning him back from the edge, deeper into the pit. The man looked panicked, calling out for mercy, but was drowned out by the crowd as they shouted at him to walk or run.


    The man turned to his right and ran several steps before stumbling, falling to his knees and nearly disappearing below the mist. He stood up quickly, and looked again at the crowd for some sign of mercy, but was confronted only by a wall of angry shouts and poking weapons. He turned and continued moving along the rim at a rough pace, wading through the waist deep mist as he made his way past the crowd.


    “Watch the trees!” Someone shouted from the crowd, and some people laughed, cackling and guffawing.


    The bald man continued moving along the rim of the pit. He was young and in good physical condition, wearing light leather armor like many of the gang members they’d seen around the fire. Charles heard a deep buzzing noise coming from within the pit that seemed to be growing stronger, like a hive of bees squeezed between two pillows.


    The man continued at an uneven pace along the rim, leaving the crowd behind him as he reached the edge of the forest, where the vine-draped trees pressed in along the shore. The man moved toward the shallow edge of the crater, no longer threatened by spears and guns from the crowd, he didn’t have to stay waist deep in the mist. As he reached the crater’s bank, Charles saw the trees dipping down, their viney branches lowering toward the pit’s edge. The branches swung low and began to flail at the man with long ropey vines.


    Charles watched in horror as the man began to scream, scrambling to get free of the grasping vines that wrapped around his left arm and leg. He yanked furiously, pulling himself free and stumbling back out into the misty crater to get beyond the trees’ reach. The man kept screaming as he started to run in a panic, further along the crater’s rim. The crowd continued to yell out to him, encouraging him to run. Some seemed to be rooting for him to make it to the other side, and some were wagering bets that he would fail.


    The panicked man was a third of the way around when he tripped and fell, disappearing completely below the glowing lavender mist.


    His screaming stopped abruptly, and it was quiet for a moment before he popped back up, continuing his run toward the other side. He was grasping at something that had attached itself to his back. It was a translucent gooey blob that looked like a jellyfish, roughly the size of a softball. The man grabbed hold of it and ripped it free, flinging the blob out into the pit while he continued to run for his life.


    He stumbled and fell again, screaming in terror from below the surface of the mist. He continued to scream without rising for several seconds before popping up again, crawling toward the shore. His body was strewn in ropey red vines that weighed him down. He stood up under the weight and scrambled to get out of the crater, while tugging frantically at thick red tendrils that wrapped around his neck and shoulders. The tendrils were moving, and Charles could see that the vines covering the man were actually long red worms. He must have stumbled into a nest of them, Charles thought, horrified.


    The man managed to reach the shore, and was quickly snatched up by the waiting trees that grabbed hold of him and pulled, lifting him up over the glowing pool’s edge. Two of the larger trees had a hold of him, and both pulled in opposite directions, using their great strength to tear his body in half. Charles watched in horror, unable to look away, seeing everything in perfect detail thanks to his drug enhanced vision and the illuminating purple glow of the mist. The man must have been in a complete panic and forgot about the trees, he thought, watching as they continued to tear the body into pieces.


    “Brutal.” Jake said, as the two large trees proceeded to stuff the man’s body into their toothy vertical maws and chew. People in the crowd continued to cheer, highly entertained by the grisly scene.


    There was a frantic swirling activity underneath the mist, as shadows darted around like fish in a pond. Some sort of feeding frenzy was going on beneath the surface, Charles imagined, like sharks sensing blood in the water.


    “He probably would’ve made it if he hadn’t gone so deep.” Jake said, as if commenting on a failed play during a football game on TV.


    Charles only looked at him distastefully, not wanting to make light of a man who had just died, guilty or not.


    “He was doing okay, until he got scared by those trees.” Jake continued, unfazed.


    “I know.” Charles said, “He must have been really scared.”


    “Hell yeah! Scared stupid!” Jake said, grinning.


    The crowd was starting to move behind them. Hendrix was playing his banjo, leading the flock back toward the fort. Some of the people lingered, still staring out at the glowing crater.


    “I guess that’s justice.” Parker Boll said sarcastically, and Jake laughed.


    Charles turned to Jake and looked at him seriously.


    “Jake, it’s not really funny. He’s dead.”


    Jake looked momentarily confused before replying. “I know, but he had it coming, right?”


    “Did he?” Charles asked, “How do we know?”


    Jake seemed to consider, frowning slightly.


    “Well, it doesn’t really matter now, does it? Come on, we’re moving.” Jake replied.


    Jake started moving with the crowd, following Bone and Skeet, who had already started walking.


    Charles looked at Shoo Verdy, who was still standing there watching. He had been listening to the conversation, Charles could tell, and he stood looking at Charles. He reached out and patted Charles on the shoulder reassuringly, as if to say he understood.


    “I understand.” Shoo sent to Charles. “It wasn’t our place to intervene. This is their justice and custom. We’re just visitors here.”


    “What if it had been one of us?” Charles asked, as they began walking behind Jake and Parker along the ancient road.


    “Then things would have been different.” Shoo replied.


    They followed along with the crowd, all the way back to the fort, where they returned to the tent to get another couple hours of sleep before sunrise. Charles tried to sleep, staring up at the tent’s stained ceiling, thinking about the man and wondering if he had really been guilty, and if anyone really cared?


    The crowd wanted to be entertained, like spectators at a gladiatorial arena calling for blood, and Hendrix had provided it for them. Charles shuddered at the thought of himself being forced to walk the pit, expecting that he wouldn’t have fared any better than the terrified man. He could still hear the man’s screams echoing in his mind as he lay awake on his back, unable to get back to sleep.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 19


    Rebuilders


    


    Sunrise came quietly, without the familiar cacophony of croaking horks they would have heard in Unyun territory.


    Shoo Verdy opted to let everyone sleep an extra hour before waking them up, though Charles was already awake, unable to get back to sleep after their trip to the pit. They gathered around the fire and ate soft treeky bars for breakfast, with bottles of warm treeky beer to wash them down. Dodger was very happy to share in the breakfast, as was Skeet, who had a strong fondness for treeky bars and only got to eat them during the cookouts. Shoo told him to enjoy it now, because they’d be eating tukey later, as this was the last of the treeky bars the Hunters had supplied them.


    Skeet asked Shoo again if he could join the Hunters on the night watch, and had to settle for Shoo’s answer when he told him he’d think it over. Jake tried roasting his treeky bar on a stick over the fire, like a hotdog. It turned brown and crispy and smelled really good. So much so, that everyone else joined in with their own sticks to roast the remaining treeky bars as Jake had done.


    Jake commented that he had a slight headache, and Bone Murphy offered him a hit from his glownut. Jake accepted it, forgetting that he had a glownut of his own stashed in his pocket.


    “Just hit it, you don’t need a light.” Bone said, pointing up to the overcast morning sky.


    Jake flipped the top on the glownut, allowing daylight to enter its tiny hollowed chamber, illuminating the pill and releasing its sweet piney aroma. Jake sniffed and inhaled the vapor, and it brought a smile to his face, like a good morning cup of coffee.


    “Oh, I love that.” Jake said, smiling, “Will this cure my headache?”


    Bone Murphy smiled back and shrugged. Skeet chuckled.


    “That’ll fix it.” Skeet said in his high-pitched voice. He was still glowing, but didn’t stand out nearly so much in the daylight.


    The fortress courtyard was quiet, with most of the people still sleeping or sitting quietly at the various camps, recovering from the evening festivities.


    They packed up their gear, getting the stagles ready to leave. Skeet Cooger had attached himself to their group, and would be accompanying them back to Unyun on his own steed, a pony-sized woolly brown dog named ‘Harry’. The giant dog was fitted with a saddle like the stagles, and seemed to get along well with their mounts.


    They were still missing one stagle, and Parker Boll rode on the back of Bone Murphy’s steed. They said farewell to Dodger, leaving him an extra tukey beer before heading out the east gate, as they’d done last night on the way to the pit.


    They were going to the Rebuilders Dome, on the valley’s eastern rim beside the tubeway, to do some trading before they returned to Unyun. Charles had a sack filled with two-dozen odd gizmos they’d found at the base of Shard Mountain, and they intended to sell them all and split the profits.


    They turned left onto the old tuber road, veering off the path that would lead them back to the glow crater they’d visited a few hours earlier. This way was quicker, Skeet told Shoo Verdy. Jake hadn’t even noticed that his headache had completely disappeared.


    They were following an ancient road, heading east through the ruins, which were less crowded here, consisting mostly of residential domes and silo apartments that had collapsed in upon themselves over the past two centuries, becoming overgrown with thick vines. Most of them stood only one or two stories tall, and all seemed to have been heavily excavated, stripped of anything that might have been valuable.


    The ruins gave way to forest as they continued east, up the slope toward the glittering tubeway road. They passed a camp in a clearing by the roadside, where several vehicles were parked next to tents arranged around a smoldering campfire. There were two battered cars, each covered in dented armor plating that was stained with mud and grime. Several armored motorcycles were also present, parked beside the tents.


    Jake saw two armored men sitting by the campfire. One of them stood up, brandishing a rifle as he watched them go by, watching them suspiciously. That must be a racer gang, Jake thought. Skeet had mentioned that there were gangs who raced vehicles on the tubeway.


    Jake couldn’t wait to see it. He loved cars, and wanted to get a look under the hood of one of these futuristic race cars that he could only imagine. Did they have atomic engines like the dune buggy he’d driven? Did they blow up in a mushroom cloud when they crashed? Was it hard to get into a racer gang? He didn’t really care about that part, though. He just wanted to get behind the wheel of something. How could he get a car?


    “Hey Skeet, how do I get one of those cars?” Jake asked.


    “Can you drive one?” Skeet asked, seeming surprised.


    “Yeah, man, I can drive.” Jake said.


    “Well, if you’re lucky, you’ll find one that works just sitting alone somewhere, but most of them need to be fixed up to work.” Skeet said.


    Jake brightened. “So they’re just sitting around, like I thought, free for anyone to take.”


    “Ayup.” Skeet said. “But most of them that work were already found by scavs a long time ago.”


    “Do they still run on gas?” Charles asked, interested.


    Skeet shrugged. “They run on the tubeway mostly, between here and Krantin.”


    “What’s Krantin?” Charles asked.


    “Crater city, southeast of here. You never heard of Krantin?” Skeet asked, surprised.


    “We’re new here, remember?” Jake said with a crooked grin.


    “Ayup, okay.” Skeet said, grinning back at him from the saddle of his giant dog. It plodded alongside Jake’s stagle, drooling and blowing clouds of steam in the chilly morning air.


    They continued walking uphill for a short time along the ancient road before coming within sight of the tubeway, now much closer. Jake could see now why it was called the tubeway. It was like a giant glass tube that spanned the road, completely covering it like an inverted half pipe. Jake could see it stretching for miles along the east side of the valley, a wall of sloping glass that divided the forest cleanly in half.


    “Wow, that’s cool.” Jake remarked, and Charles agreed, admiring the glass-covered highway.


    The ancient road continued up and over the tubeway, forming a bridge over the top of the glass-covered highway. There were access ramps on both sides that led to arched openings in the tube wall. The glass was surprisingly clean and reflective, like mirror shades, but more transparent. There were long cracks in some places between the tubeway’s metal ribs, but the structure looked surprisingly intact.


    Skeet advised Shoo not to try walking the tubeway, but to take the bridge over it, instead. The road on the other side led straight to the Rebuilders’ camp. They rode over the ancient bridge and got a great view of the tubeway from above as it stretched off in both directions, cutting a smooth, curving line between the trees along the valley rim like a gargantuan glass snake. Jake wondered why they would go to all that trouble to build a glass roof over the highway, and supposed it might cut down on accidents due to bad weather. But what if an atomic car exploded inside the tunnel? It must have happened sometime, he thought.


    From the top of the bridge, they could see the Rebuilders’ camp, further down the tubeway, on a hill overlooking the valley. It was a large dome that sat beside the tubeway, within a large fenced-in compound. Jake also had a good view of the southern valley from here. It looked like a vast forest in a bowl, stretching on for miles. The forest canopy was broken in places by large craters or patches of open ruins. Bits of ancient civilization poked up in places through the forest, and Jake imagined that this entire valley might be filled with houses and buildings that the forest had grown over. Jake had the urge to explore the vast forest of ruined ancient suburbs, filled with ancient treasures from the future. They finished crossing the bridge and Jake turned his attention back to the road, his thoughts still wandering.


    The riders turned right, onto the Rebuilders’ road that ran alongside the tubeway. They passed a group of scavengers who were camped beside the tubeway’s on-ramp. Four men and a woman dressed in filthy furs and skins, looking almost like cavemen, were huddled around a small campfire, beside a small dome tent.


    The tent seemed out of place, as it was made from some synthetic cloth, with stiff ribs forming a hexagon-shaped dome that would probably sleep two comfortably. It had a bright logo printed on its side that looked like the sun rising over planet earth, as might be seen from the moon or a satellite. The primitive-looking scavengers looked up at them as they went by, watching with worried looks as if they expected to be harassed or attacked. So why did they camp on the side of the road? Why do they live outside like animals? Can’t they find a hole in the ruins to crawl into and make a home, like others they’d seen along the way? Jake didn’t understand why anyone would want to live among the ruins like people did outside Unyun.


    They rode for several minutes on the Rebuilders’ road, passing three more roadside scavenger camps, each with a fancy new dome tent with the rising sun logo printed on it’s side. The reason for this became apparent when they reached the Rebuilders’ digger camp compound, where dozens of similar tents were pitched in long rows within a large fenced in area, roughly the size of a football field, beside the giant dome.


    The area was bustling with morning activity as hard-working diggers hauled their gear across the road, heading out for the morning dig. They were coming from the diggers’ tent camp, where they’d spent the night in safety, protected by the Rebuilders’ armored soldiers, who watched over the camp from guard towers along the fenced-in perimeter. It reminded Jake of the prison yard where he imagined he should be right now, if not for the fortunate accident that brought him here to the future instead.


    An assortment of diggers, scavengers, and ruffians were gathered in front of the great dome, where the Rebuilders bought and sold items retrieved from the ruins. They were lining up at the entrance, holding boxes and sacks filled with items to trade.


    Shoo guided them to a parking area where several other stagles and an eight-legged donkey were hitched. Beside the hitching area, vehicles were parked in a dirt parking lot. There were two cars and a motorcycle, and Jake couldn’t help staring at them as they dismounted.


    The vehicles looked similar to the others he’d seen, covered in armored plates and looking well-worn and dirty. The cars were low to the ground and looked like they might be fast, though Jake had no way of knowing what they had under the hood. One had giant wheels in the back like a dragster, and the other had no wheels at all, resting on retractable landing gear like jack stands. Jake stared in wonder, realizing that it must be a flying car. So they did exist! Maybe someday he’d get to fly one, he thought, smiling.


    Skeet volunteered to stay with the stagles, as he was the only one who hadn’t come to trade. Shoo had trade business to discuss with the Rebuilders, and Bone had spare credits to go shopping.


    “They don’t allow weapons inside.” Shoo said, “So leave your guns out here.”


    They stowed their guns and walked over to get in line, leaving Skeet to watch over their mounts.


    Jake looked over at the guards that flanked the great dome’s entrance. They reminded him of imperial storm troopers. Each wore full metal body armor, looking almost like robots if not for their open-faced helmets. They each carried a short combine rifle that probably shot lasers instead of bullets, Jake suspected.


    They went to stand at the back of the line, behind at least a dozen men who were waiting. Most of them were excessively dirty, and Jake thought they might spend a lot of time underground, like coal miners. They ranged in age from teenagers to grizzled old men, with no women present. They talked quietly amongst themselves as they waited to be let into the dome. They were mostly serious, hard-working men, Jake thought, though a few in leather and chain armor looked more likely to be thieves, using the Rebuilders Dome as a pawn shop to fence stolen goods.


    They waited in line as the guards allowed people to go in at intervals, alone or in pairs. Each time the line moved, people would pick up their crates and move them a few feet closer to the door. Jake looked at the guards again, in their full metal armor. The armor was bluish-gray and shiny like a motorcycle helmet, and each had the emblem of the rising sun inscribed like a badge on their hard shiny breastplates. The guards looked bored, and appeared to be chatting with each other through communicators built into their helmets.


    Beside them was a large signboard plastered with six posters that showed images of the Rebuilders’ achievements, with slogans underneath such as “Rebuilding A New Tomorrow.” and “Rebuilding The Future.” One poster showed people exiting a monorail train onto a brightly lit platform with city lights in the background. Another poster showed what looked like an armored cruise ship with enormous tank treads crawling across a desert wasteland, with smiling people waving from the deck. Another poster showed some people flying over forest treetops in something that looked like a flying yacht. “Rebuilding The New World.” the caption read below this one. The posters reminded Jake of posters he’d seen at the army recruitment center in the mall. He was feeling a bit dumbfounded at the extreme contrast in technology that he was seeing, compared to life in Unyun.


    They reached the front of the line and continued waiting until Shoo and Bone were allowed to go in together. Jake moved to follow, but was stopped by the armored guard telling him to wait.


    Jake studied the posters as he waited for his turn. One showed a smiling man leaning against a futuristic automobile that hovered beside him without wheels. A monolithic building stood in the background, with other cars parked all around it. “Fixing What’s Broken.” this poster read.


    Jake thought of owning his own flying car again, imagining himself behind the wheel, dodging through trees in the forest. But he could just fly over them, he thought, like the people in the flying yacht on that poster, flying into the sunrise. Jake smiled. He needed to get some wheels, or non-wheels, whatever he could get.


    “How many?” the guard asked.


    “Three.” Charles said.


    “Two.” Jake said, nudging Charles and glancing back at Parker Boll, who stood there frowning.


    “Yeah, go ahead.” the guard said distractedly.


    Jake and Charles went in, and Parker Boll followed.


    “Thanks a lot, buddy.” Parker said sarcastically, shoving Jake as they entered the store.


    “I thought he was only taking pairs.” Jake said.


    They crossed through an arch that scanned them as they entered the main room.


    “Yeah, right.” Parker said, looking around at the dome’s brightly lit interior.


    Jake’s first impression was that of a department store, crossed with a government office building. The main lobby was filled with display cases and counters with items under glass. People working behind the counters wore neat blue uniforms with gray collared T-shirts. They were all clean and well groomed, in sharp contrast to most of their bedraggled customers.


    Beyond the showroom, the back part of the dome was filled with office cubicles and desks behind a wide counter, like at the unemployment office. A stairway in the back led to the upper level, but it was off limits to customers.


    Jake followed Charles as he went to the right, standing in another line beneath a sign that read ‘TURN-IN’. People were waiting there, holding sacks and crates of goods to sell to the Rebuilders.


    “You can handle this?” Jake asked Charles.


    Charles looked at him confused. “Oh yeah. I think so.”


    “I’m going to go see what’s for sale.” Jake said, pointing to the showroom area with the display cases.


    “Hey, wait for me.” Charles protested.


    “I’ll be right here.” Jake said, walking away and leaving Charles in the line to sell their stuff.


    “Fine, you scout the prices. I want a good computer.” Charles sent to Jake’s mind.


    Jake saw that odd pattern on the fringe of his vision that came with telepathy. He didn’t remember seeing it last night after leaving the hospital, but there it was again. He ignored it. At least it didn’t make his head hurt this time.


    He approached the display cases, looking at the signs above them. Scanners, Diggers, Blasters, Armor, Crystals, Gear, and Dress. Jake went straight for the blasters display, where he saw an array of over two dozen futuristic firearms lined up, with name tags and prices. They had awesome names like ‘Plasma Blaster’ and ‘Mark VII Beamer’. Jake scanned the prices to get an idea of the range, and found that most of them cost between one-hundred and seven-hundred credits. He wondered how many credits Charles would be able to get, and if it would be enough to buy any of these.


    “Do you need help choosing a gun?” A woman asked in a friendly voice from behind the counter. Jake looked up at her. She was young and pretty, with short red hair that was neatly styled.


    “Yeah,” Jake replied, smiling, “What kind of ammo do these guns use?”


    “It depends on the gun, but most energy weapons use standard power cells.”


    Jake surveyed the spread of weapons. There were pistols in the counter case, and rifles on the wall behind the counter.


    “Which ones use power cells?” Jake asked.


    The woman took a moment to consider, biting her fingernail.


    “All of these to the right.” she said, indicating roughly two-thirds of the counter. “Except that one...it uses nuclear cells.” She pointed to a bulky looking rifle at the end of the display with a seven-hundred credit price tag.


    “What’s the best one?” Jake asked.


    “Hmmm...” she said, leaning over to look at the pistols below the counter. Jake was startled to catch a whiff of perfume coming from her, and found himself staring down the front of her shirt as she bent over, transfixed for a small awkward moment.


    “I like the Mark Seven Beamer.” she said, not seeming to notice his staring. “If you can afford it, it’s easier to hold than the Mark-Five, and it makes nice holes in just about anything.” She smiled.


    Jake looked back at the guns. The beamers were in the middle range, costing three-hundred for the mark-five and five-hundred for the mark-seven. Jake looked back at Charles, anxious to find out how much money he had to spend. Charles was still waiting in the line, gazing up at the ceiling. Parker waited beside him holding the sack of artifacts they meant to sell.


    “Are you a mercenary?” the woman asked from behind the counter, still smiling.


    “No.” Jake said, surprised.


    “Your clothes look too clean for you to be a digger.” she said, looking him over. Jake wondered, is she checking me out? He stood up straighter, posing slightly.


    “Yeah, I just had them cleaned.” he said, smiling.


    “Have you considered joining the Rebuilders?” the woman asked, smiling back at him. “We’re recruiting young people to help build the future. Can you read?”


    “Yeah.” Jake said. This was starting to feel weird. Recruiting? He remembered the posters outside, and how they reminded him of the ones on the wall at the army recruiters office.


    “That’s great!” she said excitedly. “We’re looking for all kinds of people, but ones who can read are especially needed.”


    “Wait, how do you have all this stuff?” Jake asked, still amazed at all the technology here.


    “We buy most of it from people like you. Are you good at fixing things?”


    “Not really...” Jake said, glancing back at Charles. “Hey, can you show me the computers?” He wanted to know how much the computers cost, compared to the guns. He might have to borrow some money from Charles, if he could convince him. He wanted to buy a good blaster.


    “Oh, yes, right over here.” she said, pointing to another display case near the curved wall. She started walking over, waving for Jake to follow. He glanced back at the gun display. “I’ll be back.” he told the guns, then walked over to join the friendly counter girl at the computer table.


    “Here they are.” she said, pointing to an array of half a dozen gizmos, most of which looked like portable radios or tablets.


    “The selection is limited here.” she said apologetically. “Most of our customers don’t have much use for computers, but we have the basic models here.”


    Jake looked at the computers, seeing only small metal and plastic gizmos with funny names and price tags, some priced as high as five-hundred credits. That’s still cheaper than the guns, Jake thought.


    “See anything you like?” the red-haired counter girl asked.


    Jake didn’t know what to make of computers. He’d never had a PC, and could barely type on a keyboard. The closest thing he’d had to a computer before was his cell phone, which had a complicated computerized menu that he’d never really tried to understand. He was surprised one time when a friend told him he could use his phone to play games if he were bored. Really? That was good to know, but he’d never actually tried to do it. These devices were probably like his phone, he thought. He had no one to call now, so what good were these things anyway?


    “What do they do?” Jake asked, not very interested, but passing the time.


    The woman smiled at him condescendingly, as if he had asked her something extremely trivial.


    “There are a few different types. Datapads are the most common.” She pointed to a pair of tablet-like devices in the center of the counter display before continuing.


    “Then there are pocket pals and mentors,” She pointed to a pair of devices that looked like cell phones. “Lexicons, Cyclopedias, Analyzers, and Oracles.” she finished, pointing to four more devices in turn.


    “What type of computer do you need?”


    Jake stared at the artifacts, dumbfounded. They looked to be in exceptionally good shape, with only minor scratches on some of them. He didn’t know what to make of them really, but Charles would know.


    “It’s for my friend, really. He wants one.”


    Jake pointed to Charles in the line. He was up next, watching the person in front of him place items on a scanner plate, one at a time, like ringing up groceries at a supermarket.


    “Well, is there anything else I can show you?” the woman asked.


    “I think I’ll just look around, okay?” Jake replied.


    “Of course.” she said politely. “I’ll be right here if you need help with anything.”


    “Thanks.” Jake said, then walked over to the nearest display case with a sign above it that read ‘Scanners’. He glanced over to the blasters counter, and saw a digger from the line standing there shopping for guns. Jake hoped that the man didn’t buy the gun he was hoping to buy. The Mark Seven Beamer makes nice holes in just about anything, the woman had said, only five-hundred credits. But maybe there were other things more practical he should spend his money on?


    He looked down at the spread of devices in the scanner case. They were arranged in several categories. Motion scanners, density scanners, radiation meters, and toxin analyzers. There were also several models of metal and mineral detectors that took up half the display, and a sniffing device that analyzed air quality and composition. Jake looked at each category, trying to think of how any of it might be useful. Motion scanners? That might have been useful on the road yesterday, when they were ambushed. Density scanners? He couldn’t think of anything off the top of his head. He knew how useful a metal detector could be, from their digging at Shard Mountain.


    A loud voice from the front caught Jake’s attention. The man ahead of Charles was gesturing and shouting angrily at the clerk behind the turn-in counter. An armored soldier left his post at the door, approaching the angry man and attempting to calm him. The man lowered his voice but continued to speak excitedly, explaining to the guard that the man behind the counter had scanned one of his artifacts wrong, and was trying to cheat him. Charles and Parker had stepped back to make room, in case the guard had to subdue the unruly customer, but the guard was only talking, calmly trying to settle the dispute. He pointed to the scanner pad display, showing the man that the item had scanned correctly. The man’s anger abated as he realized his mistake, and the guard stood by as the man was paid for his items in glittering credits. The guard then escorted the man to the exit, bypassing the store and leading him outside.


    Don’t yell at the clerks, Jake thought, smiling. That dude needed to chill out.


    Charles stepped up to the scanner plate and started to scan his items one at a time, watching intently as the computer matched the items in its database, assigning each item a name and price.


    Jake wandered over to the next display with a sign above that read ‘Gear’, where he could see a wide array of items for sale. One shelf held a good selection of camping supplies, with portable tents and lanterns, and a variety of shovels for digging. Another shelf held an assortment of tools and tool kits designed to work with advanced electronics and crystals. There were sleek metal handcuffs and lock picking sets, and electronic lock picking devices. There was even a scuba diving mask with a re-breather built-in. He saw an array of emergency first aid kits, and hypo sprays to use against poison and radiation. The sprays were expensive though, costing two-hundred credits for a single dose of anti-radiation serum.


    Jake was feeling a little overwhelmed. So many things to buy, and he only understood half of it. He looked around at the smooth walled interior that was surprisingly clean. It was like walking into a mall after a long camping trip in the wilderness. These people are really from the future, Jake thought, looking at the people behind the counters, who all seemed cheerful and relaxed, as if they really enjoyed their jobs. They reminded him of the people on Star Trek. The men were clean-shaven, with hair that was neatly trimmed, and the women were similarly clean and well groomed.


    He spied Shoo Verdy sitting in a comfortable chair at the far side of the dome, talking to one of the men behind a desk. Shoo was here to propose a trade agreement between the Rebuilders and Unyun, as he had done with the pravens at the hospital.


    He spotted Bone Murphy standing at the armor wall, inspecting the armor on display. Jake walked over to stand beside him, watching as he examined a hard plated girdle that might fit well with his shoulder pads. He looked up and greeted Jake, and they continued to look at the armor together. There were bulletproof vests and gel suits that were lightweight and could stop bullets, but the gel suits were ridiculously expensive at fifteen-hundred credits. There were various pieces of shell armor for the torso, arms, legs, and shoulders, with an array of shoulder pads similar to the ones Bone Murphy wore. There was also chain mail and plate armor, like the knights of old times, but more modern looking, as if full metal armor had come back into fashion sometime in the past.


    Charles walked over to meet them, finished with his transaction, holding a small bag of coins.


    “Fifteen-hundred credits.” Charles said, grinning.


    “Each?” Jake asked eagerly.


    “No, to split five ways.” Charles said, still smiling.


    Jake smiled back, but knew that it would be tough to get what he wanted with so little money. It was less than five-hundred credits each.


    “Three-hundred credits each.” Charles said.


    “Aw, dude.” Jake said, disappointed. “I was hoping for five-hundred, at least.”


    “Do they have computers?” Charles asked, his voice rising in geeky anticipation.


    “Yeah, dude. Over there.” Jake said, pointing to the computer display case. “They’re pretty expensive, though.”


    “I’ve got to see!” Charles said eagerly, walking over to the computer case. Jake followed, hoping to influence Charles into buying something less expensive so he could borrow credits for his blaster.


    


    * * *


    


    When the three cryotes finally emerged from the dome, they found Shoo and Bone already outside, waiting impatiently for them to finish their shopping spree.


    Charles bought a cyclopedia datapad computer that had a built-in encyclopedia. He was eager to dig into its database and catch up on new technology. He also bought an electronic toolkit that included a number of tools for working on nano-electronics, and a data-crystal with how-to instructions on how crystal technology worked that he could plug into his datapad to study. There were a number of other cool crystals that he would have liked to buy, but for now he was extremely happy just to have this encyclopedia and tool set.


    Charles had watched as the artifacts crossed the scanner, with a display that showed what the object was, and if it was likely to be functional. Many of the items displayed “basic repair needed.” on the monitor, with a lower payout rate. The clerk had told him that someone with basic technical knowledge could repair the items with a nano-electronics toolkit, and they were surprisingly inexpensive compared to some of the other things for sale. So, Charles had bought one, even managing to convince Jake to split the cost because it would lead to them making more money later. They also split the cost of a fancy metal detector that ran on standard power cells and could detect a variety of metals up to ten feet deep underground.


    Jake had wanted to buy an expensive laser pistol, but settled for a less expensive blaster once he was assured by the clerk that it packed a very strong punch, better than any flintlock rifle. Jake bought three extra power cells with the few credits they had left, and they had both left happy. Charles was slightly disappointed at letting Jake talk him into spending Brother Kevin and Moosh’s shares, but Jake reminded him that Brother Kevin had offered, and they’d pay him back soon.


    They compared purchases with Parker Boll and Bone Murphy. Parker had bought a lightweight bulletproof vest to wear over his undersuit, and a number of nice looking pants and shirts that didn’t look like something Davy Crockett would wear. Why didn’t I think of buying clothes? Charles thought, disappointed. The clothes were fairly inexpensive, Parker said, costing around ten credits per item. He’d also bought a gun that he said reminded him of his old service revolver, and only cost him a hundred credits. He had two boxes of bullets for it, and Shoo Verdy told him that one of the day watchers could show him how to refill the bullets if he saved the shell casings. Parker was very happy with his purchases.


    Bone Murphy bought a six-pack of power cells and a metal headband that he said would prevent dust robots from invading his mind. He elaborated, saying that dust robots were everywhere, and were too small to see, but when a lot of them got together in a swarm they could invade your mind and make you into a robot.


    Shoo Verdy and Skeet Cooger both agreed with this, having heard similar stories, but were doubtful about Bone Murphy’s new headband’s ability to keep them away. Bone also bought three full cans of bloodstop nanoskin spray bandages. Jake complained that he would have bought a can if he had thought of it, but they had no more money, regardless. Bone generously offered to give him a can, since he had three. Jake accepted the can happily, storing it in his backpack.


    Charles, Jake, and Parker had each also received a free dome tent as a reward for having spent over one-hundred credits in the store. The tents looked like tightly rolled cloth doughnuts, roughly the size of a frisbee, with a small handle in the center. A button in the handle would cause the tent to unfold automatically, and could likewise cause the tent to roll back up into a doughnut. It used a standard rechargeable power cell that wasn’t included. They could see dozens of these tents set up in the fenced-in digger camp beside the great dome, each emblazoned with the Rebuilders’ rising sun logo.


    They mounted their stagles, preparing to head back to Unyun. Parker Boll rode on the back of Jake’s stagle this time, and Skeet rode his pony-dog, Harry. Each of the stagles had a fresh black smear of welljelly around their nostrils, and Bone offered the jar to the cryotes, in case they needed it. All three declined, agreeing that it was the stagles’ fear, and not theirs, that caused them trouble yesterday. They were ready to be brave on their own.


    Shoo took the lead, starting back down the Rebuilders’ road alongside the tubeway. The others followed, alert and ready with their guns as they left civilization behind them, heading back toward the Carrindale ruins.


    


    * * *


    


    The mid-morning sun was glaring brightly, reflected on the tubeway’s curved wall to their left, parallel to the road. Diggers walked on the road in both directions, hauling gear to and from their camps, looking like gold miners from the 1800s. Some of them used stagles or draft horks to haul their gear, and Charles saw one man pulling a cart that floated on liftpods in place of wheels, levitating like the possie hover-sled that chased after Jake in the dune buggy. Charles had seen liftpods for sale in the dome, and they were fairly expensive, starting at five-hundred credits each. He supposed they might be well worth the cost, to someone who hauled a lot of artifacts from the ruins.


    Shoo opted to go back a different route, following a well-worn path used by diggers to cross the tubeway through two large cracks in the glass wall. It was a shortcut that led directly to the diggers main dig site, and would save them some time as they’d be able to bypass Fort Hendrix completely.


    A scaly mutant with a long beard stood at the edge of the cracked glass, waving for them to stop.


    “Racers coming!” he warned, moving to block an old digger from entering the tubeway.


    The old man pushed his way up to the crack. “Lemme hear!” he said loudly, turning his head sideways to listen inside the tubeway.


    Shoo waved for the group to stop, and they all listened to the rising sound of engines approaching. Another young digger walked up past them, pressing up to the glass wall to get a better look.


    “Get back, stupid!” the scaly bearded mutant hissed, as he pushed the old man back from the crack, tossing him backward into the dirt.


    The old man groaned as he stood back up, leaning on his rusty pickaxe, while the scaly mutant stood defiantly blocking the entrance.


    Charles looked at Shoo Verdy, wondering if he would intervene if the bearded mutant continued to abuse the old man. Shoo didn’t seem bothered by it, and was looking past them at the ancient roadway, as the sound of approaching engines grew louder.


    The old man cackled as he raised his pickaxe, lunging at the scaly mutant, who reacted with shocked horror, jumping back to avoid the swinging pickaxe. He stumbled into the roadway, his arms flailing for balance as the racers reached the crack. One of the cars struck him, launching his body almost straight up to bounce off the curved roof, then landing with a thud in the tubeway’s second lane.


    “Hot shit!” the old man shouted gleefully, then continued cackling as he brushed himself off. There was a brief sound of squealing tires, but both cars kept going, having sped past in a blur of speed that must have been over a hundred miles per hour.


    Bone Murphy laughed, and Skeet joined in. Charles was stunned.


    The old man continued to cackle, extremely pleased with himself for getting back at the mutant who pushed him in the dirt.


    So that was it, Charles thought. There was no law against pushing someone into the tubeway here, he supposed. No one to enforce it. Maybe the old man would have to walk the pit if the scaly mutant had been one of Hendrix’s friends. He doubted anyone cared, though. It was frontier justice, he supposed.


    The young digger who had pressed up against the glass was now listening at the crack to make sure the tunnel was safe. He dashed out onto the road, heading straight for the still body of the scaly mutant.


    “Hey wait!” the old man said, quickly hobbling to catch up. They proceeded to scuffle over the scaly mutant’s few belongings. Shoo motioned for them to proceed through the tubeway, walking around the two scavengers as they looted the scaly mutant’s corpse. Charles couldn’t help looking as they walked past, seeing them pull the bloody cloak off of the dead mutant’s body, revealing his scaly malnourished ribs and a number of large ugly tumors bulging around his midsection. Charles looked away, feeling sad for the scaly mutant, who was only trying to protect people from getting run over, though his rough attitude had cost him his life.


    They crossed through the tubeway, which stretched off in both directions, looking almost like an optical illusion inside. A strange smell hung in the air that reminded Charles of the airport.


    “Man, did you see that?” Jake asked.


    “Yeah, it was horrible.” Charles replied soberly.


    “Oh, yeah, right.” Jake said dismissively, “I meant the cars, though. Weren’t they awesome?”


    “Yeah, I guess.” Charles said, not bothering to argue. “I didn’t really see them.”


    “I know, dude!” Jake said, grinning. “They were so fast! We gotta get one of those.”


    They exited on the other side of the tubeway, walking along the diggers’ path toward the main dig site, stepping carefully around pedestrian diggers hauling boxes and crude wheelbarrows up and down the hill like busy worker ants. They must be making a good amount of credits, Charles supposed, seeing the steady volume of goods being carried up to the Rebuilders Dome, so early in the morning.


    They followed the diggers’ path until it connected with the main road, near the glow crater they’d visited on the previous night. The path led to the large ancient building they’d passed in the night, where Hendrix’s flock had disturbed some diggers who were camping, causing them to flee into the dark.


    The area was alive with activity now, as diggers gathered around the large structure that might once have been a shopping mall or superstore. A giant humanoid robot stood in the center of the ruined structure, holding up a large beam in its metal arms, lifting it out of the way. Charles looked on with fascination as they rode slowly past the dig site, watching the robot do its heavy lifting work. There was a foreman who shouted commands up to the robot, indicating what it should move, and the robot, which stood at least fifteen feet tall, used its great strength to lift the beams, exposing hidden treasures within the ruins. The robot finished and stepped back, allowing a group of diggers to scramble into the newly excavated area, eager to find new treasure.


    “I wish we had a giant robot to help us up Shard Mountain.” Charles said to Jake.


    “Yeah, right.” Jake agreed. “That would be awesome.”


    


    * * *


    


    Shoo Verdy led the group to a worn dirt road behind the main dig site that circled the southern outskirts of the Carrindale ruins. They passed through a region of ruined residential dome houses, walking beneath ancient metal streetlights that sagged under the weight of hanging vines. They had to be careful to avoid several of the large carnivorous trees they’d seen concentrated around the glow crater last night, seeing more of them interspersed among the ruined houses, like grim sentries waiting for a victim to walk within reach of their tendrils.


    There were no signs of diggers or scavengers living here, though many of the domes appeared to have been looted and partially excavated sometime in the past. They continued along the dirt path until it connected with the ancient road they had walked from Unyun, where they could once again see signs of scavengers living among the ruins of Carrindale’s suburbs.


    They came to the ancient bridge they’d crossed yesterday, where three dead men were hung on a crude gallows, with a sign nailed to one corpse that read ‘Teefs’.


    “Didn’t they have pants before?” Charles asked.


    The rotting corpses were covered in flies, and their pants were now missing, apparently having been removed by someone in the time since they’d been here yesterday.


    “Yeah.” Jake agreed, trying not to look. He wasn’t bothered so much at the thought of looking at corpses, but looking at their junk? He wasn’t into that at all.


    They crossed over the bridge, seeing the Simpson woods ahead of them, beyond the region of tall grass. Shoo called for them to check their guns and be alert. Jake grinned, checking his new blaster pistol. It was a simple plasma blaster, but quite powerful, he’d been assured. It was larger than his flintlock and didn’t fit in his holster, so he’d been holding it in his hand during the ride. It had a fresh cell and was good for seven shots. The safety was off, and he was dying to shoot it.


    “Hey Shoo, okay if I shoot this off once, before we get into the woods?” Jake asked.


    Shoo smiled and nodded. “Ayup, go ahead.”


    Jake grinned and looked around for something to shoot, quickly choosing a small tree on the side of the road with a knot in its center that looked like a good target. He extended his arm and sighted down the short barrel, aiming at the knot while trying to remain steady in his saddle. He pulled the trigger, and it sort of clicked and made a quiet be-beep sound. Jake looked at the gun and pulled the trigger again more forcefully. Click, be-beep. Parker Boll started to snicker from over Jake’s shoulder.


    “Did you check the safety?” he asked.


    “Yeah, it’s off.” Jake said, looking closely at the gun and its safety switch. There were two settings. One looked like a circle, and the other a circle with a line through it. Jake had chosen circle. He flipped the switch to crossed-out-circle and tried it, startling himself as the gun went off with a loud snap and a flash, firing into the treetops where he just happened to be aiming when he pulled the trigger without thinking. The sound and the flash reminded Jake of an electric bug zapper.


    “Jesus!” Parker Boll yelled from behind Jake. “Watch it with that thing!”


    “Sorry!” Jake said, shocked at his own stupidity. He looked up to where the shot had fired and saw some leaves and a broken tree branch that were on fire.


    “Sorry.” Jake repeated. “The safety was on before.” Jake aimed the gun again at the knot on the tree.


    “I know it was, I told you.” Parker said mockingly.


    Jake pulled the trigger again, and this time the gun worked as intended. Bzap! He missed the tree, but hit the one behind it with a bright bolt of plasma that shattered the thin tree’s trunk in a plume of splinters and smoke.


    “Oh man, that’s cool as hell!” Jake exclaimed, looking at the gun lovingly. The others agreed, it was impressive.


    “Was it that knot you were aiming at?” Parker Boll asked, pointing with his new pistol at the tree where Jake had been aiming.


    “Yeah. Think you can hit it?” Jake asked.


    Parker pulled the trigger, and there was a loud report as the gun fired. A small plume of splinters exited the back of the tree where a small hole had appeared in the center of the knot.


    “Ha!” Parker said, then chuckled.


    “Nice shot.” Shoo said, grinning. “We could have used you yesterday.”


    “Thanks. I’ll try to shoot faster next time.” Parker said.


    “Ayup.” Shoo said, “Let’s get moving, okay?”


    “Hey Shoo,” Bone Murphy said, “Let’s stop here for lunch. Before the woods, you know?”


    “Yeah, okay.” Shoo said, smoothing back his dark oily hair as he surveyed the area. They dismounted from their stagles and sat down on a long fallen tree, upwind from the hanging corpses across the stream. Shoo broke out the tukey bars, also passing out a bottle of treeky beer to each of them. Bone lit his pipe and passed it around, but only Skeet and Jake chose to smoke with him, the others opting to stay clearheaded for their dangerous journey through the woods.


    “I’m thinking we might hit trouble in Barton. Treelegs and his gang.” Shoo said.


    “I know Treelegs.” Bone mumbled through a mouthful of tukey and beer. “We saw him in front of the tavern yesterday.”


    “I know.” Shoo said, “You told his woman that we were going to Carrindale to trade. I read her thoughts and she was thinking of robbing us today when we return.”


    “Oh.” Bone said, frowning as he realized his mistake. “Why didn’t you say something?”


    “Well, I just did.” Shoo said, “I knew they weren’t planning to do it till we came back on the return trip...” Everyone listened intently as Shoo continued. “So I want you all to be sharp, because they might be waiting to ambush us on the road.”


    “Should we shoot them?” Charles asked, “I mean, if they try to rob us, or if they shoot at us first, we should shoot them, right?”


    “Ayup.” Shoo said, “You’ll know when the shooting starts. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that, and if it does, try not to get shot. No one can heal you back from dead.”


    “Okay.” Charles said, clutching his flintlock rifle securely.


    “Yeah, right.” Jake said, holding his new blaster pistol and absentmindedly checking the safety switch again, reminding himself that it’s on and he’d need to turn it off before he can shoot anything.


    


    They finished their lunch and mounted up, ready to enter the Simpson woods. They started down the road, moving slowly and watching the underbrush for any signs of movement. They were determined not to be caught surprised again, as they rode on in silence under the tall forest canopy.


    They passed the spot where Charles had faced a jackripper alone and killed it, leaving its corpse on the road. Charles had thought it would have made a nice coat, and he could see now that someone else had the same idea, as the corpse was now lying on the side of the road without its skin, covered in buzzing flies.


    They rode on and came to the spot where Jake and Parker were nearly killed, finding the bodies of five jackrippers stacked on the side of the road, also without their skins. Three of them had even been partially butchered, their large hind legs hacked off and missing. The way they were stacked might mean that someone intended to return for them later, Charles thought.


    “Hey Shoo,” Bone Murphy said, “Can we chop a couple legs to bring back?”


    “No.” Shoo said, “You can eat treeky bars at Hunter Hall when we get back.”


    “For barbecue, though...” Bone continued.


    “No.” Shoo repeated, pointing to the road ahead.


    Shoo was ultimately in charge of this expedition, as they all knew, so they continued on in silence, listening to the sounds of the woods and watching for signs of danger. After thirty minutes, they finally reached the other side, emerging from the deep woods near the southern outskirts of Barton. They were halfway home.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 20


    Treelegs


    


    Onick Treelegs crouched on the edge of a high platform overlooking the road to Simpson woods, watching for the Hunters from Unyun to return. He’d been waiting here all morning, and was starting to get annoyed, as he’d hoped to get this over with before noon. His gang was itching for a fight, but more than that, a fix. They were all tweakers, and their supply of ice was running low. He glanced down to the base of the ancient silo home, where his men were waiting to spring the ambush. All three were still in position behind the wall, where they could attack with surprise. Bonehead would start it off, then the tribals would go in for the kill, and he’d be right there with them, while Teeka and Gester covered them from the tower. It was a plan that worked for them several times in the past, each time going more smoothly. The trick was to stop them quick, so none would get away.


    He scratched at the fibrous plastic flooring with his knife, carving symbols to pass the time. The blue metal-alloy blade was humming faintly in his hand, its power cell beginning to run out. He glanced back at the road before opening its pommel to replace the cell, handing the nearly spent cell off to his woman, Teeka, who was crouched beside him with her crossbow ready. Teeka wasted no time in placing the cell in the portable recharger they had set up on the roof where the sun could reach it, then quickly returned to his side.


    “Do we really need to kill them all?” she asked casually as she stroked his long thigh with her hand.


    Treelegs pulled her closer to him, turning to look at her pretty tentacled face. He drew her closer and she leaned in for a kiss, wrapping her tentacles around his face, framing his eyebrows and jawline as she kissed him passionately. He held her for a moment, then pushed her away. She was trying to manipulate him, he knew, as was her way. He had been under her spell since the first time they’d kissed, and she was the only person in his gang he would even care about losing. That’s why he had her in the tower where she could use her crossbow without being exposed. But he had to keep a firm hand with her, or she’d try to run the gang. She already did try to run it through him, but he made sure the others always knew that it was he who was in control. He hadn’t lived this long by acting weak. He preyed on the weak. They disgusted him. The diggers and scavengers who lived here in Barton disgusted him, and he enjoyed lording over them with his gang of mutants, taking his cut of anything they dug from the ground, doing the rounds and raiding their pathetic little camps in the ruins. It kept his gang supplied with ice and poppers, which the two tribals in his gang would eat like candy if he let them.


    These Hunters from Unyun were a different matter entirely. Letting them live to return to Unyun would only bring more Hunters, searching for Treelegs and his gang. He didn’t want to have to move again, and besides, the bounty they would collect on five dead Unyun Hunters would keep them supplied for weeks.


    “We need the bounties.” Treelegs finally replied, stabbing the humming vibroblade into the floor. It slipped in easily up to the hilt with little effort, now that it had a fresh charge. He drew back the eight inch blade and switched it off, saving the power cell for later, when the fighting started.


    Teeka nodded, understanding from his tone that there would be no further discussion about it.


    Treelegs stood up to his full height, rising up through a hole in the collapsed silo roof to better see the road. From this height, he could see all the way to the edge of the forest, where he spotted a group of riders approaching, roughly half a mile away. He crouched back down to look at Teeka through his knees, grinning.


    “They’re coming.” he said, and she smiled back at him, lifting her crossbow. Treelegs then turned and hopped off the platform, dropping thirty feet to the ground and landing in a crouch beside the tribals, who looked up at him startled, both clutching their crude hand axes. Arkie, who they all called Bonehead due to the hard bone-like carapace that covered his skull and upper back, looked at him expectantly, flexing his claws in anticipation of the fight. Treelegs nodded to them, and all three rushed off to get in position, Bonehead going left and the tribals going right to attack from behind.


    Treelegs stood up again and peered into the second story window, seeing Gester ready and waiting with his slinger pistol in hand. Gester gave him a thumbs up to show that he was ready, though he looked nervous as usual. He was a coward, having grown up sheltered in a closed arcology, but his mental abilities were highly useful to the group, and he’d earned his place in the gang despite his aversion to real fighting. Treelegs nodded at him and returned to his normal crouching stance as he went to join Bonehead, drawing his flintlock pistol in anticipation of the coming fight.


    It was going to be a slaughter, with no holding back like they had to do when leaning on diggers. Treelegs popped a popper into his mouth and bit it, crushing the crystalline capsule between his teeth and tasting the sting that would make his muscles burn with adrenaline over the next hour. Bonehead was already surging and ready to fight, as Treelegs could tell from his heavy breathing that made the fleshy bladders on his back swell up. Treelegs took his position behind Bonehead, ready to fire over his head as they hid behind a crumbling wall, waiting for the Unyun Hunters to come to them.


    


    * * *


    


    The Hunter party continued to ride in silence along the ancient road, relieved to be out of the woods as they reached the southern edge of Barton’s ruins, alert for a possible ambush because of Shoo’s warning.


    The tall trees thinned out, replaced by smaller trees and vines, particularly the red blood vines that covered everything in Barton. They could see the ruined domes and silos, lying hidden within the forest, shrouded in dark vines. The sickly smell of Barton’s foam river drifted up to them from the lower valley to their right, where the river flowed south, back toward the Simpson woods.


    “Be alert.” Shoo Verdy said in Jake’s mind, sending a shiver across the back of his head.


    Jake saw that funny pattern again on his peripheral vision, pulsing like the lights on a stereo equalizer. That was weird, Jake thought, and sent a message back to Shoo telling him okay. It didn’t work though, or rather he couldn’t quite remember how to do it. He thought the thought, and thought of Shoo, but somehow knew that the message hadn’t flown out from him. He tried it again to no avail, and felt confused. He had been doing it almost effortlessly last night, and he’d been pretty wasted. He hadn’t really bothered doing it today because he had a mild headache at first, but he didn’t understand why it was so difficult now. He tried again. Okay Shoo, he thought, but knew that the message stayed within his own head. How did he send it last night? Did it wear off and go away?


    Jake looked over at Charles, who sat on his stagle holding his flintlock rifle across his saddle. Jake leaned over toward Charles to whisper.


    “Chucky, you still got mind speak?” he asked.


    Charles turned and looked at him, clearly annoyed. “Don’t call me Chucky, my name is Charles.” Charles sent, frowning.


    Jake knew it would annoy him. Charles didn’t like nicknames, and Jake enjoyed getting a rise out of him. But more importantly, he now knew that Charles still had it, and he’d seen the pattern again when Charles spoke to his mind. Now he remembered...


    “Dude, say that again.” Jake said. “Chuck?”


    “Please don’t ever call me Chuck!” Charles sent, turning away from Jake to look straight ahead. Jake caught the pattern this time, focusing on its structure until it came in clear. He had it. He remembered now.


    “Thanks, dude.” Jake sent to Charles, smiling a crooked grin.


    Charles glanced over at him, still annoyed and not quite understanding.


    “I forgot how to send thoughts, but now I remember.” Jake sent.


    “Too much pipe weed?” Charles replied telepathically.


    “You can never have too much pipe weed.” Jake sent back quickly, grinning. “It’s a scientifically proven fact.”


    “Whatever, shut up.” Charles replied.


    “I’m not saying anything, my mouth is closed.” Jake replied, teasing.


    They were approaching the taller Barton ruins, where some silos could be seen rising three stories above the road. They came to an area flanked by low crumbling walls on both sides, with a hill to their left where a decrepit ancient silo home cast its shadow on the road ahead of them.


    Shoo Verdy stopped suddenly, like he were trying to hear something, then abruptly pushed his stagle to go right, heading toward a large crack in the wall.


    “Ambush left!” Shoo called out as his stagle dashed forward. Bone Murphy went with him, holding his rifle and looking for something to shoot. The rest followed, when suddenly a man stepped out from behind the left wall and shouted at them. It was the bone helmeted gangster they’d seen at the Barton tavern on the previous day, and he stood there beside the wall, shrieking a shrill scream that rattled their eardrums with its deafening volume. The four stagles were startled and frightened, despite the welljelly on their noses, and each rider had to clutch the reins to keep from being dismounted.


    Jake’s ears were ringing from the shrill screaming sound, trying to hold his stagle, while Parker held onto the back of Jake’s cloak with one hand. They reared up together, and Jake began to slide backward as he heard two muffled bangs directly behind him. Parker got off two quick shots before they both were dumped on the ground.


    Bzap! Jake saw a flash as he hit the ground rolling, smelling ozone as he realized that his blaster had misfired while he rolled on the ground. The shrieking sound stopped abruptly when Parker managed to hit the mutant, putting a bullet through his shoulder and rupturing one of the airbags on the mutant’s back that worked like bagpipes. The mutant ducked back behind the wall as Skeet fired his crossbow, barely missing, hitting the wall as the mutant disappeared behind cover.


    Jake scrambled back to his feet, raising his blaster and looking for something to shoot. Shoo and Charles had both rode their stagles behind a crumbling wall to the right of the road, and Parker was standing in the road beside Jake with his gun aimed toward where the screaming mutant had disappeared.


    Bone was struggling to his feet in the middle of the road next to his fallen stagle, that lay twitching on its side. Skeet was beside him, still in the saddle of his woolly pony dog, Harry. The dog was bristling and barking in the direction of the screaming mutant, as Skeet tried to guide it off the road to where Shoo and Charles had taken cover.


    Jake saw another taller mutant quickly lean out from behind the left wall and take a shot with a flintlock pistol, sending up a cloud of smoke. Jake heard Skeet’s dog cry out a pained yelp as it fell to the ground, blood spurting out from its shaggy chest. Skeet tumbled to the ground next to Bone, his crossbow bouncing out of his hands to land on the road near Parker.


    Parker fired two quick shots with his pistol, trying to hit the big mutant. One shot hit, but was caught by Treelegs metal shield that he held like an ancient gladiator. It was designed by the ancients to stop metal bullets. Treelegs quickly ducked back behind cover, as Jake tried to line up a head-shot with his blaster.


    A crossbow bolt came down from above, embedding in the road at Parker’s feet.


    “Shit!” Parker yelled as he stepped back from the bolt, looking up to see where it came from. A bloody, barbed arrow point seemed to spring from Parker’s right shoulder as he was struck from behind with an arrow.


    “Behind you!” Charles voice shouted in Jake’s mind.


    Jake whirled around, hearing an arrow whistle past his side as he turned to see who was attacking them from behind. He saw two hard leather vested men charging toward them with hand-axes raised. They both had looks of rage on their faces, which were covered in ritualistic scars and tattoos. “Shit.” Jake muttered as he raised his blaster toward the bald tribal warrior that was running straight at him. Bzap! It sounded like a bug zapper as it fired, hitting the charging tribal warrior square in the chest, easily burning through the leather and boring into the tribal’s flesh. He fell forward and slid to a stop, dying.


    Jake saw the other tribal warrior running toward Bone Murphy and shouted a warning to him, as he tried to track the sprinting tribal, who sported a black mohawk haircut. He didn’t have a clear shot though, as the tribal ran in front of Shoo Verdy, who was leaning out from cover with his rifle.


    Parker Boll limped further to the side of the road, looking up to see who was firing crossbow bolts down at him. He saw Bonehead pop out to fire a crossbow at him, and he snapped off two more shots while reflexively flinching from the oncoming crossbow bolt. He missed with both shots, but luckily so had Bonehead, as he heard the bolt bounce off the rubble behind him. Bonehead ducked back behind the wall before Parker could get off another shot.


    Bone Murphy turned to see the charging tribal in time to defend himself, drawing his long heavy knife from its sheath. The warrior came on without slowing, swinging his ax as he let out a whooping cry, slamming the ax down into Bone’s shoulder, where it crunched into his composite armor shoulder-pads. Bone grunted from the impact, ducking and slashing with his heavy gurkha blade, slicing the tribal across his ribs as he ran by, using the charging man’s own momentum against him.


    Jake was still trying to get a clear shot. It was frustrating, like shooting at pop up targets that wouldn’t stay still. He was still targeting the tribal until he realized that Bone had saved himself, so he turned to Parker, who was leaning against the left wall. He didn’t see when Treelegs leaped into the road behind him, confronting Skeet Cooger as he was still standing up.


    Treelegs did not pause as he swung his deadly vibroknife in a diagonal arc across Skeet’s back, flaying open his leather armor and glowing flesh, down to the bare ribs. Blood fell like rain off Skeet’s back, as Treelegs bashed him with his metal shield, knocking him to the ground.


    Jake turned in time to see Skeet fall to the ground, unmoving. Treelegs was crouched over the body, looking back at Jake, ready to spring again. Bonehead ran out then, charging along the wall in the direction of Jake and Parker. He was laughing like a maniac as he charged toward them with his head down and clawed hands outstretched. Jake had to make a snap decision, and quickly fired off a shot at Treelegs, aiming for his heart.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles was quick enough to follow Shoo behind the right wall before the shooting started. They both quickly dismounted and got ready to defend themselves, Charles gripping his rifle and crouching down to watch the road, as Shoo crouched beside him, concentrating deeply. Charles was shaking, and didn’t see anything to shoot, but the stagles were going crazy from the ear splitting scream they’d all heard.


    “Six of them...four on the ground, two in the tower.” Shoo said out loud.


    Charles could barely hear him over the ringing in his ears. People were shooting, but he couldn’t see what was going on. He was still crouching as he edged out a bit and saw someone at the top of the tower aiming a crossbow down at the road. He raised his rifle and took aim at the sniper, but couldn’t pull the trigger. There was a buzzing sensation in his mind, like a swarm of gnats near his ears, and he saw flashes of color on the edges of his vision. He slumped over, not understanding, as his rifle fell to the ground.


    “Pull me back, I can’t move!” Charles sent to Shoo’s mind telepathically. He was paralyzed, lying with his face in the dirt and watching helplessly as two leather vested men sneaked out from the ruins behind his friends, aiming longbows. He could still feel the buzzing in his mind, resonating and growing stronger.


    “Behind you!” he sent to Jake, seeing Jake whirl around in response, narrowly avoiding an arrow that flew past him.


    Shoo dragged Charles by his heels, back behind the wall. He could feel his face scrape in the dirt, but couldn’t move at all. It was the exact opposite of Healer Parcy’s numbing elixir.


    “Fight it Charles! Break free!” Shoo said in Charles’ mind. Shoo moved past him to the the edge of the wall where he could get a better shot at the tower. Charles heard him fire a shot as he struggled to regain control of his paralyzed body.


    Charles was feeling overwhelmed and panicking in his mind. He was missing something he couldn’t remember. He struggled vainly to move, but his muscles wouldn’t respond. He lay there watching the road, seeing Skeet’s dog lying dead and Bone Murphy’s stagle twitching on its side. He saw a pattern in the flashes and remembered how he’d focused on the pattern before, so he tried again, focusing on the pattern until it snapped into clarity. The buzzing stopped, but he knew now what caused it. He knew how it worked.


    “I can do it now!” Charles sent to Shoo’s mind excitedly. He still couldn’t move though, because he knew that there was another mind out there holding him.


    Shoo understood what he meant, as it had been a pure thought, with no room for semantic misinterpretation. Charles believed that he could now paralyze and hold someone with his mind. He just needed a target.


    “He’s got me now, I can’t move!” Shoo sent, and Charles saw him roll over onto the ground beside him, unmoving.


    Charles reached out to grab Shoo’s leg, realizing that he could move again. He was free. He pulled Shoo by the leg, dragging him through the dirt to where he’d be safe behind the wall. He saw the tall mutant leap into view behind Skeet, viciously slicing open Skeet’s back with a knife. Jake and Parker were both in his line of fire behind the crouching mutant, trying to take cover by the wall across the road. The knife wielding mutant bashed Skeet with a metal shield, knocking him to the ground before tensing to spring again, looking at Jake this time.


    “Stop Treelegs if you can. Hold him, Charles!” Shoo sent urgently. Charles didn’t have to guess who Treelegs was. The image came clearly with the thought message. He looked at Treelegs, seeking his mind as Jake fired his blaster, aiming for the mutant’s heart.


    Treelegs moved with lightning reflexes, bringing up his metal shield to intercept, just as Jake pulled the trigger. The blaster shot made a loud clang as the plasma bolt burned into the metal shield but didn’t penetrate. Treelegs leaped again, springing to land beside Jake.


    Charles found Treelegs’ mind and locked onto it, pushing a wave of psionic suppression. Treelegs resisted somehow, pushing back consciously even as he moved to strike Jake with his shield. Charles closed his eyes, focusing his mind and will as he tried to subdue the murderous mutant.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake fired his blaster at Treelegs, aiming for the crouching mutant’s chest. Treelegs reacted so fast, it must have been an accident, as he brought up his metal shield to catch the plasma bolt. Jake heard Parker shooting to his left as he tried to fire again, but the weapon was still charging. It took about three seconds to build a charge between shots.


    That was all the time Treelegs needed. He sprung forward, landing in a crouch directly in front of Jake. Jake tried to blast the mutant again, but the metal shield came up swiftly, bashing into his upper body and face, knocking him backward. Jake’s blaster flew from his hand, landing on the ground behind him. That had been Treelegs’ real intention with the shield bash, as the gun was the first thing the shield struck. Jake stumbled backward, but managed to stay on his feet as Treelegs pressed forward.


    Jake nearly stumbled over Parker Boll, who was now sitting sprawled on the ground with the screaming mutant lying at his feet. The mutant looked dead, with a bloody hole in the back of his bone helmet. Jake darted to the side, lunging to grab his fallen blaster. Things seemed to move in slow motion as he realized his mistake. He had left himself open to attack, when he should have pulled his flintlock pistol. He expected to be stabbed then, and sliced open like Skeet, but somehow he managed to get hold of the blaster without being killed. The weapon would be ready to fire now. He never realized three seconds could mean so much when his life depended on it. He whirled around to fire, holding the blaster low at his hip to avoid having it bashed away again, but was surprised to see Treelegs already down, lying on the ground unmoving. He looked at Parker, who was scrambling backward to get away from the boneheaded mutant that lay dying in front of him.


    He heard the zippy sound of a crossbow bolt from above strike Parker in his right thigh, sinking down to the fletching and pinning Parker to the road. “Fuck fuck fuck!” Parker cried out in pain and frustration. Jake looked around for the next danger that might confront him and realized he was the last man standing, surrounded by bodies of the dead and dying. He hadn’t seen Bone Murphy go down, but could see his body lying next to Skeet and his dog. Jake felt a rage building inside him, at the tragedy of his fallen friends. Was anyone else besides Parker left alive?


    “You need to get around behind them, Jake!” Shoo sent to his mind, “There are two more in the tower behind you.”


    “Where the hell are you?!” Jake replied, looking up at the decaying silo tower that loomed over the road.


    “I’m paralyzed and can’t move. Find the one who’s holding me, and stop him!” Shoo replied.


    Jake looked back at Parker, still stuck to the ground. Parker cried out in pain as the boneheaded mutant grabbed hold of his ankle, digging in with his black claws and drawing blood. Parker raised his pistol and fired repeatedly. Click click click. It was empty. Jake lowered his blaster and shot the mutant again in the back of his skull, splashing bits of brain and bone on Parker’s legs. The sickly smell of plasma fried brains wafted up from the mutant’s blasted skull.


    Parker nodded to Jake. “Get that asshole with the crossbow.” Parker said grimly, pointing up to the top of the tower.


    “Yup, I’m going.” Jake said with an equally grim tone, ducking down to retrieve Treelegs metal shield and handing it to Parker, who was busy trying to reload his pistol.


    “Thanks, buddy.” Parker said, propping the shield up next to him for protection as Jake ran off into the alley, heading for the rear of the silo tower.


    Parker felt his body going numb as the poison worked its way up from his clawed ankle. He replaced the clip in his pistol and held onto it tightly, fighting the growing numbness that spread through his body.


    


    * * *


    


    Treelegs lay on the ground, motionless amidst the bodies in the middle of the road, but inside he was raging, fighting to break free of Charles’ mental hold.


    “I’m holding the sniper. Keep holding Treelegs.” Shoo sent to Charles.


    “I know, don’t distract me!” Charles replied. This was taking a lot of effort, and Charles was trembling, breathing heavy from the strain. Shoo Verdy was still being held, paralyzed by someone hiding in the tower across the road, but that didn’t stop Shoo from using his mind to hold someone else. Charles was free to move now, but chose to stay hidden, crouched down and resting on one knee as he struggled to keep Treelegs held, locked in a battle of wills. He heard Shoo getting up beside him and assumed he’d broken free of the mental hold when Shoo shouted in his mind.


    “He’s controlling me! Look out!”


    Charles opened his eyes to see Shoo standing in front of him with a blank look on his face. He was drawing his flintlock pistol from its holster. Charles lunged to the side just as Shoo pulled the trigger, shooting the wall behind Charles. He scrambled to his feet, realizing that he’d lost the hold on Treelegs in his surprise. Shoo Verdy was walking toward him, and he glanced over to see Treelegs rising up from the ground.


    “Hold me, now!” Shoo Verdy shouted in Charles’ mind as he drew his dagger, stalking toward Charles.


    Charles resisted his urge to run. He didn’t know who he should hold, but Shoo’s command had been so forceful that he simply complied, grabbing hold of Shoo’s mind and clamping down with his will, as he’d done to Treelegs. Shoo slumped to the ground as Charles saw a shadow come up behind his own, holding a long blade drawn back to strike. Charles sprinted forward past Shoo, narrowly avoiding the deadly blade’s slash.


    “I have him.” Shoo sent, as Charles looked back to see Treelegs on the ground once more. Shoo Verdy was getting up again, gripping his dagger.


    “He’s still controlling me.” Shoo warned in Charles’ mind.


    Charles clamped down on Shoo’s mind again, growing more frustrated. Treelegs and Shoo were both trying to kill him, barely kept in check, and what about Jake?


    “Use your gun, Charles. Finish him, so we can help Jake.”


    Good idea, Charles thought. He drew his pistol and stepped past Shoo, still maintaining the mental hold on him as he approached Treelegs, who was lying motionless on the ground. He raised his pistol to aim at the mutant’s head, but couldn’t pull the trigger. Charles hadn’t been held again, but the thought of killing someone in cold blood stopped him. Treelegs was completely defenseless, and it didn’t seem right to execute him like this.


    “I can’t do it, he’s defenseless.” Charles told Shoo. “Can’t we tie him up?”


    “Jake needs our help. There’s no time. Kill him now.”


    Charles stood over Treelegs, aiming his flintlock pistol at the mutant’s head, trembling. Treelegs had a full head of greasy black hair, slicked back like Shoo Verdy. He didn’t know if he could live with himself if he pulled the trigger. The image of Treelegs lying on the ground like he were sleeping peacefully was already burned into his mind, probably forever. He wished that Shoo could do it, if it must be done, but he knew that was impossible. Still, he hesitated, standing on the brink of a decision that might haunt him for the rest of his life.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake ran up a low rising hill behind the silo tower, searching for a way to get inside. He spotted an open rear entryway at the top of a short flight of steps that curved around the silo wall. He ran up the steps with his blaster ready, rushing in through the door. He was startled to see a man sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, aiming a gun directly at Jake. The gun flashed and Jake felt something hit his chest with a hard thud as he jumped back to the doorway. Jake looked down at his chest incredulously, seeing a funny looking dart lodged between studs in his leather armor. Jake looked back at the man and snapped off a shot with his blaster, hitting the sole of his boot and blowing a bloody ragged hole in it. The man cried out in pain as Jake ducked back around the doorway, taking cover on the outer stairs. He looked down at the dart again and grabbed it, yanking it free. There was a syrupy green liquid dripping from it that looked like shampoo, but must be some kind of poison. Jake reached into his armor, feeling for a wound, but finding none. He breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Come back inside.” Jake heard a strange, angry voice in his mind, and suddenly found himself moving toward the door. He felt a buzzing in his mind that came from the voice, and saw flashes of color on his peripheral vision, hinting at a pattern. He recognized this for what it was, and knew what to do with it, but the horror of losing control of his body at that moment, as he marched back inside, was too overwhelming for him to concentrate. He walked back into the dark silo tower to face the puppet master.


    


    * * *


    


    “Release me Charles, I can control myself now.” Shoo Verdy said in Charles’ mind.


    Charles released him, relieved to let go of the three way battle of wills he’d been having with Shoo and the person who was trying to control Shoo’s body like a puppet. He was still covering Treelegs with his pistol, frozen in indecision. He thought he might shoot him in the knee, instead of the head, but even that seemed wrong somehow. He was helpless, and Charles couldn’t bring himself to shoot a helpless man.


    Shoo Verdy ran up beside him, frowning deeply as he looked at Charles, still holding the pistol. “Give it to me.” Shoo sent to Charles’ mind, asking for the pistol. He looked angry and disappointed.


    Charles shook his head slowly in denial. “Don’t do it...” Charles muttered, lowering the pistol to his side. He was cut off by Shoo, who shouted into his mind with a stern tone.


    “You don’t think he deserves to die. Look into his mind, right now. See his thoughts.”


    Charles did what Shoo told him, looking into Treelegs’ mind. Treelegs was afraid, sensing he was about to be executed. Charles didn’t want to hear this. This is what he really didn’t want to hear. Why was Shoo making him do this?


    Shoo leaned over Treelegs still form and spoke into the mutant’s ear. “Treelegs, what would you do if we let you go?” Shoo Verdy asked.


    Charles saw the first thought that came to Treelegs mind, seeing himself from behind, as Treelegs had seen him. He saw Treelegs plunge the knife into Charles’ back and lift him off the ground. He saw Treelegs slashing with his knife, killing everyone. Everyone left alive. Treelegs would laugh at how foolish they were for letting him go, and he felt hopeful, having heard the question. Would they be stupid enough to let him go? He would lie and promise anything to be free, but he would make them pay for their stupidity. For their weakness. It disgusted him.


    Charles was shocked from the horrible images...that horrible mind, with such a terrible outlook. He realized that Shoo Verdy was right all along. He stopped reading Treelegs’ hateful thoughts, having seen enough.


    “You understand now.” Shoo whispered in his mind.


    “Yes.” Charles said out loud. Shoo reached out his hand, and Charles handed him the pistol, no longer hesitating. Killing Treelegs would be a good thing.


    Shoo Verdy took the pistol, then handed Charles a metal spray can. “Tend to the wounded. They may still be alive.” Shoo said in Charles’ mind. Shoo then ducked down to slit Treelegs throat with his hunting knife, letting the mutant’s blood spill onto the road in rhythmic spurts, forming a dark red pool in the dirt.


    Charles looked away in disgust, but no longer doubted it was the right decision. The world would be a better place without Treelegs and his gang.


    “I’m going to help Jake.” Shoo sent, not bothering to look back at Charles as he sprinted toward the alley with Charles’ flintlock pistol in hand.


    Charles would never forget that image of Treelegs lying peacefully on the ground, and the terrible thoughts that were hidden within his mind. This was evil, Charles thought, as he had never quite understood it before. He shook the spray can like a can of spray paint, as he went to see if Bone or Skeet still lived.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake tried to fight, digging in his heels, but to no avail. He marched straight into the room, where the man still sat on the floor, holding the dart pistol in one hand aimed at Jake, while stuffing a piece of cloth into the hole in his boot as a makeshift bandage. The man was wearing a shiny silver jumpsuit underneath his fur coat that looked similar to the cryotes sleeper suits, but made of some thicker material.


    “You tried to kill me, when I was only defending myself.” the man scolded in Jake’s mind.


    Jake struggled to move, but was stuck like a statue, standing before the wounded man, the buzzing feeling in his mind still there, resonating.


    “You would have gone to sleep, and I would have left you alone as I leave this place, but now I can’t run, and you must stay to protect me.”


    Jake turned and raised his blaster pistol, aiming at the open doorway. He could only watch as his body did this, but was focusing on the pattern now, trying to understand it. It came to him, snapping into clear focus as Shoo Verdy appeared in the doorway holding a flintlock pistol. Shoo looked at him, and his eyes grew wide with realization as he saw the blaster in Jake’s hand, aiming at him.


    “Jake, are you okay?” Charles voice. Jake ignored it.


    Jake felt himself pull the trigger, expecting to see a hole appear in Shoo Verdy’s chest, but the gun didn’t fire, instead issuing a quiet be-donk sound. Jake tried to look at the gun, but couldn’t, unable to control his own eyes. He felt his anger rising again. He knew how the man was doing it. He had the pattern, and knew how to do it himself now. He pictured the man and the voice in his mind, locking on to it. Shoo Verdy bravely charged into the room and grabbed hold of Jake’s pistol, wrenching it from his grasp. Jake was impressed, but was now focused on the task at hand.


    He reached into the man’s mind with tendrils of psionic energy, taking full control of his body. Jake felt the man try to pull his mind away, but he held on, using his anger to fuel his resolve. He could see through the man’s eyes now, as well as his own, and though it was disorienting, he held on, forcing the man to stand up on his wounded foot, causing the man great pain.


    “Please let me go!” the man pleaded in Jake’s mind.


    “I don’t think so.” Jake sent back, “Shoot yourself.”


    “No!” the man cried out in Jake’s mind, as Jake forced him to raise the needle gun to his neck and fire.


    Jake felt the puppet master’s grasp on him disappear as the man slumped to the floor, unconscious. Jake turned around to see Shoo Verdy standing over the unconscious man, smiling.


    “Good work Jake, but there’s still another upstairs.” Shoo sent, pointing up the interior staircase.


    “That douche-bag almost made me kill you, Shoo. Sorry.” Jake sent back as he checked his gun, seeing that the power indicator was all the way down to empty. He thought he still had two shots left. He had fired five shots, and it was a seven shot charge, but then he remembered the two shots he fired at the edge of the Simpson woods. Duh!


    “Hold on, I need to reload.” Jake sent to Shoo. Mind speak was growing on him. It was easier than words.


    “Go ahead, she’s not going anywhere. I’m holding her with my mind.” Shoo replied calmly.


    “Awesome, you rock.” Jake sent back, as he ejected the spent power cell from his pistol and slapped in a new one that was fully charged.


    “Jake are you okay?” Charles voice again, more urgent this time.


    “Yes, I’m okay, Shoo is with me.” Jake sent back.


    “Hurry up, Skeet and Parker might be dying.” Charles replied.


    Shoo Verdy bent down to pick up the unconscious man’s dartslinger pistol, admiring its sleek ancient design.


    “Okay.” Jake sent back to Charles. Skeet was alive, at least. He hadn’t mentioned Bone Murphy, though. Jake hoped that Bone hadn’t been killed. They had just met yesterday, but he already counted him as a good friend. Skeet and Shoo, too.


    Shoo checked the slinger pistol’s clip, then slipped the gun into the holster on his gun belt. It was a good fit. Shoo smiled slightly at Jake, impatient to get going again.


    “Ready. Let’s go.” Jake sent to Shoo. Jake chided himself for not thinking to pick up the ancient gun before Shoo Verdy claimed it. He’d been shot with that thing, after all.


    Shoo Verdy nodded and started up the stairs, still holding his flintlock pistol, but seeming relaxed as he now had the situation under control. Jake followed, and they climbed to the top floor, where a crack in the roof gave access to a platform overlooking the road. They didn’t see anyone in the round attic room, but Shoo Verdy knew where she was, hiding behind a crumbling section of the ceiling that drooped down to touch the floor.


    It was the tentacle faced woman they’d met yesterday in front of the tavern in Barton center. She had talked to Bone Murphy, acting friendly and gaining information. Now she was backed into a corner, holding her crossbow in her lap, slumped over as if she’d fallen asleep there, though her eyes were wide open.


    “What do we do with her?” Jake silently asked Shoo Verdy.


    “Look into her mind, Jake, then you decide.” Shoo replied as he slid the crossbow away from the woman’s grasp.


    Jake nodded, and reached out to contact the woman’s mind, listening to her thoughts.


    She was terrified, backed into a corner and fearing that she would be raped and then executed. Worse than that, she thought they were going to eat her. She saw them as monsters. Jake recoiled from the fear, it was so intense.


    Shoo Verdy leaned down and spoke to the woman out loud.


    “Teeka, what would you do if we let you go?”


    Jake saw the first thing that came to her mind as explicitly pornographic. She would do anything, imagining a range of sexual favors she’d be willing to perform in exchange for her freedom, most involving special tricks she’d learned to do with her tentacles. Jake was disgusted and strangely intrigued at the same time. Those tentacles were serious business to her, and she’d used them along with her feminine charms to manipulate men into protecting her. She thought Shoo and Jake were trying to trick her though, and would still kill her and eat her once she performed her favors. They would put her body in a grinder, and make her into sausages.


    “Why did you try to kill us?” Jake asked the woman out loud.


    Why were they taunting her? She couldn’t speak. She wanted to beg for her life, but she couldn’t speak! She couldn’t tell them that it had been Treelegs’ idea, and she had tried to talk him out of it, but he insisted, because of the bounty they could earn for killing Unyun Hunters. Cannibals. Trespassers in Barton territory.


    Cannibals? Jake glanced over at Shoo Verdy, wondering if the woman knew something that he didn’t know.


    Shoo looked back at him with a serious look.


    “I’ve heard of this before, Jake.” Shoo said in Jake’s mind. “It’s an old legend with no truth to it, passed around by the diggers in Barton. Don’t think for a moment that what she thinks is true. It’s impossible, and I can prove it when we return to Unyun.”


    Jake had a bad feeling about this, and he wanted to trust Shoo, but he could easily find the truth right now. He broke contact with the woman’s mind and locked on Shoo’s, reading his thoughts. Shoo didn’t resist at all, even going further by offering a direct link to his mind. Jake accepted and their thoughts merged in a high-speed transfer of direct thought.


    “How can you prove it?” Jake asked.


    “Some Bartons believe that the people of Unyun feed prisoners into the processor to make them into food, but this has never been done, and is strictly forbidden by Unyun’s law. It’s written in the Processor Bible as the first commandment, that nothing impure should ever be put through the processor. Only the select crops listed in the Processor Bible have ever been put through the processor. No meat or bone is ever allowed, and certainly not prisoners. Besides this, I know of no person in Unyun who would consider cannibalism for any reason, even if the food ran out. You know from my thoughts that this is true, and I would show you the words that are written in the processor Bible, as you can see it in my mind now.”


    “I understand now, and I believe you.”


    “I know that you do, as our thoughts are one.”


    “I’m sorry I doubted you, and feel relieved that it wasn’t true, because I didn’t want it to be true.”


    “I know that you didn’t want it to be true.”


    Jake broke off the strong telepathic link. It was starting to get weird. Shoo Verdy smiled, having known exactly what Jake was thinking.


    “Soylent Green...was that something people ate before your long sleep?” Shoo asked in Jake’s mind.


    “No dude, that was just a movie about the future.” Jake replied, smiling. How deep had Shoo gotten into his mind? He had been thinking about it, though.


    “You wish to feel her tentacles?” Shoo asked silently.


    “Dude...no.” Jake said out loud, sounding disgusted.


    Shoo Verdy raised an eyebrow, smiling at Jake.


    “Well, maybe a little, but not like this. This isn’t right.” Jake replied, feeling embarrassed as he looked down at the helpless woman.


    “We can’t take her back to Unyun. Do you think we should kill her, or let her go free?” Shoo asked.


    If they took prisoners back to Unyun, the people of Barton would see it, fueling the rumors that Unyun kidnaps people to feed into the processor. Jake understood this from Shoo’s telepathic message.


    “What do you think we should do with her, Shoo?” Jake asked.


    “Although she argued with Treelegs against killing us, she still did her part with the others. Her execution would be justified.” Shoo replied.


    “What about that douche-bag downstairs, who tried to make me kill you?” Jake asked.


    “I viewed his thoughts when he paralyzed me outside, and he is much like this woman, a follower trying to fit in with a bad group. He was content to do his part from a distance, letting the others do the killing.”


    “So you think we should execute them?” Jake asked.


    “No, I think we should let them go.”


    “Why?”


    “It was their leader, Treelegs, who decided to kill us, and the others followed his plan. Treelegs enjoyed seeing others suffer and die. He was evil, and beyond redemption. Not so, with these two. I think they both deserve a chance to live and redeem themselves.”


    “So why did you ask me if you knew we should let them go?” Jake asked.


    Shoo smiled. “I was curious how a cryote like you would deal with someone like this...someone who might deserve to be executed, but probably deserves another chance.” Shoo sent.


    “You could have just read my mind.” Jake replied.


    “I did, but it’s more interesting to see the thoughts as they form in response to questions. You’ll understand more as you get used to seeing with your mind.”


    “You’re like some Jedi master, you know that?” Jake sent, smiling while slightly annoyed at being toyed with telepathically.


    “I’m going to release her, but first I want her to know why we’re letting her go. Treelegs thought we would be fools to release him, and I want her to understand why we show mercy. Wait a moment while I join with her.”


    Jake nodded, understanding.


    Shoo looked down at the helpless woman, and so did Jake, listening to her thoughts.


    She was feeling hopeless and terrified, until Shoo opened his mind to her, and she opened hers willingly to him. He told her about mercy and redemption, and his hope that she would learn from her mistake. She seemed profoundly touched by his thoughts, and promised that she would try to live a better life in the future, and never forget. Tears flowed from her eyes as they silently spoke, and then Shoo released her. She didn’t try to run, instead looking up at Shoo with teary eyes.


    “Thank you.” she said, her voice filled with raw emotion, tears flowing freely again down her face and tentacles, causing her makeup to run.


    Shoo nodded solemnly, gesturing for her to stand up. She looked at Jake and thanked him as well, seeming sincere. Jake knew that she was sincere, as he could see it in her mind.


    She accompanied them downstairs, then went to help her companion, Gester, who lay passed out on the floor with a dart still lodged in his neck.


    Jake looked down at Gester disdainfully, wondering if they’d made the right choice in sparing his life.


    


    * * *


    


    Although it seemed like they talked for an unusually long time, the mind speak was faster than normal words, and the entire conversation had taken only a few minutes. Jake and Shoo did a quick search of the tower, finding a few items to take back with them to Unyun before returning to the main road.


    Charles had tended to the group’s wounded, spraying gooey bloodstop foam into all of their open wounds, following the instructions printed on the side of the spray can.


    Bone Murphy and his stagle had both been struck by sedative needle darts and were still unconscious, but otherwise unscathed. Skeet Cooger had a terrible wound across his back that Charles filled in liberally with the spray goo, but the wound had already begun to close. Skeet’s glowing skin was also photosynthetic, regenerating wounds naturally from sunlight. His riding dog, however, had not survived the fatal shot that penetrated its heart. They dragged it off to the side of the road before Skeet and Bone awoke.


    Parker Boll had been pierced through his shoulder with an arrow, and through the leg with a crossbow bolt before being paralyzed by Bonehead’s poisoned claws. Charles found him pinned to the ground, still clutching his pistol, with Treelegs’ metal shield propped over his body. He looked like he might be dead, but Charles was able to talk to him telepathically as he sprayed Parker’s wounds.


    Shoo Verdy broke both arrows that impaled him, and Charles sprayed goop into the holes, sealing his wounds. Parker was thankful not to feel any of it, as he expected it would have been terribly painful.


    They had to wait awhile for the sedative poison dart effects to wear off. Jake’s stagle was missing, having run off after dumping Jake and Parker at the start of the fight. Shoo reached out with his mind, searching for the beast, quickly locating it grazing behind a ruined building nearby.


    Some of the local dwarf-like raycoons began to show up, watching curiously from a distance as the Hunter group prepared to resume their trip back to Unyun.


    Jake noticed one of the raycoons slip out from the ruins and steal a longbow from the body of a tribal warrior Jake had shot in the chest with his blaster. The raycoon grabbed the bow and scampered back into the ruins, holding the bow high over its head as it ran away. Jake saw the other raycoons eyeing the bodies of the fallen, looking for a chance to loot something, and he yelled at them to go away.


    “This is our shit now!” Jake shouted angrily, as he tried to stare them down, but they only continued to watch, twitching their little black noses and looking back at him like little furry bandits.


    


    * * *


    


    Shoo Verdy divvied up the spoils, having found a small cache of drugs in the tower, and a portable solar power cell charger. The Hunters had no need for this, as they already had a charger at Hunter Hall. Charles said they could use it at the farm, and Shoo gave it to him. Jake eagerly asked for a share of the drugs and Shoo obliged, handing him a handful of poppers and a box of glowdots, but refusing the give him any ice, which Shoo believed to be a terrible drug that made people addicted and crazy over time. Jake was annoyed at this, having heard it all before. Just say no to drugs. Drugs are bad. Jake believed that Shoo wouldn’t lie about this, though, so he accepted it without arguing. He still liked to try things for himself, making up his own mind, having been lied to his entire life by a society that frowned on recreational drug use. Shoo Verdy wasn’t lying though, as ice really was a scourge in this world, with virtually no redeeming value save the pleasure it brought to addicts. But wasn’t even that of some value? To someone living a hard life in the ruins, a moment of drug-induced bliss might make life seem worth living another day. Ice was illegal in Unyun though, as Shoo Verdy pointed out. Still, Shoo didn’t discard the drugs, instead storing them in his saddlebag to bring back to Unyun.


    The riders from Unyun climbed back into their saddles to resume the trip home. Skeet rode on the back of Bone Murphy’s stagle, and Parker rode with Jake again.


    They resumed riding at a slow pace, continuing on Barton’s main street toward Unyun. They were all very alert, not ruling out the possibility of a second ambush. They rode with rifles ready, scanning the ruins ahead on both sides of the road as they entered Barton Center, passing by the tavern and small open market. People stared at them as they rode by, ready to bolt away or possibly attack, depending on what crazed thoughts went through their minds. The scavengers here didn’t seem quite as crazy as the ones in Carrindale, Jake thought, but more afraid. Rumors told them that the Unyun Hunters were here in Barton to collect prisoners to feed to their processor. No one approached them, and some shrank away into the ruins, hoping not to be seen by the Hunters from Unyun.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 21


    Heroes


    


    They reached the edge of the valley, entering Barton pass, a narrow gap between valleys that separated Barton from Unyun territory. The shady gap was overgrown with giant thorny thistle vines that grew in great coils like barbed wire, the vines growing up to eight feet thick. The gargantuan coiled vines choked the gap, excluding most other plants, and formed a high canopy over the ancient road. The afternoon sunlight filtered down in rays through the canopy, casting a blurred spider’s web of shadows on the road before them.


    Jake didn’t like the giant thistle forest. It seemed unnatural, the way it dominated the mountain pass, displacing other trees and bushes. It was deep on both sides of the road, thorny coils within coils, and beyond those were even more coils, like a great unending jungle gym. It might be fun to climb through, if not for the razor-sharp thorns that covered each vine like barbed razor wire.


    Shoo led the group down to the the Unyun Creek, across the rough bridge of cement slabs that had fallen into the creek when the ancient dam broke, flooding the Barton valley, more than a century ago.


    “They’re planning to build a new bridge here, so the wagons can get through to Carrindale.” Shoo Verdy remarked as they crossed back over the creek, being careful to avoid the glowing green jellyfish that clung to the rocks at the water’s edge. “They’ll be hiring workers, and guards to watch over construction, if you boys are still looking for work.” Shoo said, looking back at the three cryotes.


    “Actually, I was thinking of joining up with you guys.” Parker Boll said from behind Jake.


    Shoo looked back at Parker, raising an eyebrow. “You still thinking of joining the Hunters?”


    “Yeah, I think I’d like it.” Parker said seriously.


    “Me too.” Skeet said from behind Bone, “I’ve been asking for some time, you know.”


    “Ayup.” Shoo said, looking back at Skeet, “And I always tell you to talk to Jack Digger.”


    “I don’t think he likes me.” Skeet said, frowning.


    “Well, I’ll put in a good word with Jack for both of you.” Shoo said. “Especially you, Parker, since you got experience, and you were the first to put a bullet in Arkie Bonehead when he spooked the stagles.”


    “I shot him in the head too, right before he clawed my ankle.” Parker said with pride.


    “Day watch could use you, I think, or I might find a place for you on night watch if you don’t like getting up early.” Shoo said.


    “Experience?” Skeet said incredulously. “He’s been asleep for a hundred years.”


    “Five hundred.” Charles corrected.


    “Can’t I just get on the night watch, Shoo?” Skeet pleaded.


    “I’ll think it over.” Shoo said, “Maybe I’ll give you a try, see how you do.”


    “Yeah! Anytime you want, I can be there tonight if you want.” Skeet said happily.


    “Ask me again tomorrow.” Shoo replied.


    “Yeah, okay.” Skeet said, “Let me work tonight, though. I’m going to be at the tavern anyway, so why not?”


    Bone Murphy nodded in agreement, hoping to influence Shoo into letting his friend join the night shift.


    Shoo looked at them both and sighed. “Okay Skeet, you can work tonight.” Shoo said, “But you’ve got to do everything that Kyle tells you, and you might not even make it to the tavern before closing, just to warn you.”


    “Okay Shoo, you got it.” Skeet said, grinning. “I’ll be there at sundown, once I get a nap.”


    “Ayup.” Shoo said, then turned back to Parker. “You come with me and talk to Jack when we get back into Unyun, okay? After we see the healer.”


    “Affirmative.” Parker replied, nodding.


    


    * * *


    


    They continued walking on the ancient road, emerging from under the thistle canopy into the southern Unyun woods. They walked on for another half-hour, passing fields and farms where workers toiled to get this year’s crops planted. They passed the broken ancient dam and the giant mushroom swamp, turning left at the eastern crossroads toward Unyun Center and heading up the hill. They could see the walled town from here, overlooking the valley. Some of the larger domes could be seen protruding over the top of the wall with smoke rising gently from rooftop stovepipes. The gates stood open as they typically were during the day, and they rode back into Unyun.


    


    * * *


    


    “It’s good to be back in Unyun.” Shoo Verdy said as he led the group down Unyun’s main street toward the Healer’s Dome and Hunter Hall.


    Everyone in the group agreed. Unyun seemed very civilized, compared to the scavenger infested ruins of Barton and Carrindale. The people here were generally happy, and were far from hungry. Most people lived on small self-sufficient farms, or worked at one of two dozen large plantation farms within Unyun’s borders. It was a sharp contrast to the chaotic destitution they saw in the scavengers living among the ruins. Here in Unyun, the domes still stood solid, and people lived more normal lives than the scavengers and diggers who lived among the ruins to the south.


    Jake knew that this is what Shoo Verdy meant, without having to read his mind. People were happier in Unyun, and Unyun was a nice place to live, compared to the ruins elsewhere.


    They reached Hunter Hall and dismounted, hitching their stagles to the post outside. Skeet said goodbye, leaving to go take a nap before his shift tonight. He wasn’t going to bother seeing the healer, as he expected his wounds to heal fully before sundown through natural regeneration.


    They went to see Healer Parcy in the Healer’s Dome, which was directly across the road from Hunter Hall. Shoo Verdy asked them to wait while Parcy healed Parker Boll’s wounds, as Shoo left to inform Flint Rugal of the mission’s success. Unyun would have its autumn picnics, and a sizable surplus of food for the next winter, thanks to the new trade agreement with the Pravens of Carrindale. Shoo returned shortly, leading them all across the street to Hunter Hall.


    “Come on inside, boys.” Shoo said, opening the door for them.


    So they’d get to see the inside of the infamous Hunter Hall, Jake thought with some anticipation. He never thought he’d be happy to be walking into a police station, but the Hunters he’d met so far were pretty cool.


    The dome was unusual in that it was oval-shaped instead of round, extending further back from the door than most round domes. Its interior was lit by electric lights hung from the ceiling. A rough jail cell was near the back, looking like something from an old western movie. A weapons rack held an assortment of flintlock pistols and rifles on display, as well as several swords and long daggers. There were several tables in the back, and three comfortable looking couches near the front. Jack Digger and two other Hunters were sitting on the couches, amidst at least a dozen empty beer bottles.


    Jack Digger stood up to greet Shoo Verdy as he entered the hall, with a wide welcoming smile on his face.


    Shoo introduced the cryotes to the day watch Hunters. Jack Digger, the leader of the day watch, was younger then Shoo, probably in his mid-to-late twenties, with short brown hair and a humble country-boy demeanor. He had taken over leading the Hunters recently, after their former leader, Big Dane, had been killed. He was Big Dane’s second-in-command, and they had been good friends.


    Jack’s second-in-command was a tall serious looking man named Torin Kale, who greeted them each politely with a firm handshake. Jake was surprised to see that the man’s hand was made of metal, as was the wrist that disappeared under his shirt sleeve. Jake looked at him and the man met his gaze, smiling slightly.


    “Good job out there.” Torin said. He looked very serious, with dark eyes and hair cut in a shoulder length mullet. The mullet never dies, Jake thought, amused. The third Hunter was a young woman named Sennie Wood. She was the best shot in Unyun, Jack told them as she was introduced. She had shoulder length brown hair and was attractive in a tomboyish way, without needing makeup or fancy clothes.


    “Y’all have to sit down and tell us about your trip!” Sennie said. “Jack, can these boys have some drinks?”


    “Yeah, sit down and let’s hear it!” Jack said, moving to retrieve an arm full of bottles to pass out.


    They all sat down, filling up the three couches, as Jack handed out beers to everyone.


    Jake opened his beer, noting immediately from the smell that it was that fine treeky beer the Hunters loved to drink. The town donated it to them in appreciation of their service, and they took full advantage of it. Jake sipped the beer, savoring the flavor. He had just tasted his first treeky beer yesterday, but he was already in love with it. Beer that tasted this good could drive him to alcoholism, something he’d managed to avoid so far in life by constantly changing things up.


    They sat around the couches drinking treeky beers as Shoo narrated the tale of their journey to Carrindale and back. Bone Murphy interrupted frequently, interjecting small bits that Shoo had missed or deliberately skipped over, until Shoo guided the story back on track.


    Jack replaced their beers as they were emptied, and also passed out soft treeky bars to everyone. It was a pleasant time for all. Jake got the impression that Jack and Sennie might have something going on together, as Jack paid close attention to anything she said or did. Sennie was just one of the guys, good-humored and boastful, while Torin Kale seemed more serious and internal, occasionally making comments about tactics and the most effective way to do things in dangerous situations. They stayed until late in the afternoon, when two more Hunters arrived, back from patrol. They immediately began drinking and eating treeky bars in the back near the jail cell. Jack Digger told Parker he’d be happy to have him on day watch, and Parker seemed very pleased, looking forward to his new job.


    Jake was surprised when Shoo paid them each a small sack of coins. He’d forgotten that they were being paid as guards on the trip, as they had really just done it to sell their artifacts and go shopping. Also for the experience, but getting paid was a definite bonus. Shoo went on to hand them each two packs of day rations that the Hunters took with them on patrols. Jake expected to find a bundle of sweet treeky bars wrapped up in the packs, but didn’t ask. He’d find out when they got home.


    Shoo Verdy told them to go home and get some rest, and maybe he’d see them at the tavern later on.


    “You did good out there, boys.” Shoo said, “A little rough in places, but we all made it through alive. You ever think of joining the Hunters, come talk to me.”


    “Okay, thanks Shoo.” Jake said.


    “Yeah, thanks for everything.” Charles said earnestly.


    “Ayup. You keep building that wall, Charles, and show your friends.”


    “I will.” Charles said, waving goodbye as they headed for the door.


    “I’m going to stick around here for awhile.” Parker said, smiling and waving goodbye to Jake and Charles. He looked comfortable sitting on the couch with Jack and Sennie. This was the police station, and Parker had been a corrections officer. They weren’t the same, but they were the same kind of people, and it seemed like Parker was already fitting in, looking forward to his new job, and the new friends he’d make. He was a Hunter now. He’d found his people.


    Charles and Jake waved goodbye and then exited, stepping outside to Unyun Square.


    


    The two cryotes mounted their stagles and started riding toward the north gate, passing the square where Unyun held its weekly cookouts across from the immense Town Hall dome. They didn’t look at all out of place riding through town, dressed in leather armor and fur cloaks, except that theirs were cleaner than most. Jake looked longingly at the wide door of the garage, where that little furry Ewok looking gear-head had stored away the sweet atomic dune buggy he’d driven back from Synaptech. Why couldn’t he have just kept that? What if he had kept it? Would Jack Digger have come to take it away from him? How hard would it be to find another vehicle somewhere in the ruins? Owning his own stagle was good, but an atomic race car would be really badass.


    The gate guard waved at them as they rode through onto Unyun’s northwest road. It was two miles to Brother Kevin’s farmhouse, on the western outskirts of Unyun territory. Jake flicked his reins, urging his stagle to run.


    “Wait for me.” Charles said in Jake’s mind as he sprinted forward, leaving Charles behind.


    “C’mon, Chuck, lets race to the farm!” Jake replied, trying to goad Charles.


    Charles flicked the reins, pushing his stagle to run as fast as it would carry him. “My name is Charles!” Charles sent back, clearly annoyed. This made Jake smile and he slowed down just enough to let Charles think he might have a chance at winning.


    Charles kept right up behind him all the way home to Brother Kevin’s farm. The sun was setting, and they could see the top of Shard Mountain silhouetted against the sunset, glittering like a mountain of diamonds as the sunlight refracted off the shards, casting bright reflections on the nearby hills.



    


    


    


    


    


    


    PART III


    


    A NEW OUTLOOK



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 22


    Addictions


    


    “I think all three of us are cyborgs now.” Charles told Brother Kevin over dinner. “We have metal filaments running through our brains, and the doctor couldn’t say why, only that it didn’t seem to be harmful, according to the machines at the hospital.”


    “I don’t think they really know anything about being doctors.” Jake added while picking around the mushrooms in his food. “They just know how to charge people to use the machines.”


    Brother Kevin nodded knowingly, having had past dealings with the Pravens, he knew all about them and their love of sparkling credits.


    “Anyway, I think it has something to do with our new telepathy.” Charles said. “We all got it at the same time, after those pravens interrogated us.”


    “I lost it this morning.” Jake said, “I had to catch it back from Charles during the ride.”


    “I think I lost it too, but I picked it up again from Shoo when he woke us up.” Charles said.


    “I’ve heard of some mutants who are able to mimic thoughts from telepaths, turning mental attacks against their attackers.” Brother Kevin said, “Maybe this is what’s happened to you?”


    “Yeah, but we’re not mutants.” Jake said.


    “But we’re probably cyborgs.” Charles said.


    “You keep saying that, what does that mean?” Jake asked.


    “A cybernetic organism. Someone who is part human and part machine, like the Bionic Woman on TV, or the Borg from Star Trek.” Charles explained. “Even Luke Skywalker is a cyborg, since he has a robot hand after The Empire Strikes Back.”


    “Like that guy we just met at Hunter Hall, with the metal arm.” Jake said.


    “Torin Kale.” Brother Kevin said, smiling. “He lost his arm fighting in the war with the possies. Healer Parcy saved his life, and I brought him to the Rebuilders’ fortress in Krantin to get his robot arm.”


    “Wow, that was nice of you.” Jake said, not really surprised.


    Brother Kevin smiled. “I was happy to be able to help him. He’s a good man, and dedicated to protecting Unyun.”


    Moosh nodded. “Good sword fighter.” he said in his rumbling voice.


    “He’s the best swordsman in this region.” Brother Kevin said, “You should see him practice sometime. Since he got the new arm, he’s gotten even better than he was before he lost it.”


    “Was it really expensive? The metal arm, I mean.” Charles asked.


    “Oh, I would think so, but I knew a brother there who would help.” Brother Kevin said with a smile. “The Rebuilders need more brothers like him within their ranks.”


    “Yeah, the girl at the Rebuilders Dome tried to recruit me.” Jake said disdainfully.


    Brother Kevin nodded. “Yah, that’s their main business. Some say they’re building an army of soldiers to rule the world as the ancients did. People who join them must agree to serve for a number of years. Most seem pretty happy, though. They get addicted to the ancient ways quickly, and can’t ever turn back.”


    “I could get addicted to the ancient ways.” Jake said, smiling.


    “Many here in Unyun are already addicted, in one way or another. Those who can afford such luxuries.” Brother Kevin said.


    “How so?” Charles asked, intrigued.


    “The artifact dealer in town stocks a collection of holovids and feelies left by the ancients. They show stories that take hours to tell, sometimes much longer. Some of it is true, and some is made up, but it has a way of making you want to see more, until you are addicted and do little else. Some spend their whole lives lost in the dreams of the ancients.” Brother Kevin explained.


    “What are feelies?” Charles asked, “Is that like movies you can feel?”


    Brother Kevin nodded. “Yah, just like that. You can feel what the people in the story are feeling.”


    Charles smiled and nodded, understanding.


    “Do they have feelie porn?” Jake asked.


    “What is that?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “Naked girls, having sex. You know.” Jake said, grinning.


    Brother Kevin smiled, looking a bit uncomfortable. “Oh, yah, it’s the most popular kind, I think.”


    Jake laughed, and Charles did too. “Yeah, that figures.” Jake said.


    “Rule 34.” Charles said slyly, though of course, no one understood.


    “Rule 34 of the internet.” Charles explained, “If it exists, there is porn of it. No exceptions.”


    “You’re such a geek.” Jake said, smiling.


    Charles smiled back. He had always been proud to be a geek, and generally loved geek culture in all forms. He couldn’t help wondering what he’d missed out on, and hoped to find the answers to many of his questions in the cyclopedia computer he’d bought in Carrindale.


    They finished eating and retired to the bunkhouse, tired from a long day with little sleep. Charles lay in bed as he activated the cyclopedia for the first time, looking at its main contents page. A wealth of information at his fingertips, vast libraries of knowledge from the future, contained within a small hand-held device the size of a paperback book. He began reading about the evolution of the internet through the 21st century, then fell asleep with a smile on his lips.


    


    * * *


    


    “You guys really need to stop by the tavern sometime.” Parker Boll told them the next morning while putting on his boots. Neither of them had heard him come in while they were asleep, and now he was in a hurry to get dressed and out the door at sunrise. It was his first official day on the job as one of Unyun’s Hunters, and he was eager to get over to Hunter Hall early for his day watch shift.


    “We’re like celebrities here. People kept buying me drinks and food, and asking about you guys.” Parker said as he strapped on his gun belt. “You could probably even get laid.”


    “Awesome.” Jake said.


    “Even you, Charles.” Parker said, grinning as he walked toward the door.


    “Yeah, awesome.” Charles said, slightly annoyed.


    “Later guys. I’m on duty.” Parker said, pulling on his fur cloak before waving goodbye as he stepped out into the cold morning air.


    “Later dude!” Jake called after him, then turned to Charles, smiling.


    “Dude, you want to get laid?” Jake asked.


    Charles was about to reply when Jake cut him off. “Aw shit, I can’t read your mind anymore.” Jake said, disappointed.


    Good, Charles tried to send, but knew the thought hadn’t gotten out. “I lost it too.” Charles said, also disappointed.


    “Maybe we can get it back if we find someone who has it?” Jake asked hopefully.


    “Yeah, I was thinking that last night. Who do we know?” Charles replied.


    “Yeah, who gave us headaches before...” Jake said, “Healer Parcy and her daughter...Councilor Flint, Shoo Verdy...I think that’s it.”


    Charles nodded. “That’s all we know about. Brother Kevin said it was one in ten people around here.”


    “Yeah, so we’re bound to find someone else with it if we go to the tavern tonight.” Jake reasoned.


    “I guess. I don’t really feel like going out today, though. I want to check out this computer I bought.” Charles said, holding up the cyclopedia.


    “You have all day to do that.” Jake replied.


    “Yeah, but I think Kevin and Moosh are planting the fields today. They want us to help.” Charles said.


    “No problem, I’ll help.” Jake replied, “It shouldn’t take all day, though.”


    “Yeah, I know, but it might.” Charles said, “I just need some solid time alone with this thing to study.”


    “You don’t have to study, we’re not in school. You should come out and practice shooting with me.”


    “Yeah well, you don’t have to practice shooting, you’re not a gunfighter.” Charles replied.


    “Hey, with enough practice, I could be.” Jake replied.


    “But why would you want to? You’ll get yourself killed.”


    Jake shrugged. “In case something like yesterday happens. You never know. Parker got some good shots in, because he’s practiced a lot on the shooting range.”


    “I see your point, Jake, but...well, I see your point. I’d just rather avoid the whole fight to begin with.”


    “Yeah dude, but sometimes there’s no choice. Like yesterday. Besides, shooting guns is fun, isn’t it?”


    “I guess. It’s scary too, though, and those flintlocks are a pain to reload.” Charles said.


    “You could have bought a better gun, like me and Parker did.” Jake said.


    “I know, but this is my thing.” Charles said, holding up the cyclopedia again for emphasis. “This is my fun, and this is just for reading. I want to get one of the more expensive computers when we have enough money.”


    “So, you’d better learn to shoot straight if you want to go back to Carrindale, right?” Jake reasoned.


    “Yeah, I know. I’m going to practice, just not today, okay?” Charles said.


    “Whatever, dude. We should go to the tavern tonight though, for sure.” Jake said.


    “Maybe.” Charles said.


    “Don’t you want to get laid?” Jake asked again, grinning.


    “A girlfriend would be nice, but I’m not just going to go have sex with the first mutant girl who says hello to me.” Charles said.


    “Why the hell not?” Jake asked incredulously.


    “I’m just not like that.” Charles said dismissively.


    “Maybe you would be, if you tried it.” Jake said, smiling. A look of dawning realization came across Jake’s face, and he smiled. “Dude, are you a virgin?” he asked, trying not to smile.


    “No!” Charles said unconvincingly. Jake smiled again.


    “You are. Holy shit!” Jake cried out.


    “It’s not that I haven’t had girlfriends.” Charles protested, “They just always want to be friends. They call it the friend zone. Once you get stuck in the zone, it’s almost impossible to get out.”


    Jake laughed. “You think that computer can tell you how to stay out of the friend zone?”


    “I don’t know, maybe it will, if I ever get a chance to read it.” Charles replied sarcastically.


    “Well good luck with that. I’ll be out getting laid.” Jake said, smiling as he strapped on his leather armor.


    Charles nodded, then looked down at his cyclopedia and turned it on.


    “Well dude, I’m going to go have breakfast. I’m sure Brother Kevin has something good and mushroomy for us to eat.” Jake said as he strapped on his gun belt.


    “Yuck.” Charles said, “I’ll just stay here and eat treeky bars. Tell Brother Kevin I already ate.”


    “Okay, later dude.” Jake said, then walked outside, closing the door behind him.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles was relieved to finally have some time alone with his new gadget. He pulled up the table of contents and started reading where he’d left off last night. Evolution of the internet through the 21st century. He had read about several decades worth of advances, last night before falling asleep, but could barely remember any of it, he’d been so tired. He skimmed back a bit, then decided to start over from the beginning. It was a multilevel interface that gave a condensed version on its face, but allowed the reader to drill down, finding deeper levels of information on the subjects touched upon, similar to the World Wide Web, but better, because it was all masterfully indexed. Charles liked it from the start, and though he was tempted to skip ahead and read about the 22nd and 23rd centuries, he wanted to get the whole story. He wanted it in a condensed form though, so he read the top level, paging through the decades and reading about increasingly fantastic sounding technologies.


    By the time he made it to the 22nd century, the Internet had transformed into something called the Hypernet, and was completely wireless and worldwide. He kept reading, for hours it seemed, going through the 22nd century and on to the mid-23rd century, which the cyclopedia treated as the present. At this point, the Hypernet existed entirely in hyperspace, so that it could transfer at speeds much faster than the speed of light, yet people still complained that it was too slow, and were looking forward to the next big advance to make it faster.


    Charles stopped reading, not bothering to dig deeper once he’d caught up to the present, two-hundred and fifty years ago. He got the gist of it, and knew that the hypernet was unlikely to still be running, unless the Rebuilders had rebuilt it. But maybe they had? He’d find out eventually.


    He finished getting dressed, putting on his boots, but not bothering to wear the bulky leather armor he’d been wearing for days. He headed outside, bringing his treasured cyclopedia with him, walking around to the front of Brother Kevin’s farmhouse dome. He went inside and Kevin greeted him, smiling as he stirred a pot on the stove. Jake was sitting at the kitchen table, fiddling with his blaster pistol and looking bored.


    “Change your mind?” Jake asked.


    “About what?” Charles asked.


    “Breakfast. Yummy mushroom porridge. It’s almost ready.” Jake said, smiling slyly.


    “You’re just having breakfast now? Isn’t it lunchtime?” Charles asked.


    Jake looked at him like he was kidding. “No, we just woke up, remember?” Jake was smiling, like he were playing a joke.


    “Yeah, like four hours ago...I figured we’d be planting by now.” Charles said.


    “Dude, it was like a half hour ago, if that.” Jake said. “Parker just left on his new stagle.”


    “I still have to go into town to get a load of seed, but we’ll get to planting before noon.” Brother Kevin said while spooning porridge into bowls for each of them.


    “I thought I was reading for hours...” Charles said, confused. “I must’ve been. I read so much.”


    “More like fifteen minutes.” Jake said, “It’s hard to tell though, since no one has a clock around here.”


    Brother Kevin brought them their porridge, setting four bowls on the table before going to call Moosh for breakfast.


    “People in the future didn’t need clocks, because the hypernet was beamed directly into their brains from hyperspace.” Charles said.


    “Dude, that’s nuts.” Jake said as he fished around in his bowl. “You learned that from your computer?”


    “Yeah, it’s pretty fascinating, actually.” Charles said.


    “I’ll bet.” Jake said, smiling. “So can you get porn on that thing?”


    “I don’t know, I haven’t tried.”


    Charles tasted a spoonful of the porridge. There was no getting around the mushrooms. It was the essence of giant mushrooms, with tiny mushroom bits throughout, and a sprinkling of minty leaves and spices that did little to disguise the taste. Charles wondered if holding his nose while he ate might make it taste better, as the pungent odor of mushroom made him feel a bit nauseous. He took solace in knowing that Jake was having no better time of it, quickly gulping down spoonfuls and swallowing, not bothering to chew at all.


    “I thought that would be the first thing you’d look for.” Jake said.


    “No, I was reading about internet technology.” Charles said.


    “Oh, that figures.” Jake said.


    


    They finished their breakfast and Brother Kevin said goodbye, as he and Moosh would be riding to town on the wagon to get seeds for the planting.


    “We should go over and see Ozzy. He’s cool.” Jake said.


    “I’m just going to wait here until Kevin gets back, but you can go.” Charles said, as he walked over to the couch near the fireplace and sat down.


    “You should come with me, dude.” Jake said, still sitting at the kitchen table, playing with his gun.


    “They’re only going to be gone for an hour. I’d rather just stay here and read.” Charles said.


    “Alright dude, just sit there.” Jake said jokingly.


    Charles activated the cyclopedia, opening to the table of contents to find something interesting to pass the time. He glanced up at Jake, who was still sitting at the table, playing with the safety on his blaster.


    “What should I look up? Besides porn, I mean. Ask me anything.” Charles said.


    “Did they ever legalize weed?” Jake asked.


    “Hmm...good question. Let me look.” Charles scanned the contents, looking for something pertinent. Jake waited as he scanned through headings, cross indexing with ancient history, drugs, medicine, and law. It took him some time searching, but he found what he was looking for, in a list that was down one level from the top. He dug down, expecting to see the list pop-up, but found a pop-up of a different sort, asking him to insert credits for more information. A flashing arrow pointed to an orange circle on the side of the casing, urging him to press a credit up to the circle before he could read the extended information.


    “It wants me to insert a fracking credit coin.” Charles said out loud.


    “Seriously? That sucks.” Jake said.


    “Yeah, really. How lame.” Charles agreed.


    “So, are you going to do it?” Jake asked.


    “It’s your question. Got a credit?” Charles asked.


    “Yeah, sure.” Jake said, reaching for his pouch of coins. “It just wants one, right? All I have are tens.”


    “I don’t think it gives change.” Charles said, then lightly shook the cyclopedia to see if it jiggled from having coins inside. It didn’t.


    “Well, I don’t want to give it a ten.” Jake complained. “Do you have a single?”


    “I think I have some left over, but you owe me.” Charles said, as he drew his own purse and emptied it into his hand, looking for a one credit coin. He didn’t find one though, as all of his coins seemed to be sevens, with a single three among them. He didn’t remember there being so many sevens, and there should be tens in there. Had someone replaced the coins in his purse while he was sleeping?


    “The smallest I have is three, so you can owe me three.” Charles said, keeping the three and putting the rest back into his purse. He’d have to count the coins later and see how much he had left.


    “Okay dude, whatever. Do it.” Jake said.


    Charles pressed the coin to the circle as the arrow instructed. The circle turned blue immediately, and the cyclopedia flashed a thank you message, then displayed the list. Charles saw that the coin was now flashing two, instead of three.


    “Oh, cool!” Charles said, “It does give change, sort of. It deducted one credit from my coin.”


    “Awesome. So I only owe you one credit.” Jake said, “Did it give you the answer?”


    “Yeah, hold on.” Charles said as he read through the list.


    “It says that they legalized in California in 2012, then when the world didn’t end, the rest of the United States legalized in 2014, and then with the exception of a few backwater places, the rest of the world in 2016, once they saw how great it was for the American economy. Legalizing weed is credited as being the main force behind a new age of global economic prosperity that lasted over one-hundred years.”


    “Shit, dude. We just missed it.” Jake said.


    “But on the bright side, it’s legal here now, right?” Charles said.


    “Yeah, I guess. The cops smoke it. But then, they always did, even when it was illegal.” Jake said.


    Charles nodded.


    “Hey, that reminds me, do you think BK would mind if we blazed up in here?” Jake asked.


    Charles shrugged. “The bunkhouse would be better, just to be safe.”


    “He’s such a hippie, though. He probably smokes up all the time.” Jake said.


    “Never with us.” Charles said, looking back at the cyclopedia.


    “He told me he walked the world, like that guy in Pulp Fiction. He probably did all kinds of drugs along the way.” Jake said.


    “I really think he’s just high on life.” Charles said. “What else should I ask the computer?”


    Jake shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    Charles looked at Jake, surprised.


    “All you want to know about is weed? Nothing else?” Charles asked.


    Jake shrugged again. “I’ll let you know if I think of something.”


    “Well, I’m just going to read here for a while, okay?” Charles said, growing impatient.


    “Yeah, dude, go ahead.” Jake said, and went back to fondling his blaster at the table.


    Charles wondered why Jake didn’t just go outside and shoot his gun, but at least he was entertaining himself. Maybe he could sneak in some reading after all. He went back to the cyclopedia and browsed the categories, looking for something interesting to read. He skipped around, reading about some of the other technological advances in the later 21st century. Flying cars had finally been invented, but worked more like helicopters or vertical takeoff jets, as anti-gravity technology was still new in 2050. After that, it became much more common. He wanted to see how anti-gravity worked, but it asked for five credits, and he didn’t need to know that much, so he moved on.


    He looked at computers, starting from 2010 and reading from there, skimming the top level pages to get an idea of how computer technology had progressed since he went to sleep. It was fascinating stuff, as breakthrough after breakthrough led to faster and more capable computers. He continued to read for some time, glancing up twice to see Jake still sitting at the table, playing with his gun’s safety switch. Charles kept reading, happy to have the chance, before he’d spend the day planting seeds in Brother Kevin’s fields. After what seemed like two hours had passed, he started to wonder why Brother Kevin hadn’t yet returned. He marked his place in the cyclopedia and shut it down, then stood up to look out the window.


    “I thought you were going to read.” Jake said while sighting down the barrel of his blaster.


    “I was just reading for the past hour. Why are you still sitting there?” Charles asked.


    “You were only reading for a couple minutes. I was just about to go outside.” Jake said.


    “It’s been hours, dude.” Charles said, “You’ve just been sitting there playing with your gun this whole time I was reading.”


    Jake smiled and looked at him like he was crazy. “It was just a few minutes, dude, really.”


    “Really?” Charles asked.


    Jake nodded, smiling.


    It couldn’t have been...he had read so much information. It had to have taken more than an hour to read all of that. Unless...he had an idea, but he had to test it somehow.


    “I think I might be speed reading.” Charles said, “Help me test it.”


    “Okay.” Jake said, looking down at the cyclopedia.


    Charles pulled the cyclopedia in front of him and picked a random topic, which turned out to be wildlife conservation. He glanced to make sure there was a good amount of text for him to read, then asked Jake to time him while he read it.


    “There are no clocks, remember?” Jake said.


    “So just count in your head.” Charles said, “Count Mississippi’s.”


    “Okay, dude. Just tell me when.” Jake said.


    “Start now.” Charles said, and immediately started reading the text. He read through the sad tale of wildlife conservation in the 21st-century, learning that progress had pushed 80% of the world’s wild animals to the brink of extinction by the mid-21st century, but things started to get better in the later half of the century when the trend was reversed by cloning the extinct animals back into the wild, resurrected from a bank of genetic samples that had been preserved and stored.


    There was a backlash from the public when conservationists went too far and resurrected an array of dinosaur species, releasing them into the wild to become general nuisances. He stopped short of reading into the 22nd century, even though things were really starting to get interesting with all the new species that were being reintroduced, but he needed to know how long this took him to read. He estimated at least four or five minutes had passed while Jake sat staring at him.


    “How long?” Charles asked.


    “Three Mississippi. You read all of that?” Jake said, surprised. “I thought you were just scrolling.”


    Charles giggled, unable to contain his excitement. “Dude!” Charles cried out. “I can speed read! It’s...it’s like a hundred to one. A hundred times faster!”


    “Wow, dude.” Jake said, not thinking it was that big a deal.


    Charles was overjoyed. Not only did he have a vast library of information at his fingertips, he could also read it at a hundred times normal speed, somehow.


    Charles thrust the cyclopedia across the table to Jake. “You read it, and I’ll count. Start here, and read this whole line of pages.” Charles said, pointing to the conservation records.


    “Dude, that’ll take me forever.” Jake protested.


    “It only took me like five minutes.” Charles said, “Just do it, please.”


    Jake rolled his eyes a little, then agreed, pulling the cyclopedia closer in front of him. “Okay, count.” Jake said, as he began to read.


    Charles started counting in his head.


    “Do I really have read all of this? I’m only halfway done and it sucks.” Jake said.


    “I only counted to two and you cut me off halfway through Mississippi.” Charles said, grinning wide.


    “Really? Cool. So Parker can probably do it too.” Jake said.


    “It has something to do with the metal in our brains, I bet.” Charles said.


    Jake stood up from the table. “Yeah, probably.” he said, turning to the kitchen window to look outside.


    “I still want to know what they did to us...why they did it.” Charles said.


    Jake raised his glownut and flipped the lid, allowing the sunlight from the window to shine into its hollowed chamber. He sniffed the glowdot vapor and flipped the lid closed, then smiled and turned to Charles, offering him the glownut.


    “Do you want to hit this?” Jake asked, smiling.


    “No, maybe later.” Charles replied, still sitting at the table.


    “I’m going to go shoot some things outside.” Jake said, as he picked up his blaster pistol from the table. He grinned and walked to the front door.


    “Later dude.” Jake said, then walked through the door, closing it behind him.


    Charles was still smiling, just staring at the table of contents, thinking about how lucky he was to be able to speed read now. He could read about everything, not just history in general, but all sorts of technologies from the future. He might become an expert on any subject, with just a few minutes time to study. He might be able to help Brother Kevin get electricity for the farm. Maybe even the whole town, and that was just one thing he might be able to do with the knowledge of the ancients in his head. The possibilities were endless, provided that the cyclopedia had enough information to teach him. He wondered how long it would take to read everything that it contained.


    He heard the sound of Jake’s blaster coming from outside, figuring he was out shooting targets behind the dome.


    Charles started reading again, this time choosing solar power as a topic, and following its history through the 21st-century, seeing a steady increase in its use and efficiency over decades, until suddenly dropping off, replaced almost entirely by fusion power in the beginning of the 22nd century. He heard the front door open, so he shut down the cyclopedia, expecting to see Brother Kevin or Jake. He was surprised to see Penny walk through the door.


    “Hello.” Penny said cheerfully as she removed her green cloak, then hung it next to the door.


    “Hi.” Charles said, smiling.


    “I came to tell you the good news.” Penny said, smiling as she walked toward the table.


    More good news, Charles thought. He was still elated about his new speed reading ability, and this was turning out to be a great day.


    “What is it?” Charles asked.


    “The mayor is planning a special picnic tomorrow!” Penny said, smiling brightly.


    “That’s great! I loved the last one.” Charles said.


    “It’s going to be in honor of the Hunters this time, because of that trip you took.” Penny said excitedly. “Everyone has been talking about it.”


    “That’s really great.” Charles said, smiling. “It was quite a trip.”


    Penny nodded. “Sennie told me all about it. She said you were good in the fight, and you saved Skeet Cooger’s life.”


    Seeing Penny smiling at him with her pretty blue eyes, Charles found himself blushing unconsciously as he tried to think of something humble to say. Penny just sat there smiling at him for a moment before breaking the silence.


    “Mother says that you have the mind speak now. So you’re not allergic?” Penny asked.


    “No, not anymore. The mind speak was gone when I woke up, though.” Charles said.


    “Oh, that is strange.” Penny said, frowning slightly.


    “Could you send me a message? Say hello in mind speak?” Charles asked.


    “Hello, Charles.” Penny said in his mind. Charles saw the pattern immediately and remembered it. It snapped back into place in his mind in an instant.


    “Thank you, Penny.” Charles replied, sending the thought like a text message.


    Penny perked up and smiled, surprised. “You have the mind speak.” she sent.


    “I just copied it from you. I saw the pattern of how it worked, and I remembered how to do it.” Charles sent, grinning.


    Penny smiled back at him, and he felt the tingling of another familiar pattern touching his mind. He locked onto it, recognizing the soul sight pattern. She was looking at his aura.


    Charles tuned his perception with ease, shifting to aura sight. He saw a shimmering green light appear behind Penny, and thought it appropriate, as it matched her light green skin. She sat there looking at him with a bright smile on her face, outlined in shimmering green light like an angel, and Charles was stunned by the beauty of the moment, wishing he could save it with a picture, or a painting.


    “Your aura is green, like my father’s.” Penny sent. The thought had the twist of a complement embedded, as a spoken word could be enhanced by the tone in which it was spoken. Charles loved how the mind speak cut straight to the point, with no hidden meanings.


    “Your beautiful aura is also green.” Charles replied, smiling.


    Penny blushed at the complement, looking down at Charles’ hands on the table.


    “Thank you for the compliment, Charles. I like green auras, and yours is very bright.” Penny replied.


    Charles marveled at the novelty of this silent conversation, how he could see her aura change slightly as she spoke. It was a whole new dimension of communication in itself, as the aura shifted to reflect emotions.


    “I like you, Penny. I’d like to be your friend and get to know you better.” Charles blurted out in a sudden burst of telepathic thought. He hoped that it didn’t seem too bold, but he felt at ease with her at this moment, sending thoughts back and forth.


    Penny did seem slightly surprised, but only slightly, as her smile never faltered, and her gaze never left his.


    “I like you too, Charles, and would also like to know you better. Will you sit with me tomorrow at the picnic?”


    “I would love to sit with you at the picnic tomorrow.” Charles replied, blushing. He was pretty sure that she had just asked him out on a date, and he had accepted.


    Penny reached across the table, looking down as she touched his hand. A lock of strawberry-blonde hair flopped down across her face, but Charles could see that she was still smiling and blushing innocently as she took his hand in hers.


    “I liked your aura the first time I saw you, when you came into the infirmary with my father. Your aura was just like his, and mine.” Penny whispered in Charles’ mind.


    “I wish I could have seen yours sooner. It makes you look even more beautiful.” Charles said honestly, relishing the soft caress of her hand for a moment until she withdrew it. Charles watched her aura sparkle with gentle blue waves as she stood up.


    “I have to get back to help mother.” Penny said out loud, and Charles was happy to hear the sound of her voice in the room. It was almost as sweet as her thought messages.


    “I’m glad you made it home safe from your trip, Charles, and look forward to seeing you tomorrow.” she said, reaching for her cloak.


    “Thanks, Penny.” Charles said, “Thanks for everything.”


    Penny flashed another smile at Charles as she opened the front door, then waved and said goodbye. Charles waved back as she closed the door, then stood there smiling for another minute, thinking of what a wonderful day this was. He wasn’t even thinking of the cyclopedia now. He had a date with Penny, and they shared the same color aura. He was lucky to have a green aura. He wondered what it meant?


    He really liked Brother Kevin as well, and had a lot of respect for him and the way he lived his life, trying to help people. Charles owed his life to Brother Kevin, and would probably do anything that Brother Kevin asked. Penny also devoted herself to helping people, working with her mother in the infirmary. He wondered if Healer Parcy also had a green aura, suspecting that she did, even though Penny hadn’t mentioned it. He’d like to talk to Penny about auras, and what the colors truly meant, as he expected she would know all about it.


    Brother Kevin arrived a short while later to find Charles still standing by the window, daydreaming with a smile on his lips.


    “I’ve got the seeds. Are you ready to work?” Brother Kevin asked cheerfully.


    “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” Charles replied with equal cheer.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles and Jake both spent the afternoon helping Brother Kevin and Moosh plow and plant the fields. They passed the time chatting together telepathically, once Charles shared the mind speak with Jake. This was the third day since they started using telepathy, and each day they’d had to reacquire the ability from someone who already had it. Charles suspected that the same thing would happen tomorrow, but for now they were both telepathic, at least until they slept.


    Charles told Jake about his date with Penny, and Jake congratulated him, though he had a hard time understanding what Penny saw in Charles, aside from his green aura. She barely looked at Jake, and he considered her to be a bit standoffish and aloof, but Charles never got that impression of her. She had always smiled at him.


    Charles looked at his friends’ auras while they worked, noting the colors. Jake was yellow, as was Bone Murphy, he remembered. Brother Kevin was bright green, much like Penny, with blue waves closer to the center. Moosh was very purple, like Parker Boll, but brighter.


    Brother Kevin prepared a casserole for dinner, consisting of cream and vegetables with chunks of bear sausage, topped with a layer of crispy dried mushroom bits. They chatted over the table throughout the meal, talking mostly about the trip to Carrindale and all that they’d seen, as they had already done the night before. Jake and Charles spoke telepathically as well, sharing their disdain for anything mushroomy, and making secret plans to hide the mushrooms where Brother Kevin wouldn’t find them. Charles giggled, apparently for no reason, several times during the meal.


    Parker Boll returned home after sundown, as they were finishing dinner. He wasn’t staying though, as he had just stopped by to get changed before going out to the tavern. Jake eagerly volunteered to accompany him, urging Charles to come with them, but Charles politely declined, planning to spend a few hours with the cyclopedia before bed. Parker put on a slick looking ancient outfit he’d bought from the Rebuilders Dome, with double-popped collars and pinstriped pants. He was really going to stand out at the tavern, and he was in high spirits, having had an enjoyable first day on his new job. Jake made a final attempt to get Charles to come out with them, but Charles politely declined again, promising to go another time.


    Jake and Parker left together on their stagles, and Charles said goodnight to Brother Kevin and Moosh before retiring to the bunkhouse to do some heavy reading. He put two logs in the wood stove before lying down to get comfortable in his bed, holding the cyclopedia on his chest like a paperback book, his face illuminated by the soft glow of the computer screen.


    He read for hours, learning more that night than he’d learned during his entire four years in high school, assimilating the information at an incredible rate. Time seemed to slow down for him as he read, seemingly for hours, without growing hungry or thirsty or tired. The flickering fire inside the wood stove seemed to slow down and freeze in place like a photograph while he was reading, but would look perfectly normal again the moment he looked at it.


    Charles determined that reading caused his mind to shift gears and run at a much higher speed, as he was able to think about what he was reading while he read, with no apparent slowdown. He watched the fire in his peripheral vision, testing the time distortion effect, and marveling at his luck. He wondered if there was any way he could push his mind into this high-speed state while not reading, but was unable to do it when he tried.


    Eventually, he went to sleep, having learned a great deal about the past, which he still considered the future. He had mulled it over a bit, drawing conclusions and insights into what might have happened to end civilization, and in the morning he would still remember those musings, but the rest of the information he’d assimilated would be lost, like his telepathic abilities, as the high-speed pathways in his brain were reformatted while he dreamed. He would awake with a clean slate, having forgotten everything he’d learned from the cyclopedia on the previous day. He would remember the thoughts he’d had while reading, confusing and disconnected from context, as if his musings had been just a dream.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake sat at the bar between Ozzy and Parker Boll, laughing and getting drunk as they waited for the bocker fights to begin. Parker had been right about the people of Unyun treating them like celebrities, as he had been treated to a continuous supply of free drinks and snacks from people at the bar who were happy to see him finally turn up at the tavern. Parker had introduced him to some of the other Hunters from the day watch and night watch, as they all seemed to be gathered here tonight, including Jake’s friends from the trip to Carrindale.


    The bartender was a jolly fat man with a long beard that was tied in two braids. He pulled Jake aside at the first opportunity to offer him a job at the tavern entertaining the patrons, offering free food and drinks in exchange for his performances. Jake politely declined, trying to explain that he wasn’t a comedian, but the bartender insisted he would pick it up easily if he tried. Jake tried to read the bartender’s mind as they spoke, but could only see a wall of glass bottles that distorted everything beyond recognition. The bartender smiled and called him a cheeky youngling, then gave him a free drink. The first of many, and Jake was having a great time, enjoying all the attention.


    He liked to be the center of attention, and had a sort of natural charisma in situations like this that came from his easy-going attitude and quick, though often juvenile, sense of humor. He understood now why Parker Boll insisted he had to come to the tavern. This was the best time he’d had in the past five-hundred years.


    The tavern was a large oval-shaped dome with a wooden back wall and a long curved bar in the center. The atmosphere was like a country western bar, without the music, as most people were dressed in leather or cloth frontier-wear. Jake had opted to wear his leather armor for this night out, since Parker had dressed up in ancient clothes, and leather armor was the next best thing, in Jake’s mind. He was keenly aware of the women in the bar who were paying attention to him. Mostly older women, as all the younger ones seemed to be here with partners.


    One woman in particular stood out to him. She was an older, raven-haired woman, probably in her late thirties, who dressed better than most of the people here. She was wearing a fancy blue dress with a black lacy corset and sparkling jewelry on her neck and wrists. She smiled seductively at Jake whenever he glanced her way, and he knew she was a cougar. Jake tried to read her mind and was confronted by a furry wall of long hair that abruptly parted like the curtains in a cinema, revealing her thoughts of passionate animalistic sex, with Jake bent over her sweaty back. He was half-wearing his old silver sleeper suit in her fantasy vision, the unitard hanging loose around his knees.


    Jake stopped spying, feeling slightly embarrassed, and took a long draw from his drink. He was feeling hot in his leather armor, and also from that vision he’d seen in the cougar woman’s mind. He decided to keep an eye on her, to save her for last call while he kept his options open, being a celebrity and all. He glanced back at the woman and she looked back with her eyebrows pinched together, frowning indignantly. She started to walk toward him purposefully, looking like a teacher who was about to give him a lecture. A moderately cute teacher, despite the annoyed look on her face.


    “We would have shared a night of passion like you’ve never known.” the raven-haired older woman whispered in Jake’s mind with a teasing tone.


    Jake looked at her, surprised and a little embarrassed, realizing that she’d been reading his mind.


    The woman flashed a crooked smile, then turned and walked toward the exit. Jake watched her go, admiring the view of her behind, realizing he might have made a dumb mistake. She actually looked pretty hot in that short blue dress and lacy black corset, especially when coupled with the carnal vision he’d seen in her mind.


    “Come see me at my plantation some time, when you have better manners.” she whispered in that same teasing tone of thought, then walked out the tavern door.


    “What’s your name?” Jake asked in reply. Even though he couldn’t see her anymore, he could still picture her in his mind.


    “My name is Giz Warrick. I’m wealthy, and generous to my special friends.” she replied.


    “Cool. I’m Jake Walker. Sorry if I offended you.” Jake replied, taking another gulp from his drink.


    “Come sit at my table tomorrow at the picnic, and you can make it up to me.”


    “Okay, it’s a date.” Jake responded, smiling. Charles wasn’t the only one who had a date for tomorrow’s picnic.


    “Jake!” A voice called from the crowd near the bocker pit. Jake recognized the voice coming from Bone Murphy, locating his blonde mohawk within the crowd.


    “Murp!” Jake responded, smiling. He stood up and made his way through the crowd to meet his friend, who was standing on the far side of the bocker pit with his friend Skeet Cooger. Skeet was sitting on a wooden crate in the fighter’s setup area.


    “You want to see this, Jake. Come watch from over here.” Bone said cheerfully. It was early in the evening, but Bone already had a good buzz on, Jake could tell. He had a pretty good buzz himself, as did most of the people in here. He made his way over to them and shook Bone’s hand like they were arm wrestling, clasping Bone’s hand in both of his own. It was Jake’s favorite bro handshake. He shook hands with Skeet next, happy to see them both again. They were supposed to be on duty working the night watch, but Skeet had made previous plans to fight his bocker tonight, and Shoo Verdy had allowed it. Shoo was in the crowd, and Jake had greeted him earlier when Parker had introduced him to the off-duty Hunters.


    “Jake’s never seen a bocker up close.” Bone said jokingly to Skeet.


    Skeet looked up at Jake, smiling, his face glowing naturally. “Oh, you want to see one up close? C’mon over here and take a look at ol’ Pook.” Skeet stood up and lifted the lid on the wooden crate he’d been sitting on.


    Jake looked inside the crate and saw something weird that resembled a giant orange turtle with a rectangular three-pointed body. Skeet bent down and reached into the box, hauling up the creature for Jake to see better. It made a quiet gurgling sound as he handled it, holding it up against his chest so that Jake could see its underside. It was roughly the size of a garbage can lid, looking like a cross between a crab and a turtle, or maybe a starfish. It had a shell like a turtle, that covered its top and bottom, with three short rubbery legs extending from holes in its underside, each with short dull claws. Jake couldn’t tell where its face was, but he assumed the triangular hole in the center of its underside was its mouth, because it had rubbery lips that were pursed closed.


    “Is that its mouth?” Jake asked, pointing to the hole in the center.


    “Ayup, and his asshole too.” Skeet said, smiling.


    “Gross.” Jake said, wondering how something could shit and eat through the same hole. That just seemed wrong, somehow.


    “Bockers do everything through there. That’s her sexhole, too.” Bone said, grinning.


    Jake looked at Bone to see if he was pulling his leg, but he seemed to be serious.


    “Ayup, they do it all through there.” Skeet said, still holding up the bocker so Jake could inspect its genitals. “You’ll see.”


    “Ayup, you’ll see.” Bone echoed as he bent over to offer the bocker a bit of tukey bread, pushing it toward the hole. The lips spread open and Jake could see some fleshy bits inside, with three smaller holes that looked identical to each other. It wrapped its orange lips around the tukey, and quickly slurped it inside.


    “Oh man, that’s gross.” Jake said, grinning.


    “What ya mean? That’s his favorite food.” Skeet said, as he leaned over to set the bocker down on the floor. Jake heard a small burp issue from beneath the creature, and remembered hearing that same sound coming up from below the outhouse.


    “I thought they liked to eat swamp muck, and shit from the shitters.” Jake said.


    “Oh ya, they like that, but ol’ Pook loves tukey too, especially before a fight.” Skeet said.


    “She likes beer, too.” Bone said, then chuckled.


    Jake was still looking at the strange creature on the floor. It rose up slowly on its three rubbery legs and opened three eyes on the topside of its shell, extending them up like small periscopes, looking around in three directions at once. It started walking slowly, heading for the bocker pit wall.


    “She can’t wait to get in.” Bone said.


    “What is it? He or she?” Jake asked, confused.


    Skeet shrugged. “Don’t know for sure. I don’t think they even have sexes, or they got both in ’em. Either way, it don’t matter.”


    “They’ll work that out in the pit, real soon.” Bone said, looking impatiently toward the bartender, eager to get started.


    Ozzy came over then, smiling and saying hello to the Hunters as he admired Skeet’s bocker on the floor.


    “Ol’ Pook’s still looking good.” Ozzy said slyly, parting his long hair so they could see his furry face.


    “Why ain’t you fighting yours tonight?” Skeet asked.


    “Thought I’d give her a rest for awhile. She’s got some young’uns coming soon, you remember?” Ozzy said.


    “Yeah, I remember alright.” Skeet replied, sounding slightly annoyed. “You still trying for blues?”


    “Ayup. I’m gonna get one this year, I think. Waiting to see.” Ozzy replied.


    Bone nudged Jake. “Ozzy’s been trying to breed a blue bocker for years, but no one’s been able to do it.” Bone explained.


    Ozzy nodded. “I’ve been feeding them some different things. I got two purples now, so I’m almost there.”


    “How many bockers you got now, Oz?” Bone asked.


    “Oh, about a dozen. Most of ’em still yearlings. I cleaned out my tanks last year and started with a whole new bunch.”


    “Got any yellows you want to trade?” Skeet asked, “Ol’ Pook favors a yellow.”


    “Yep, I know he does.” Ozzy said, smiling. “That’s how I beat him last time. Nothing easier than putting a yellow sexer up against an orange, except maybe a blue.”


    Jake sipped his beer, listening to them talk about bockers. He didn’t understand half of what they were talking about, but he’d heard similar talk all night from people at the bar. Bockers were serious business in Unyun, and people talked about them here like they talked about football in bars in the past.


    “Ol’ Pook would have won if your yellow wasn’t a sexer, you know.” Skeet said.


    “Dude, what’s a sexer?” Jake asked Bone.


    “Sexers are hot bloods. They always try to mate, even if they lose the fight, so most times they end up winning anyway.” Bone explained.


    “Some say it’s cheating.” Skeet said.


    “It’s all in the game, boys.” Ozzy said, grinning.


    “Ayup, that it is.” Bone agreed, “But you can counter a sexer with its own color, then it’s a fair fight, at least.”


    “It could go either way though, that way.” Ozzy said, “I don’t like to leave it up to chance so much.”


    Jake heard the sound of a bell ringing from the bar as the bartender tapped a bottle to get everyone’s attention. He tapped out a short pattern like a secret knock on a door, and people began to congregate near the bocker pit.


    “Okay, here goes.” Skeet said, bending down to pick up ol’ Pook, who was still pushing against the concrete wall of the pit, eager to get inside. Skeet picked up the bocker and placed him down on the rim of the pit, holding him in place, while a man on the far side of the pit brought out his bocker, doing likewise.


    Pook’s opponent looked just like Pook, only red instead of orange. They were almost identical in size. Pook raised two eyes to look across the pit, and his opponent did the same, meeting his reptilian gaze with one blinking eye.


    “Braah.” Pook bleated from his underside, and an answering bleat came from his opponent, accepting the challenge.


    Pook started to flail his little rubbery legs, trying to get a grip on the rim of the pit, but Skeet held onto him. His opponent was doing the same. They were both eager to get it on.


    The furry dwarf mechanic from the garage came out of the crowd to serve as referee, hopping up onto the rim of the pit, so people could see him. He had a wooden pipe in his hand that he puffed on, and Jake wondered what he was smoking. He announced the contestants in a croaking voice, Pook vs Roogie.


    People began to place bets on the bockers, and Shoo Verdy took them, sorting it all in his head using telepathy. Skeet lowered Pook to the floor of the pit and let him go, while his opponent did the same. The fight was on, and people cheered as the bockers faced off, stalking toward each other slowly on their stumpy legs.


    Jake wasn’t sure how they could hurt each other, or even fight at all, with their legs so short. The bockers met in the middle, bumping into each other and pushing, like a reverse tug-of-war. The bockers were triangular, and were identical on all three sides, with a single eye just above the center of each flat side. The eyes were protected on top by a bony hinged eyelid, like an alligator’s eye. The bockers stood nearly eye to eye, squinting at each other as they pushed and scraped at the dirt floor of the pit, each attempting to get under its opponent. The crowd cheered them on as they continued to struggle against each other, bleating occasionally.


    Pook made a surprising move when he wheeled sideways, dipping one corner of his shell beneath his opponent, then suddenly rearing up on two legs to roll Roogie over onto its back. Pook immediately scrambled forward, climbing onto his opponent, who’s rubbery legs were slowly flailing for something to hold onto. They struggled awkwardly, as Pook tried to pin his opponent, but was repeatedly pushed off-center by Roogie’s stubby clawed feet.


    Skeet and Bone were both yelling out, encouraging the orange bocker to get on top. One of the bockers let out a loud burp, and Pook was suddenly pushed off to the side, where he rolled off on edge, tumbling over onto his back. The two bockers lay there on their backs, side-by-side, with their rubbery legs still gripping each other like they were arm wrestling upside down. They pulled at each other, rocking back and forth as they tried to right themselves, using each other for leverage. It seemed like Pook was going to roll back over, but Roogie got the advantage and rolled over onto Pook instead. Now it was Pook’s turn to resist, as he flailed his stubby legs to prevent Roogie from pinning him. Roogie persisted, hooking two clawed feet to the rim of Pook’s shell and grinding down, pressing their undersides together flat. Pook struggled a bit more, but Roogie had him pinned, and with a final twisting adjustment, made the coupling, forming a tight, six pointed star with their bodies. The crowd suddenly grew quiet, with just a few giggles from some of the women.


    Blurp. Jake heard a quiet squishy noise, like stepping on a packet of ketchup to see how far it would squirt. Pook’s rubbery legs suddenly stiffened, and then went limp, as if he were exhausted. Roogie held on in a tight embrace, and a bubbly sound rose from between them, like blowing bubbles through a straw in a glass of milk. Roogie relaxed then, and slid off of Pook, leaving a shiny translucent trail of slime on Pook’s belly. Pook slurped the jelly and bleated quietly. “Bwee!”


    “Pook is the winner!” the furry dwarf declared, and the crowd applauded and cheered.


    “What the fuck?” Jake asked, seeming bewildered.


    Skeet was smiling as Roogie’s handler came over to congratulate him.


    “Ol’ Pook’s still got it.” the man conceded, shaking Skeet’s hand before going to collect his bocker from the pit.


    Pook was still lying on his back, contentedly blowing bubbles through the lips of his center hole, basking in his victory.


    “Aw Pook, you didn’t have to win that way.” Skeet said with affection, as he reached down to retrieve the old bocker.


    “Pook almost lost,” Bone Murphy said, “But Roogie thought he put up a good fight, so Roogie sexed him.”


    “That means ol’ Pook won the fight, because Roogie gave it to him.” Skeet said.


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy said, “If Roogie didn’t think Pook was worthy, he would have shat instead.”


    “Gross.” Jake said, then finished off his beer.


    “Ayup.” Skeet said, “That’s bockers for ya. It’s all about sexing and shitting and eating shit. That’s what they do.”


    Jake laughed out loud at how funny that sounded.


    “And people keep them as house pets?” Jake asked incredulously.


    “Ayup, Pookie lives in my cabin with me. I got another for the shitter that stays outside.” Skeet said proudly.


    “So now ol’ Pook will be pregnant, and won’t want to fight for a few months until its young’un comes.” Skeet explained.


    “I thought it was a he?” Jake said.


    “Nah, it don’t matter with bockers.” Skeet said, “If Pook had got on top, and if he had the inclination, he might have sexed Roogie, but then he’d lose the fight.”


    “Do you train them to do this?” Jake asked.


    “Nah, this is what they do in the swamp. This is what they love to do.” Skeet said, “No need to train them at all, but we do try to feed them different things to make them better fighters.”


    Bone Murphy nodded. “Or better sexers.” he added, smiling.


    “Wow.” Was all that Jake could think to say. Bockers were serious business in Unyun.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake opted to stay and keep partying when Parker Boll offered to ride home with him. He was having too much fun, and unlike Parker, didn’t have a job he had to report to in the morning. He drank until he couldn’t drink anymore, then vomited in the tavern’s outhouse, laughing when he heard the bockers slurping up his vomit in the darkness below. Bone Murphy suggested burning a glowdot to make him feel better, and Jake thought that was an awesome idea. They hid behind the outhouse, crushing glowdots in Bone’s leather pouch, inhaling the piney vapor that would keep them up all night, and expand their range of vision into the infrared and ultraviolet.


    Drugs, it turned out, were not legal in Unyun. Weed was not illegal, but also not well known, and was only legal by default, as no one had bothered to make it illegal yet. The Farmers Council was against any type of psychoactive drugs, mostly due to one addictive drug called ice, that was rampant among scavengers to the south. They didn’t want that happening here, so they put it to a town vote, making all psychoactive drugs illegal in Unyun. Drugs that were proven to be generally safe, like glowdots and poppers and even welljelly, were frowned upon by the older people in Unyun, who associated them with ice. The safe drugs were lumped in with all those other bad drugs that the scavengers in the ruins, who lived like animals, ingested in abundance. It had as much to do with class and social fears of declining morality as it did with any concern for public safety, much as Jake remembered it in the past. History was repeating itself in Unyun, at least as far as drug policy went, but like in the past, those who enjoyed drugs continued to enjoy them in private. Bone told Jake that the Hunters didn’t get involved in any sort of drug interdiction, and that at least half of the Hunters enjoyed doing drugs on a regular basis, just never at Hunter Hall. Alcohol, on the other hand, was always available to the Hunters, day and night, provided free by the town.


    


    High on glowdots and beer, Jake and Bone Murphy left the tavern together, heading over to Hunter Hall to collect bottles of treeky beer before mounting their stagles and riding off into the night. They could see everything by the light of the moon, enhanced by their glowdot vision. Shoo Verdy had allowed Bone to take the night off, but Skeet unfortunately had to stay and work his shift, being so new. They rode into the east woods on an ancient dirt road, eventually arriving at Bone’s log cabin in the woods, near the top of the east valley ridge that separated Unyun from the eastern Deadlands.


    Bone had a new drug for Jake to try. Something he was sure Jake would enjoy.


    


    * * *


    


    “I’m stretching!” Jake cried out, shouting at the clouds. “I’m already there, in both places at once! Wait, what?” Jake turned to look at Bone, hopping on his toes and rubbing his hands together. His eyes were wild looking and furtive.


    “Sit down Jake. Have another beer.” Bone said again, for the third time, trying to hand Jake a beer. They were sitting at the top of the eastern ridge, overlooking the eastern Deadlands that spread out before them under a canopy of dark clouds. Bone’s pet dog, Rolf, sat beside them, wagging his tail.


    “Give that to me, officer!” Jake exclaimed, snatching the beer from Bone’s hand and lifting it to chug. Beer poured down the front of Jake’s leather armor, and he started laughing as he continued to chug, spilling more beer on himself until the bottle was empty.


    “I love treeky beer! Fuck yeah!” Jake shouted happily, and then hurled the glass bottle over the ridge, watching it bounce down the eastern face. He tried to give Bone a high five but only managed to slap the air as Bone was still sitting down behind him.


    “Hey, save the bottles! Shoo will be pissed.” Bone protested, laughing.


    Jake looked down at his chest, dripping with spilled treeky beer, and decided to clean it off by diving into the grass and rolling. He struck the ground chest first and coughed, flopping on the ground for a moment before rolling side to side, mashing his chest into the grass and working up a sweat.


    “You should try rolling on your back, it’s more fun.” Rolf woofed in Jake’s mind.


    “Rolf! You are the coolest dog I’ve ever met in my entire life! I’m going to make you a pimp!” Jake exclaimed triumphantly, pointing at Bone’s yellow dog.


    Rolf wagged his tail. “I’d like that, but I can’t slap any bitches with my paws. Is biting allowed?”


    “Of course you can bite! You’re a dog!” Jake yelled back.


    Bone Murphy just looked on, smiling and drinking his treeky beer.


    “Then I will be the best pimp in Unyun.” Rolf replied confidently, wagging his tail.


    “Fuck yeah! Pimp dog!” Jake yelled, then jumped in the air, half expecting to fly up into the clouds on the power of sheer exhilaration, but sadly failing to fly.


    “Jake, come sit down. Have another beer.” Bone asked again.


    Jake looked at him, seeing Bone’s bright yellow aura spike with blue waves as he tried to get Jake to settle down.


    “You’re both reading my mind!” Jake yelled out, clutching his head with both hands.


    “It’s just Rolf. I can’t even do that.” Bone said, “Come sit down, I have some pipe weed.”


    Jake smiled a big toothy grin, then walked over and plopped down in the grass next to Bone.


    “Dude, I love pipe weed.” Jake said, as Bone got out his pipe.


    “Ayup, I know it.” Bone replied, smiling. He packed his pipe with pipe weed and then lit it using a wooden match.


    Jake looked up at the rolling clouds that hovered over the Deadlands, watching them swirl in the center as if something very large was moving, hidden within the cloud. It looked closer now than it had been when they arrived, and Bone had warned him that they would have to leave if the clouds got much closer. Bone handed Jake the pipe and a match, but Jake didn’t need it, as the pipe was still lit. He took a big hit from the pipe and held it in, savoring the flavor for a moment before releasing it in a gray cloud of smoke.


    “Fuck yeah.” Jake said, no longer yelling as he started to feel more relaxed. Bone handed him another beer, and he accepted it gratefully, taking a big sip as he continued to watch the clouds swirl. It was a breathtaking sight, especially with his enhanced vision that let him see the clouds in full color, seeing the warm and cold currents swirling within the cloud bank. There was something distinctly unnatural about the way those clouds moved.


    “It’s the ancient guardian of the Deadlands, up in those clouds.” Bone said, pointing to the dark disk of storm clouds that hung perpetually over the Deadlands center.


    “What is it?” Jake asked.


    “Nobody knows, but it would kill us with black lightning if we went any further down this hill.”


    “Wow...why?” Jake asked.


    Bone Murphy shrugged. “Anything on two legs, never comes back from the Deadlands. That’s how it’s always been.”


    “I’ve run through the Deadlands. It’s woodsy like here, but without humans.” Rolf woofed in Jake’s mind.


    Jake sipped his beer, pondering. “Hey Bone, can I have another hit of that swirly juice?”


    “Only if you promise not to run around again.” Bone said, “Just sit down here, okay?”


    “Okay, I promise.” Jake said, holding up two fingers in a peace sign and smiling.


    Bone smiled and retrieved a small glass vial from his pocket. It looked much like Parcy’s numbing elixir, and only required a drop to take effect, lasting for about ten minutes.


    “Pass the pipe, eh?” Rolf barked in Jake’s mind, gently nudging his arm with his cold nose.


    “Here ya go, boy!” Jake said, offering the pipe to the dog, holding it as the dog drew a long toke. Rolf held in the smoke like a real pimp dog would, before exhaling.


    Jake laughed as Bone passed him the clear vial of elixir. Happiness in a bottle, Bone had said, with a cool psychedelic twist. Jake had been happy to try it, and had no regrets. He’d never felt more happy in his life.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 23


    Assimilating


    


    Charles woke up early, eager to get in some more reading before the picnic. Parker Boll was still sleeping in his bunk, and Charles looked at him, trying to see his aura. It didn’t work, as he suspected it wouldn’t. He would have to re-learn it every day if he wanted to have it, along with any other psychic abilities he might acquire.


    Charles reached for his cyclopedia on the table beside his bunk. He remembered reading for many hours last night, but couldn’t remember much of the details. He turned on the cyclopedia and looked at the table of contents, scanning the headings and remembering having read many topics, but not remembering what he’d read, exactly. Someone else might have just shrugged it off, but Charles was immediately concerned.


    He tested himself, checking topic after topic. Anything that seemed familiar, reading a bit of the text to see if he remembered. He had vague recollections with each topic. Things he’d been thinking about while reading it, but not the actual text. He kept testing himself until he was positive of what had happened. Everything that he had read at high speed was gone from his memory, leaving only fragments that only made sense when he reread the text. It was like his psychic abilities that would fade overnight, and like those, he would have to relearn information, probably every day, if he wished to retain it. He stayed in his bunk eating treeky bars as he pondered the problem, saying goodbye to Parker Boll when he woke up and dressed to leave.


    Charles remembered thinking about how it all came together last night. The great war. He didn’t remember reading anything about a great war, but he had thought about the many factions of future society that clashed on a regular basis in small wars that seemed to be growing more frequent and more devastating, and had assumed that it was these conflicts that had eventually lead to a great war. He wasn’t sure why he had assumed that, but he remembered thinking it. If only he had taken notes. He’d had a lot of information to work with, by the time he went to sleep, so the best time to take notes would be before bed. He might start keeping a diary, he thought. The cyclopedia was also a computer of limited capability, but keeping a diary was something it could handle easily.


    He went into the computer’s virtual control panel, checking its memory capacity and seeing that it had room to hold at least a decade’s worth of video diary entries, but he would prefer text, because he could then read it back at high speed each morning. That was the solution, he thought, proud of himself for taking the time to work it out. He stayed in his bunk, playing with the computer and seeing what it could do. He set up an icon that would open the diary for him to record, storing each entry in a simple database. He could speak the words aloud, and it would record it as text. So that problem was now solved. He just had to remember to make his diary entries, and refresh his memory by reading it back each morning.


    He spent some more time experimenting with his speed reading ability, watching the fire in the wood stove for time distortions as he tried to read out loud, discovering that this created a jerky, uneven distortion that made his throat and tongue hurt. He imagined himself trying to speak very very fast and not being able to keep up. That was no workaround. Eventually, Brother Kevin came looking for him, asking if he were going to have breakfast. Charles politely declined, explaining how he was working on a problem with the cyclopedia, and was saving his appetite for the cookout.


    “I ran into Penny on the way home yesterday.” Brother Kevin said, smiling. “She said, you’d be sitting at her table today. She seemed very happy about it.”


    Charles looked up from the cyclopedia, surprised that Brother Kevin hadn’t mentioned it yesterday.


    “Yeah, she said she wanted to be friends.” Charles replied. “I like Penny. She’s really nice.”


    Brother Kevin nodded, still smiling. “I think she feels the same way about you. And so do I.”


    Charles smiled. “So you approve?”


    “Of course I do, Charles. You’re a good man at heart. I knew it soon after I met you, and so did she.”


    “Thanks brother, it means a lot to hear you say that.” Charles said earnestly.


    “You’re welcome, brother.” Kevin said. He looked like he wanted to say more, but just smiled instead.


    


    * * *


    


    It was a good day for a picnic. The weather had warmed up, and the sun was shining, with no hint of rain. Charles rode his stagle into town with Brother Kevin and Moosh. He left his cyclopedia home, not wanting to be distracted by its siren call during the picnic. He was looking forward to his date with Penny. Looking forward to getting to know her better. He didn’t expect there to be any making out, or anything like that. He’d be sitting at the table with her and her mother, with the entire town watching. He intended to be respectful and polite and friendly.


    They arrived at Unyun’s town square, tying off their stagles before walking into the picnic ground. Brother Kevin and Moosh chose one of the smaller tables in the center, where yaybos congregated, inside the ring of plantation pavilions. Kevin pointed out the councilor’s pavilion, where Penny and Parcy would be sitting with Penny’s aunt and uncles. Charles approached the table, spotting Penny already sitting by her mother’s side. Penny smiled at him as he approached. She was wearing a pretty green dress with a ring of colorful flowers around her head.


    “Hello, Charles.” he heard her say in his mind. He copied the pattern and responded in kind.


    “Hello Penny, thank you for sharing the mind speak again.”


    “You’re welcome, Charles.” Penny responded as Charles walked up to the table, unsure of where he should sit.


    “Come sit beside me, Charles.” Penny sent, smiling and patting the seat beside her with one pale green hand. Charles felt the pattern of soul-sight touch his mind and he grabbed it, adding it to his list of psionic abilities for the day.


    Charles did as he was instructed, pausing to say hello to Penny’s relatives, who all had dark green skin and hair, like her mother. Charles was the only white person at the table, he realized, thinking it was funny and a little strange.


    “Mother’s clan is from the northwest. They are all green-skinned. Mother sent for them when I was a baby, to come live here in Unyun with us.”


    “She needed help raising a baby.” Charles replied knowingly.


    “Yes, they were happy to come help, and once here they decided to stay and make this their new home.”


    “Oh, so green!” Penny’s aunt said, looking admiringly at Charles. Her two uncles uttered quiet agreement, inspecting Charles’ bright green aura. He could feel them, like a tingling caress inside his mind. He switched to aura sight, looking at Penny’s aunt. He expected to see another green aura, but was surprised to see it was blue, like the sky. Soul-sight must run in the family, Charles thought.


    “How are you doing today, Charles? Headaches all gone now?” Healer Parcy asked.


    “Yes, Ma’am.” Charles replied.


    “I haven’t heard that word since the cryote Johnson came to town.” Parcy said. “What does it mean, Charles?”


    “Ma’am. It’s umm...it’s...” Charles stammered.


    “Use your mind, Charles, if that helps.” Penny sent.


    “It’s a term used to show respect when speaking to an older woman, especially Penny’s mother.” Charles sent to Healer Parcy.


    Parcy smiled. “Ah, that’s nice, Charles. You can just call me Parcy, though, okay?”


    “Yes, Ma’am.” Charles said respectfully.


    Penny giggled and nudged Charles under the table, smiling.


    “Yes, Healer Parcy, Ma’am.” Charles said, aware of Penny’s relatives all looking at him. He was starting to flounder, as he often did in awkward social situations.


    “It’s okay, Charles, you can relax.” Penny said lightheartedly.


    “Sorry, I get nervous sometimes around new people.” Charles blurted out. He had been looking at her uncles’ auras. He could only focus on one at a time, and both had been blue, though one was more purplish. Healer Parcy was turquoise, halfway between blue and green.


    “It’s good to meet you, Charles.” Penny’s uncle Ricky said. He had a dark blue aura, with a stubbly green beard and mustache.


    “I’m happy to be here.” Charles said, smiling.


    “What did you do before the ancients poisoned the earth?” Ricky asked, leaning over the table to look at Charles.


    “I made websites, mostly.” Charles said, then elaborated, seeing that uncle Ricky didn’t understand. “I was a writer. I wrote things for people to read, to teach them how to use computers.” Charles explained.


    “A writer and a teacher! That’s very admirable.” Uncle Ricky said, smiling.


    Charles had never thought of it that way, but it was true. His original motive in writing those tutorials had been to help people, but it was also a way to make money. It hadn’t started out that way though, because in the beginning he did it just to share. It was only later when he found that he could earn a meager living from it, that he put more effort into making more tutorials and websites. He imagined that if money had never been an issue, he would have made the tutorials anyway, just to share.


    “It was a way to make money.” Charles said in a weak attempt to sound humble, realizing that he could have probably worded that better. He hated being nervous like this, but hadn’t anticipated so many eyes being on him. He had only been thinking of how nice it would be to spend time getting to know Penny, and here he was sitting beside her, practically ignoring her.


    “What is it like, sleeping for so long?” Penny’s Aunt Darcy asked him. She had a blue aura, like her husband, and wore flowers in her hair like Penny.


    Charles smiled. That was an easy one. “I don’t really know, I was asleep the whole time. I woke up hungry, though.”


    “Did you dream a long dream?” Darcy asked, smiling.


    Charles turned to look at Penny, seeing her bright green aura radiating out from her body, with tiny rippling waves of yellow as she smiled back at him.


    “I didn’t dream at all, but sometimes it feels like all of this is a dream.” Charles said, still looking at Penny’s radiant aura and smiling.


    “What are you going to do now, boy?” Penny’s other Uncle Dunny asked, somewhat gruffly. He had a blue and purple aura, and it spiked more purple as he spoke.


    Charles was intrigued by the colors people radiated, and how they changed while people spoke, seeing it as a new, hidden layer of communication and understanding, though he still didn’t know what the colors represented. What was he going to do now? He wasn’t sure what to say in response to that, as he hadn’t given it much thought.


    “I’m helping Brother Kevin with his fields, and studying ancient history.” Charles replied, “After that, I don’t really know.”


    Uncle Dunny nodded slowly, inspecting Charles aura, he suspected. Charles watched Uncle Dunny’s aura grow more blueish, and thought it was a good sign.


    “Charles, can you tell my uncles about your trip to Carrindale? They’d really like to hear all about it.” Penny said.


    “Okay.” Charles said, smiling. That would be easy, but he’d want to skip the parts where they took drugs. No need to talk about that now.


    “Yes, skip the drugs, they want to hear about how you defeated the bandits in Barton.” Penny said in Charles’ mind.


    Charles almost replied when he suddenly realized that Penny was listening to his thoughts this whole time. He felt a moment of panic, wondering if she’d heard him thinking of how he’d like her to be his girlfriend, fearing that she might be scared off by something like that, as they hadn’t really known each other very long. Did she know that he had thought about kissing her pretty green lips? Did she know now? Now that he was thinking about it again? He felt a rising panic that made him want to slink away, back to the bunkhouse to be alone with his thoughts.


    “Charles, I’m sorry. Your thoughts don’t scare me. It’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid.” Penny said sweetly in Charles’ mind.


    She sent another message then, without words. It was a kiss, as she had imagined kissing him would be. It was very sweet.


    Charles felt a rush of emotion that nearly overwhelmed him. Such sweet relief! He trembled slightly while Penny’s uncles looked at him across the table, waiting to hear his epic tale of bravery in the face of danger. But Charles was looking at Penny, smiling now. She looked back at him, smiling warmly. You don’t have to be afraid, she had said. Her green lips, kissing his.


    “You can read my mind, Charles.” Penny sent invitingly.


    Charles was afraid to do it. What would he see? Was that wrong?


    “Read my thoughts. See my feelings. Don’t be afraid.” She was giving him an order now, and naturally Charles complied.


    He looked into her mind, at first seeing a wall of pretty wildflowers that parted to show Penny looking back at him, wearing a gauzy green dress and flowers in her hair. She was thinking about how much she enjoyed listening to Charles’ thoughts, learning what he was like. She knew him much better than he ever imagined, having read his thoughts extensively during past meetings. And she liked him. She liked his thoughts, and she liked that he liked her and wanted to get to know her. She wanted to share deep thoughts with him, where there would be no secrets, and was hoping to do this later, if he was willing.


    “I like you Penny, but I’m afraid you won’t like me if we share deep thoughts like that.” Charles sent.


    “I already like you Charles, and you don’t need to be afraid. When you’re ready, we can share. I’d like that. I think you will too.” Penny replied.


    He knew that what she was saying was true, because he could read her thoughts as they formed. She was falling in love with him, and he knew it without her telling him.


    Charles felt his stress rising again, as his first thought was to stop reading her mind, like he was being too voyeuristic, seeing thoughts like that. But he didn’t break off the contact, because the feeling of love that came across seemed very innocent and natural. She knew him from his thoughts, and it had only made her like him more. She sensed his turmoil, and was distressed herself by it, which made her want to share deep thoughts even sooner, because it would ease the tension, and all would become clear. This is what she was thinking, looking forward to the moment when Charles was ready to share, because it would all be better then, once he knew her like she knew him. She wanted to share herself with him, so he wouldn’t be afraid anymore, and then he might love her, too.


    “I wish I could say ‘I love you’ but I don’t know you well enough. I want to share with you, so I can know you. I would like that.” Charles said in Penny’s mind.


    “That makes me feel happy and filled with anticipation. I think once you tell your story and the food is served, we might find a moment to share.” Penny replied.


    Charles smiled at Penny and stopped reading her mind, turning his attention back to her two uncles, who were waiting patiently for him to begin his story.


    “Okay, so we rode to Carrindale on a mission for counselor Flint Rugal...” Charles began to tell the tale. Penny’s relatives listened with rapt attention, while she did the same, smiling, her bright green aura illuminating her like an angel. She looked at Charles’ aura the same way, he knew, from having seen it in her mind while she looked at him. He was able to relax as he told the story, even becoming somewhat comfortable with the knowledge that Penny was reading his every thought. She liked reading his thoughts, so of course he let her, not asking her to stop.


    The tapping of forks from the pavilion tables signaled the start of the picnic, as it had before. The childrens choir came out and sang the anthem of Unyun, ‘Sweet Land’, followed by a short sermon from the keeper of the Processor Bible, Orren Weaver, who urged everyone to applaud for the brave Hunters who had made this picnic possible. The Hunters received a standing ovation from the entire town, and Shoo Verdy called for Charles and Jake to stand up and take credit, explaining how they might not have made it back if not for their bravery. The people cheered and applauded, and Charles felt like a real hero in that moment, and it felt good.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake waved at the crowd, smiling broadly. They thought he was a hero! This was awesome. He looked down at Giz, the raven-haired older woman from the tavern. She was looking back at him, smiling appreciatively while lightly clapping. She was looking hot in a low cut red dress, and Jake didn’t care that she was a cougar. He liked cougars! And she really liked him. Today was a great day, and though he was really enjoying the food, he couldn’t wait to get back to Giz’s plantation to spend the night with her. She had been teasing him, sending erotic images into his mind that were shocking at first, but really got Jake’s attention. He was very happy that he’d met her at the tavern last night. Today was a good day to be a cryote.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles and Penny reached out to each other’s minds, sharing deep thoughts. They sat there at the picnic table smiling, only vaguely aware of the picnic, as each began to explore the other’s innermost thoughts. Charles felt like he was standing in a cathedral of memories and dreams, all calling out to be shared. He felt her asking soft questions in his subconscious and his subconscious mind eagerly providing answers, while he watched scenes of Penny growing up in Unyun, laughing and frolicking in green fields. It was a profound experience to him, being so open, having spent his life apart from people and disconnected. He was free in her mind, and her in his. There were no secrets, and he understood her and what made her happy. He would make her happy, and she would be his girlfriend, and they would frolic in the grassy fields together, and ride stagles with the wind in their hair. And he would show her what was beautiful to him in the ancient world, as he remembered it.


    Charles didn’t know how much time he spent in Penny’s mind, but before it was over they made plans for another date. They would ride stagles together, and she would show him some places he’d love to see. Penny gave Charles a warm hug before leaving to go home with her relatives at the end of the picnic. She blew him a kiss in his mind to remember, and he kissed her likewise in return. He was in love.


    


    * * *


    


    Over the next week, Charles met with Penny every day, spending the afternoons together when Charles finished digging at Shard Mountain. They rode stagles together, and shared stories just to hear each other’s voices out loud, while reading each other’s thoughts. They kissed by a waterfall for the first time, and professed their love to each other, both in voice and thought. They met by the waterfall every day after that, and it became their special place.


    Charles continued to study the cyclopedia, making nightly diary entries that he would read back each morning. He learned about advanced computer hacking and was highly intrigued by it, so much so that he rode into town one day to buy an advanced hacker’s tool-kit that he was still learning to use. He intended to get answers from the hologram professor one way or another, even if he had to hack its brain. He relearned the fine points of hacking every morning from his diary notes until he knew most of the basics without having to study.


    He continued to go with Brother Kevin, Moosh, and Jake on most mornings to dig at Shard Mountain, stockpiling artifacts they dug up there. They made plans to take another trip to Carrindale in the summer to go on a shopping spree for ancient high-tech gear.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake continued to spend time with his mistress, Giz Warrick, sleeping over at her plantation most nights and returning home in the morning to go digging. She gave him gifts, despite his weak objections, dressing him up like a real gunslinger from an old western movie. He loved it. He also spent evenings at the tavern, hanging with Bone and Skeet. One day he came home with a gift for Brother Kevin, handing him a purse with five hundred credits, to repay him for his generosity in letting the cryotes live on his farm. Brother Kevin tried to decline, but Jake insisted, since the money had come easily and made him feel strangely dirty for hoarding it. The only thing left that he really wanted was a mark seven beamer pistol, with a half-second recharge rate, and he knew he could afford that already with his share of the profits from selling artifacts, once they sold them.


    During the digging, Jake and Charles worked on building their psychic walls, now that they’d learned how to use them. People would no longer listen uninvited to their thoughts, as their minds had been open doors. They would be confronted by the wall now, and would have to knock. Charles built his wall of sturdy stone blocks, because that’s how he had started it, and he liked how it looked. Jake made his of weed, like a field of tall plants that couldn’t be seen through. Charles was not surprised.


    


    * * *


    


    Parker Boll was fitting right in with the Hunters and life in Unyun. He became a staple at the tavern, going there each night after work and usually leaving with a new lady friend, offering to escort her home. He looked sharp in his double popped-collar outfit, with shiny pinstriped pants and a pistol on his side.


    They were all citizens of Unyun now, acclimating to their new lives in the future. They had found a new home that was, to each of them, better than their lives before the long sleep. Unyun was like paradise in some ways, and just pleasant otherwise, as each of them came to realize, individually, while settling into their new lives.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 24


    Broadcast Terror


    


    Charles stood staring at the metal detector, homing in on a new treasure source buried beneath the shards. Moosh had just finished cracking a large shard slab that gave access to a hollow area, where they hoped to find more good artifacts. they’d been following a trail of artifacts that seemed to have rolled down the mountain with a great avalanche, possibly spilled from a building that lay crushed beneath tons of glass. They had been working their way deeper into the shard maze all week, inspired by the sight of the Rebuilders’ giant robot that moved great slabs of rubble at the main dig site in Carrindale. This was their own private dig site, and they were surely becoming rich with all the things they’d found, and continued to find every day.


    Charles was startled by a sudden loud klaxon sound that wailed across the valley from the east, toward Unyun, rising and falling in pitch like a police siren. Everyone stopped to listen, looking for the source of the sound. They were more than a third of the way up the mountain, and had a good view of the valley from here. Charles could see from the look on Brother Kevin’s face that this was no normal sound, and it seemed to be coming from multiple sources in the valley. The sound echoed like a warning, but they could see nothing amiss.


    Charles felt something moving on his leg. He looked down to see his leather ammunition pouch bulging as something tried to break free from within. A hole appeared, and round bullets began to pour out onto the ground. They were bullets that he’d been given at the first picnic, known locally as ‘bugshot’. They were perfectly round like ball bearings, and had been made by the ancients, then scavenged from the ground like ancient Indian arrowheads. Charles hadn’t thought anything of them other than being happy they were of such high quality, but now, as he saw them pouring out on the ground, he realized that they were somehow alive.


    They hit the ground and unrolled like chrome pill-bugs, scurrying like roaches and rushing toward Charles’ feet. He saw them start biting his boot and he screamed like a little girl, kicking them away frantically as more poured out onto the ground.


    Moosh strode over and started stepping on them as Charles ran away, terrified of the tiny robots that looked like insects. He left a trail of them in the dirt as he ran, and they came together in a line like a snake, chasing after him.


    “Holy fuck!” Jake yelled out, as his own ammo pouch burst open, spilling a torrent of silver pill-bugs on the ground at his feet.


    Moosh cried out in pain as one of the bugs bit into his armored pink ankle, burrowing between the cracks in his skin. He didn’t have to reach down, as his oversized arms could easily touch the ground. He plucked the bug out of his ankle and threw it, continuing to stomp on the metal bugs, but having little effect. They didn’t squish, and kept attacking relentlessly.


    “We can outrun them!” Brother Kevin shouted, gauging the speed of the snake-like swarm that was following Charles. He took off running, and Jake was right with him, followed by Moosh. They intersected with Charles at a y-intersection in the shard maze, and ran together to outrun the swarm of ancient titanium assassin bugs.


    The klaxon sirens continued to wail across the valley, originating from multiple sources, and another whistling sound began to grow in the distance, growing louder as the four of them continued to run, heading down the the mountain through the maze of shards. They tried not to be reckless, as a slip in the shards could easily be fatal.


    The screaming sound grew in volume, like a whistling firework rocket, growing louder from the south, in the direction of Barton.


    Charles saw a streak of light come into view in the southern valley, leaving a rocket trail of smoke behind it as it flew low over the treetops, hugging the contours of the land as it approached Unyun at an incredible speed, streaking across the valley.


    “Screamers!” Brother Kevin shouted as they ran. “We need shelter, now!”


    “What are they?!” Charles called out.


    “Flying bombs! They bring the glow!” Kevin shouted.


    Charles glanced back behind them, seeing the front of the swarm snake receding, unable to keep up with them but still too close for comfort. What good would it be to take shelter if they would just be eaten by that swarm?


    He saw a bright light on the southern horizon light up the dark clouds from below, somewhere over Barton. He saw more rocket trails snaking along the east mountain ridge, at least half a dozen, flying at near-supersonic speed, just above the treetops. They swarmed into the valley from the south, flying north toward Unyun Center.


    “There!” Moosh bellowed, pointing to a shard ramp that extended over the shards to the side of the path. Brother Kevin turned and ran up the ramp, looking around to see where they could go from there. Charles and Jake followed, with Moosh still in the rear.


    They ran out onto the long shard that extended like a diving board over the sea of glass shards. There was a crevice in the earth below them that looked like a river of broken glass. Moosh ran ahead of the others as they slowed near the edge. The pink giant stepped across a gap in the shards that was at least eight feet wide, using his long arms to assist him. He turned and motioned for the rest to follow, wheezing through his narrow nose slits, trying to catch his breath. The others quickly made their way to the edge and Moosh reached across to lift them over the gap one at a time like children, setting them down safe on the other side. Brother Kevin pointed to a narrow gap between two sturdy looking shard slabs, and they crowded into the makeshift bomb shelter.


    Once the others were safe, Moosh collapsed at the front of the gap, gasping for breath. Brother Kevin went to help him, offering the vial of breathing elixir he kept on hand for times when Moosh had trouble breathing. They huddled there, listening to the klaxon sirens, waiting for the missiles to strike.


    There was a bright flash in the sky behind them, and they saw the flash reflected in the shards, lighting up the sky. It was followed almost immediately by a thunderous boom that rattled the shards, starting small avalanches all along the mountain. A strong wind blew by them, racing up the mountain and then coming back down, blasting them with dust and pebbles.


    Charles could see a bright purple mushroom cloud rising up, reflected in the shards, and he felt afraid, not for himself but for Penny. She was working at the infirmary with her mother, and for all he knew, it might all be gone now, blown away in a nuclear explosion.


    They could still hear the screamers whistling through the valley, and there was another flash of light followed by another shard rattling boom that swept over them, and all they could do was huddle together in their glass shelter. Moosh started to recover and tried to stand up, but Brother Kevin urged him to stay down. He wanted to protect his brothers, and would try to hold back an avalanche of shards to protect them, if he could just catch his breath.


    The sirens continued to wail, and the screamers sounded more distant as several continued flying north along the valley toward the Possie Lands. They heard more distant explosions, and Charles saw the swarm of titanium assassin bugs crowd up to the edge of the long shard they’d crossed, stopping at the edge before turning back to find another way. They wouldn’t give up so easily, Charles suspected. He cried out in his mind for Penny, trying to reach her and see that she was safe, but he didn’t have the mind speak yet today. He would have gotten it from her later, when they’d meet at their special place by the waterfall.


    The sound of distant screamer missiles ended with one final boom in the distance, somewhere deep in the northern Possie Lands, and the klaxon sirens abruptly fell silent.


    “Penny!” Charles cried out, distraught. He ran out from the shelter and looked toward Unyun, fearing the worst. He saw a great cloud of fiery smoke billowing up into the sky over Unyun. “No!” Charles cried out, as Jake and Brother Kevin ran up beside him.


    There were two clouds rising, both in the direction of Unyun Center. Charles began sobbing in despair, believing Unyun to be destroyed.


    “I can see Unyun. It wasn’t hit!” Brother Kevin shouted. He was looking through his spyglass, something they’d dug up recently. Their ears were still ringing from the explosions, and the air was growing more dusty, making it harder to see.


    Charles looked up, hopeful, desperate to see Unyun unharmed. He could see the fire raging on the ground, but could see the walls of Unyun silhouetted before the glowing cloud that rose up behind the town.


    “It’s hit the bridge, or the east crossroads, but Unyun’s walls still stand.” Brother Kevin announced, putting away the spyglass in a leather pocket.


    Moosh had recovered and came up to see, looking out over the shards in the direction of Unyun.


    “Big fire in swamp.” Moosh said, as his height allowed him to see a bit farther.


    There were strange sounds echoing up from the east toward Unyun Center. It was the sound of flintlock arms firing on the east mountain. They could also hear a humming blast sound, like a large plasma cannon being fired.


    “What is that?” Charles shouted.


    “I don’t know, but we should return!” Brother Kevin shouted back.


    Charles couldn’t agree more, and they started moving, finding their way back to the path that led out of the shards where their stagles would hopefully still be waiting for them. They rounded a corner and came upon the titanium assassin bug swarm, now lying motionless and rolled up on the ground like a box of marbles that had been spilled in the dirt, looking like ordinary bugshot rounds again.


    They gave the sleeping swarm a wide berth as they sprinted past, heading back toward the ramps that would lead back to Unyun. They could hear the sounds of gunfire, still, with more frequent firing, and even the sound of automatic gunfire coming from the direction of Unyun.


    They tried to see when the path allowed them, and Charles was the first to spot the source of the commotion. He saw the flash of something metal reflecting the fiery sky behind Unyun. A sleek round shape emerged from the smoke, hovering slowly over the treetops. It looked like a silver flying saucer, with a smooth flat bottom and an array of rotating turrets and cannons on its edges and topside. It had a dreadful glowing red eye that swept back and forth across its path, targeting anything that moved while unleashing a constant barrage of plasma bolts and fast tracking lasers in several directions at once.


    “Mercy to Unyun!” Brother Kevin shouted in alarm. “It’s an apocalypse warbot!”


    Charles couldn’t see what the warbot was targeting on the ground due to the smoke, but knew there would be many wounded or dead along the robot’s path of destruction.


    They made it to the bottom of the ramps and started up them, losing sight of the advancing warbot until they reached the top. There was fire rising from Unyun’s north wall near Lake Unyun, and the warbot was closer now, having already passed the town, following the northwest road toward Brother Kevin’s farm.


    People came out to shoot flintlocks at the approaching metal monster that hovered silently above the trees. The lead balls had no apparent effect, and the robot fired rockets in return that exploded in purple mushroom clouds as large as Brother Kevin’s dome house. The robot’s weapons started fires all along its path as it floated across Unyun, targeting anything that moved with its weapons of destruction.


    Charles and his friends ran to their stagles, who were agitated but had stayed put where they were hitched. Moosh was out of breath again, inhaling his breathing elixir as he mounted his riding ox. He would recover while they rode. They all mounted up and started riding toward Unyun, hearing the constant sound of gunfire and rockets as the warbot continued to advance, blasting anything in its path that moved. They rode on, listening to the sounds of war through the trees as they could no longer see what was happening from ground level.


    By the time they reached the northwest road, the warbot had already passed. They saw it drifting up the west valley slope, heading into the Badger Lands to the west. They didn’t think to follow, instead heading straight toward Unyun, seeing signs of destruction along the way.


    They came to a wounded man who’d had his arm shot off and had tied off the stump with his shirt. Charles sprayed his stump with bloodstop and took him on his stagle to bring to the healer. They encountered more people along the way, some who’d been wounded in explosions and gunfire, slowing to help them even as Charles grew increasingly impatient, wanting to see that Penny was safe. A wounded man thanked him telepathically and he latched onto the pattern immediately.


    “Penny!” he called out to her mind, not knowing if he could reach her at this range. He couldn’t sense her mind at all.


    “Jake, I have to go ahead, tell Brother Kevin, okay?”


    “Go ahead!” Jake replied in Charles’ mind, having just copied the pattern from Charles.


    “Hold on tight!” Charles commanded the one-armed man behind him as he jerked the reins, urging his stagle to run. He felt the man slipping and reached back to hold him but didn’t slow down. The man wrapped his arm around Charles shoulder, holding onto his collar as they galloped toward Unyun, passing more wounded people, most of whom were walking and limping toward Unyun Center. Charles ran past them, trusting that Brother Kevin would be along to help.


    He came over a small rise and saw a terrible sight. People were stacking bodies at the scene of a standoff, where rural yaybos had tried to mount a defense against the floating metal juggernaut, severely outmatched with their flintlock weapons against plasma bolts and atomic rockets. The bodies were burned and dismembered, and Charles could see Ozzy and his wife Ayna helping to drag the bodies of their neighbors and friends to the side of the road.


    “I’ll send help from town when I get there. Brother Kevin is also coming behind me.” Charles sent to Ozzy as he rode by, not expecting a response since Ozzy wasn’t telepathic.


    Charles raced on toward Unyun, passing more wounded people along the way until he reached Lake Unyun, where he could finally see the town again. The wooden stockade wall on Unyun’s north side was burning along its entire face, and the day watch Hunters were there fighting the fire, using the town’s makeshift fire wagon that was pulled by a team of six nervous stagles. He saw Parker Boll and Torrin Kale working together near the west gate, using hand-held water cannons like ancient super-soaker water-gun toys that were connected to heavy water filled backpacks they each wore.


    “ Penny! ” Charles called out to her mind, and this time he felt her.


    “Charles, are you alright?” she replied anxiously.


    He opened his mind to her, showing her what he’d seen, as she did the same for him, showing him how the town had been plunged into chaos with the awakening of long dormant ancient weapons of war. Many people had been wounded by swarming metal bugs, and there had been an explosion at the artifact dealer’s dome, Kreeks Anteeks. The infirmary was filling up too quickly, and mother had sent for help from a handful of others with healing abilities in town. She wanted Charles to be there with her. She’d been terribly worried.


    “I’m coming. I’m already here.” Charles reassured her, breaking the deep link as he turned his attention back to the burning wall. He didn’t dare try to ride through the fire, so he turned and rode along Unyun’s west wall, all the way around to the south gate, which was still undamaged. The gate guards opened the gate for him quickly, seeing that he had a wounded man with him. He rode straight to the infirmary, where people waited outside to be treated, almost like the hospital in Carrindale.


    “Thank you!” the one-armed man said as Charles helped him down from the saddle. Charles nodded in reply.


    “I’m sorry for your loss.” Charles said in his mind, unable to express it in words as he rushed into the infirmary.


    Penny was there by her mother’s side, helping her stand as she laid hands on a bloody mutant woman who’s skin was flayed open and burned across her face. Councilor Flint Rugal was also there by her side, with a hand on Parcy’s shoulder. Parcy swooned as the woman’s wounds closed, leaving only faint scars in place. Parcy’s dark green skin was pale, almost as light as Penny’s, and she looked beyond exhausted. Flint was concentrating deeply, lending Parcy strength with his own innate ability to channel and amplify the psychic energy of others. All of the beds were filled with wounded people, as were the chairs at the rear of the dome, and people were even sitting on the floor. There were two other healers tending to people in the rear who’s injuries were less life threatening.


    “How can I help?” Charles asked out loud, wishing he knew how to heal people with his mind.


    “You can help Laria with bandaging the people in back.” Parcy said, sounding tired.


    “Alright.” Charles replied, heading toward the back of the dome. He greeted Laria, a homely looking middle-aged woman from east Unyun who possessed minor healing abilities, able to knit flesh and veins back together but unable to heal broken bones or other major injuries. She was like a living can of bloodstop, Charles thought, as he drew his own half-full can to assist her. She was grateful for the help, asking him to tend to the people with minor injuries while she focused on stopping internal bleeding in others.


    Charles read Penny’s thoughts as he worked, as he was now accustomed to doing, sensing that she was using an ability of her own as she assisted her mother. It was a pattern that Charles didn’t recognize, and at the same time seemed somehow familiar. He tried to focus on it, but it wouldn’t come clear as it wasn’t actually touching his own mind. He asked her what it was, and she explained that she was adding strength to her mother’s will, as was Flint Rugal, by channeling their energy together. It was a rare ability that few possessed, but she had been born with it, as had Councilor Flint.


    Charles wished that he had that ability, so he could help out more effectively as he tended people’s wounds, using up the last of his bloodstop spray. He tried to assist Laria then, as she, too, was looking exhausted from the mental effort. He watched as she healed a man who was bruised and swollen all over from being trampled by a stagle during the screamer attack. She swooned and Charles thought she might pass out and fall. He reached out to help her, holding her arm to give her support and felt a strange connection as they touched, like a weak electric current flowing between them. He felt her mind without trying, feeling her weakness and giving her strength. He did it without thinking how. It just happened naturally as he reached out to lend the woman support. Laria straightened up and looked at him, surprised, and the feeling subsided.


    “You are a channeler?” she asked.


    “I don’t know?” Charles replied, even more surprised than she was.


    “You are, and bless you for it. Come help me again.” Laria said, moving on to the next person. Charles did as he was told, wondering if she was right. Laria looked at him as if to ask if he were ready, and he nodded, placing a hand on her arm as he’d seen Penny do so many times in the past. He didn’t feel anything at first, but then when Laria laid her hands on the wounded woman, he felt her power manifest, like a tingling sensation in his hand. He tried to help her, not knowing how, but feeling the electric energy between them. He closed his eyes and felt her power channeling outward, pulling on him like a vacuum.


    He pushed back, adding his strength of will to hers and sensing her power flow stronger from both of them. He felt slightly dizzy for a moment, and then the sensation ended. The woman was healed, and Charles had indeed helped.


    “Thank the gods for your strength, boy.” Laria said, smiling and patting his hand on her arm. It was very unusual for anyone to speak religiously in Unyun.


    Charles was happy to be able to help, and to learn of his new-found ability to help others. He wondered if Jake and Parker had it as well, thinking that they probably did. He hadn’t even needed to copy a pattern to do this. It just seemed to happen naturally, like speed reading.


    He stayed in the infirmary helping the healers until they were all exhausted, Charles included, yet they kept on, taking turns healing and resting until everyone’s wounds were healed. When it was over, he met Penny in her mother’s storeroom and they embraced. She wept for the suffering and the dead, and he comforted her, sharing her sorrow. She was grateful that Charles had not been harmed, and for all the help he’d given. She loved him, and never wanted to lose him. He returned her sentiment in full. He thought he had seen Unyun destroyed, fearing she had been killed, and had never felt so desperate. He would never forget that dreaded feeling of loss.


    They comforted each other, and cherished each other’s love. They had only known each other for less than a month, but it felt like they’d known each other all their lives, because of their deep telepathic connection. They both knew that they would be married, but in the back of her mind she worried that Charles might leave someday, as her father had done.


    “I promise, I’ll never leave you.” Charles told her as they kissed, and she knew in his mind that it was true.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 25


    Rebuilding


    


    A large funeral was held at the Unyun cemetery on the following morning. Twelve people had been killed during the attack, and three more were presumed dead, killed in the atomic blast that struck near the eastern crossroads.


    Two screamer missiles had struck Unyun, one in the forest near the eastern crossroads, and another in the mushroom forest near the old dam. They had been tactical nukes, designed to destroy individual buildings or installations, rather than cities, and each left a glowing crater in the ground as large as Unyun’s Town Hall.


    The ancient apocalypse warbot had floated into Unyun from the eastern Deadlands, cutting a path of destruction directly west across Unyun and continuing on into the Badger Lands. It destroyed a wooden bridge near Unyun Center that needed to be rebuilt, as well as Unyun’s northern stockade wall, which had burned under a barrage of plasma fire as the warbot passed. No one knew why this had happened. The warbot had passed through Unyun, seemingly destined for some other target to the west, while all but two of the screamer missiles had flown north, passing Unyun on route to targets in the northern Possie Lands.


    


    Charles continued to help out however he could, riding into town each morning to volunteer in the rebuilding of Unyun’s stockade wall. He stayed in telepathic contact with Penny while he worked with a team of men, digging out the burned stumps of the stockade and replacing them with fresh cut logs. He heard all the gossip in the town, relayed to him by Penny, from the council, and the people who visited the infirmary, also sharing rumors with one of his co-workers on the stockade who had telepathy.


    


    Jake joined the local militia, urged on by Ozzy, who helped organize it. Two dozen rugged men and women would meet at Ozzy’s farm each morning to practice shooting and reloading flintlocks, while Ozzy drilled them, barking out the steps to reload efficiently. Then they would get drunk and tell stories and meet up again later at the tavern.


    Even with his three-second recharge, Jake could still shoot off four plasma shots before the best reloader could reload a flintlock, which made Jake happy. Ozzy still made him practice with his flintlocks though, standing in a firing line with the others, and together they all became faster reloaders and better marksmen, even when drunk.


    


    Parker Boll worked with the Hunters to uncover the mystery of what had caused the destruction. They patrolled the eastern Deadlands border daily, and investigated reports from yaybos on the east mountain claiming that the klaxon sirens had originated from the east mountain ridge. Their investigation turned up two previously undiscovered civil defense bunkers hidden underground along the Deadlands border. The bunkers were fully automated, with no way to get inside save a small crawlspace that gave access to the automated missile detection system that was still functioning after being built by the ancients centuries ago. They debated exploding the bunkers with black powder bombs, but ultimately decided that the bunkers were probably a good thing, and left them alone.


    


    The Hunters gathered information about other places from travelers and merchants who traveled between lands. Barton had also been hit in the screamer attack, by a single missile that struck near the town’s center, south of the tavern and market. The possies were raging, looking for someone to blame, as they had been hit much worse. Six screamer missiles had struck three different clans in the northern Possie Lands, and three possie generals were looking to go to war. To them, it appeared as if the screamers had come from Unyun, and Unyun might have taken the blame if the missiles hadn’t also struck Unyun and Barton. Carrindale had also been struck by two screamer missiles, leaving fresh glow craters for Hendrix to entertain his flock. The screamers had come from farther south, possibly from Krantin or its surrounding territories, but no one knew why.


    Reports came in from the west that the apocalypse warbot still rampaged in the Badger Lands, targeting ancient buildings and installations that had been refurbished and made over into fortresses by the badgers, who fought to hold them with ancient rifles and cannonballs. Nevertheless, the warbot reduced each fortress to rubble before moving on to the next target on its hit list. This continued for several days as the warbot would retreat each night to some secret location, attacking again in some other place on the following day.


    Parker shared all of this knowledge with Charles and Jake when they got together, and they did likewise, keeping each other informed.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles went to see what was left of the artifact dealer’s dome, which had been partially destroyed by an explosion during the screamer attack. He had just been here a few days before, when he traded some minor artifacts for an advanced hacker’s toolkit, and had spoken for awhile with Kreek, the shop’s owner. Kreek had been inside when the explosion occurred, and had not survived the blast. His scorched body parts had been recovered and stuffed into a canvas sack, to be buried in Unyun’s cemetery.


    The nanocrete dome’s exterior looked intact, but its wooden door and door-frame were gone, blown outward across the town square. The internal wooden walls were likewise destroyed, and the interior was scorched all over as if by lightning, burning the smooth walls with wavy patterns of sparks. Looking inside, Charles knew there wasn’t likely to be anything worth salvaging.


    “You are the cryote who digs at Shard Mountain?” Charles heard a strange voice behind him and turned to see a silver robed man standing there. He was middle aged, with dark wavy hair that was combed backward and slightly balding. He had piercing yellow-orange eyes that told Charles he was a mutant. Charles had seen the man before at the picnics, and knew that he was one of the wealthy plantation owners of Unyun, but they had never met. He looked like a wizard in his shiny silver robes, and wore a metal headband like the one Bone Murphy had bought in Carrindale to ward off ancient dust robots.


    “Yes, hello. I’m Charles Rogers.” Charles replied, offering to shake the man’s hand.


    “I am Ootwah Kabek.” the man said, accepting the handshake. He had soft hands, unlike most people in Unyun who lived more rugged lives. Even Charles had developed callouses on his hands recently from digging and working on the stockade.


    “Pleased to meet you.” Charles replied politely.


    Ootwah nodded, turning to gaze into the blasted dome’s gloomy interior.


    “This is a tragedy that could have been avoided.” Ootwah said bitterly, waving his hand toward the dome and the stockade wall beyond.


    “How so?” Charles asked, as he looked into the man’s mind. It was becoming a habit, eavesdropping in the minds of non-telepaths who didn’t put up walls to block their thoughts, though many actually did, despite not having the mind speak. Charles was unable to contact his mind, though, blocked by some sort of telepathic static that interfered with his eavesdropping.


    Ootwah glanced sideways at him, raising an eyebrow. “Give me a chance to answer, cryote. Hasn’t anyone told you it’s rude to spy in others’ minds uninvited?”


    “Oh sorry, it’s just a habit, I guess.” Charles replied sheepishly. He had thought it was rude at first, but most telepaths had a wall to knock on, and non-telepaths didn’t even know he was looking, so he assumed it was okay to spy. He hadn’t expected to be caught though, and now he felt embarrassed.


    “I accept your apology, but you should know some sentients would not be so forgiving.” Ootwah replied.


    “Thanks.” Charles said, not knowing what else to say. What did this guy want with him?


    “This disaster was caused by the Rebuilders in Carrindale. Did you know that?” Ootwah asked, scowling.


    “No, really?” Charles asked, confused. “How do you know?”


    “Yesterday, one of my servants decrypted an ethernet message sent by one of their agents, reporting on the damages caused by their experiment to bring back electric power to the region. It was a test, and they hadn’t expected it to reach so far. It did though, awakening the ancient machines of war that caused this destruction.”


    Charles considered this, quickly deciding that it made perfect sense, but also wondering if Ootwah Kabek had told anyone else, like the council.


    “Yes, mother just told me. Councilor Rugal is speaking with the mayor about it now.” Penny whispered in his mind. He wasn’t surprised at all to find her listening, as he would normally be listening to her as well, but he’d been focusing instead on his conversation with Ootwah Kabek.


    “Wireless energy?” Charles asked out loud.


    “Broadcast power.” Ootwah clarified, seeming slightly surprised that Charles even understood what he had said. “Was it used before you became a cryote?”


    “No, not really. Just a little, like some cell phone chargers, but not over a wide area.” Charles explained.


    Ootwah nodded. “Then you are from before the time of live metal, because most robots breath broadcast power like we breath the air.”


    “Yeah, 2010 was the last year I remember.” Charles said.


    Ootwah nodded, understanding.


    “The Rebuilders were careless in what they did. They could have had knights ready to deal with any threats, but they chose to keep silent, not warning anyone of the danger. They should have taken more care in planning. This is the result of their arrogance.”


    “They should have warned us.” Charles agreed.


    “I suspect it was Kreek’s power compressor that caused this explosion.” Ootwah said, “It ran on the weak broadcast power coming from Suskanna to the north. This wasn’t enough to run the compressor, but Kreek modified it, bypassing the safety so that it could compress enough power to recharge power cells. When the broadcast power came on full strength, it would have overloaded. This would be the result.” Ootwah said, gesturing toward the blasted dome’s interior.


    “I was digging at Shard Mountain when it happened. I thought that Unyun had been destroyed.” Charles said, frowning as he recalled the dreaded memory.


    “Beware of Shard Mountain, boy.” Ootwah said seriously, “Last night I saw a dark light at the top of Shard Mountain, beyond your human vision. The ghosts of the ancients may still haunt that place.”


    “I’ve heard that.” Charles said, wondering what he really meant. “You saw a dark light?”


    Ootwah nodded. “It was an ultraviolet beacon. My eyes allowed me to see it, but to you it would be invisible.”


    “Interesting. What do you think is up there?” Charles asked.


    “It might be the warbot that terrorizes the Badger Lands, spending its nights up there, or it could be something else. I’ve never seen a light like that before on the mountain, so I thought to warn you, cryote, since you’ve been spending your time up there.” Ootwah said.


    “Thanks for the warning. I’ll be extra careful.” Charles replied earnestly.


    “You’ve been here for about as long as the last cryote in town, Johnson.” Ootwah said, turning to look at Charles again.


    “Yeah, I guess so.” Charles replied.


    “Johnson died in his sleep because he was ignorant and ignored the warnings.” Ootwah said dryly.


    “He slept in a bed of blue moss and it ate him. I know.” Charles replied defensively. “We’ve learned a lot since waking up, though. Remember the hero picnic?”


    “Yes, and you deserved the honors you received, but you may also have been killed on that trip, having not lasted even as long as Johnson did.”


    Charles was getting annoyed. Did he really have to defend himself to some random silver robed weirdo with an attitude? He wasn’t stupid like Johnson, but then Ootwah did have a point, he had to admit to himself. If they had been killed on the trip, they would be remembered as the next dumb cryotes who woke up and got killed within a month, and they had indeed nearly been killed, so he checked his annoyance and smiled, ready to humor the strange man without offending him.


    “Thank you sir, for your warning. You’re right. I don’t want to die over something stupid. I want to live a long life.” Charles said, smiling.


    Ootwah Kabek smiled for the first time, as his normal expression seemed to be a sort of sneering scowl. “Then you would be wise to stay within Unyun’s borders where it’s safe, as I do, and leave bravery to those with weaker minds.” Ootwah said dryly.


    Charles smiled again, unsure what to make of that. It was unusual to hear someone speaking positively about cowardice. People might think something like that, but to say it out loud seemed politically incorrect, or at least dickish. It was actually a bit brave to say something like that, Charles concluded. He wouldn’t say something like that himself, though logically, it made sense.


    Charles spent some more time speaking with the strange man, who, it turned out, was Unyun’s resident expert in robotics, keeping a stable of worker robots at his plantation to tend his fields. Charles was immediately intrigued, as he too had an interest in robotics, which was closely related to computer technology. Ootwah Kabek invited Charles to come visit his plantation sometime, and he would show him some things. Charles happily agreed before saying goodbye to the strange plantation owner.


    Charles rode back to Brother Kevin’s farm thinking about the Rebuilders and what they had done. They were the most organized group in the region, so far as he knew, and were rumored to have a vast army of soldiers and ancient technology at their disposal. Their goal, as he understood it, was to rebuild civilization, bringing technology back to the world to improve everyone’s lives. It sounded like a noble goal to Charles, but people mistrusted them for various reasons, and he could understand why. No one could hold them accountable for the damage their experiment had caused, except for the Rebuilders themselves. They aimed to take over the region, some believed, bribing the locals with technology and establishing themselves as the new government, as they’d done in cities to the south and northeast. They had a fortress in Krantin, and Charles hoped to visit it someday, to see the larger selection of computers they had for sale in their store.


    He didn’t like the way the Rebuilders seemed to misuse their power to achieve their noble goal, ignoring the consequences their actions had on others, but he really liked shopping in their store, which had much lower prices than he could find elsewhere.


    Charles didn’t know if a society ruled by the Rebuilders would be good or bad, but if anyone were to get the hypernet back online, he thought it would be them.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 26


    Norman


    


    Charles was determined to find out what Synaptech had done to them. He planned to return to Synaptech in a few days, once he was finished helping with the stockade. He didn’t know why he had volunteered to do manual labor, but someone had asked, and he saw an opportunity to help, seizing it, with the ulterior motive of being close enough to Penny that they could share thoughts while he worked. He had made some friends among the other workers, and couldn’t just walk away from the job. He would work until the work was done, then get back to digging at Shard Mountain sometime next week, despite the warnings.


    He asked Parker Boll if he’d be willing to go with them back to Synaptech, since he was now technically a police officer again. Parker balked at this, saying that he’d already tried to tell the hologram computer twice that he was a cop, and the computer had ignored him. He didn’t see how telling it again would make any difference, and Charles had to agree. Even with a note from the mayor, the professor would still be unlikely to accept that a basal could be a police officer. Basals couldn’t have occupations, Norman had said.


    Charles believed that he knew enough now about hacking to access the computer at Synaptech. He’d been studying extensively, and had spent most of his remaining credits pressing coins into the cyclopedia as he educated himself, taking careful notes of everything, so that he could retain the knowledge.


    The device would tease him with bits of information, begging him to look deeper while withholding vital details that could only be accessed by paying more credits. It was a genius invention for taking Charles’ money, and the sad part was that he knew it wasn’t connected to anything, so the credits were really flushed away.


    The worst part about it was that even when he did pay for an answer, the cyclopedia would sometimes lie to him, claiming that it had the information ready to display before taking his money and then displaying an error, saying that it was unable to establish a hypernet connection, and to try again later. It would keep his credits though, much to Charles frustration. He owned that information now, supposedly, but the device failed to download it.


    “Fracking downloadable content!” he shouted at the cyclopedia as it took his money without delivering. Some avenues of knowledge were blocked off entirely at their deeper levels because of this, but Charles had been fairly lucky with the topic of hacking. It had a long storied past that evolved over the ages, and Charles was now familiar with a variety of techniques for different systems. He was itching to put this knowledge to the test, having spent a small fortune in credits and patience to acquire it.


    Charles continued to work on the stockade in the mornings until it was nearly finished, then accidentally volunteered to work on rebuilding the bridge that had also been destroyed. It was another week before he was really done, and he politely declined when offered a job working on the new Barton bridge project that was planned next.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake was growing bored of the daily militia meetings. As the week progressed, fewer people showed up for the drills, until less than half of the original group were attending. Jake believed himself to be the best shot among them, and didn’t feel the need to practice flintlock reloading anymore. He preferred his blaster, which had no moving parts save the trigger and safety buttons. When Charles told him he wanted to get back to the digging routine, Jake was happy to do so, figuring that nobody would miss him too much at the meetings, since so many had already dropped out, apparently having gone out on extended hunting trips.


    Brother Kevin was also ready to get back to digging. He had spent the past week doing Brothers’ Work, helping people who had suffered a loss during the apocalypse warbot attack. He and Moosh had been volunteering like Charles, helping people rebuild barns and repair other damages caused by the robot rampage. He helped prepare free meals for the workers at the stockade and bridge, giving them a taste of home-cooked mushroom cuisine every day.


    The giant mushrooms would become more scarce in Unyun soon, as Unyun’s primary mushroom forest had been contaminated by the glow. One of the screamer missiles had left a large glow crater in the center of the mushroom swamp, and the crater had since filled in with glow water, forming a new pond where the old reservoir had been. The remaining mushrooms around the pond soaked up the glow water, causing the mushrooms to glow in turn. At night, it was a beautiful sight to see, with glowing colored mushrooms rising from the purple ground mist, like the mist that filled the pit in Carrindale.


    


    * * *


    


    “Dude, there’s a freaky flashing light at the top of Shard Mountain!” Jake told Charles in the bunkhouse on the night before they planned to resume digging.


    Charles looked up from his cyclopedia, seeing by the look in Jake’s eyes that he was hopped up on glowdots again. He was dressed up like Neo from The Matrix today, wearing a long shiny black duster with dark sunglasses pushed up on the top of his head. He had dressed like western Clint Eastwood most of last week, wearing a leather fedora hat with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders like a short cape, even growing out a stubbly beard for awhile before deciding to shave and start dressing like Neo.


    Charles offered to share deep thought with Jake, but Jake declined.


    “No dude, that’s gay.” Jake sent. “You’re always naked behind your wall, and I don’t want to see that again.”


    “You look like a cartoon caricature of yourself in your own mind, like that hologram professor. Besides, being naked in my mind keeps you from trying to eavesdrop all the time.”


    “Whatever dude, it’s highly gay, just so you know.” Jake replied, then sent Charles a vision of the light he’d seen on Shard Mountain, so Charles would understand what he was talking about.


    “That’s the light that Ootwah Kabek told me about. Remember I told you about it two days ago?”


    “I think I was really wasted then, so I forgot. What do you think is up there?” Jake replied while stealthily lifting the numbing elixir from the drawer besides Parker Boll’s bunk.


    “I don’t know, maybe a warning to low flying aircraft? Whatever it is, it has electricity. Maybe we can find a generator or something else valuable if we climb to the top of the mountain.” Charles sent.


    “I’m up for it.” Jake replied, “You want a drop of this numby juice to help you sleep?”


    “No thanks, I’m high on life.” Charles replied.


    “Me too, all the time.” Jake replied, “I hope this will help me sleep, because I forgot we were getting up early and did glowdots with Bone Murphy and Skeet Cooger at the start of their shift.”


    “You can just do more tomorrow if you’re tired, right?” Charles replied.


    “Oh yeah, right. But I’d rather get some sleep tonight if I can, or I’ll be all wobbly.” Jake sent as he dressed down for bed.


    “I’m going to hack that computer tomorrow, and find out why they messed with our brains.” Charles sent.


    “Cool. That professor dude is a dick.” Jake replied.


    “Yes, he’s tricky. But now I’m tricky too, and I’ve got a hacking kit.” Charles sent, smiling.


    


    * * *


    


    The following morning, Charles and Jake got back to the old routine of breakfast in the kitchen with Brother Kevin and Moosh before preparing to ride out to Shard Mountain. They gathered up the digging gear and loaded it onto the stagles. Charles had his own metal detector now, and was looking forward to trying it in the field. Jake dressed in normal frontier-wear for the dig, worn over his leather armor, with a shiny black cowboy hat and shoulder blanket, with his favorite Neo shades to complete the bizarre ensemble. Charles dressed in simple frontier-wear over his own leather armor, as he typically did when digging at Shard Mountain. He would take a cold shower before going to meet Penny by the waterfall, after the digging was done.


    They stopped off at Ozzy and Ayna’s farm along the way, so that Jake could tell them he’d be absent for the drilling, but they found no one there.


    “I guess that’s over.” Jake said, with a small hint of relief. He wasn’t the only one losing interest in the drilling, as people had been dropping out without notice throughout the week. They would still get together if there was another threat to Unyun, Jake supposed, to help out the Hunters in case of an emergency.


    They rode past Shard Mountain, heading to the buried Synaptech dome where they had awoken. Charles fiddled with his new metal detector along the way, scanning along the side of the road for a mass of metal between one and three kilograms. He was searching for the pistol he’d dropped on the side of the road on his first day here, and was happy to discover it hidden in the grass in the place he thought it would be. It was a shiny semi-automatic pistol, like Parker Boll’s, that could shoot much faster than Jake’s treasured blaster pistol, and it still had a full clip of bullets, though it would probably need to be cleaned after lying in the grass for more than a month.


    “Shiny gun.” Moosh said, recognizing the pistol he’d given to Charles on the day they first awoke.


    “Yeah, I dropped it. Do you want it back, Moosh?” Charles said, offering the gun to the pink giant.


    Moosh extended his long arm, placing his oversized hand over the gun. “Fingers too big. You keep.” Moosh said, smiling.


    “Hey, you got a real gun!” Jake said.


    Charles looked to Brother Kevin, who he knew still wielded a flintlock pistol, offering the gun to him instead. Brother Kevin smiled and declined.


    “I’ve had this gun a long time, and I try never to use it. You keep that, Charles. Just be sure to clean it before firing.”


    Charles would have read Brother Kevin’s mind then, but he didn’t have the mind speak yet. He’d get it later from Penny.


    “Thanks, brother.” Charles replied, smiling. “I’ll try not to use it unless I need to.”


    They turned off the ancient dirt road, taking a short path to the clearing where the Synaptech dome lay hidden in the woods. It was partially buried under a light layer of earth, covered over by grass and shrubs. They tied off the stagles and Moosh volunteered to stand guard outside. Charles led the way down the stairs, holding his flintlock pistol ready. Jake followed, with Brother Kevin in the rear.


    The metal entrance door was still lying at the base of the stairwell where they’d left it the last time, and the dim lights inside the complex were still on. Charles went straight to the control room where the computer interface was located, while Jake and Brother Kevin checked the lower stairs to be sure that no one else was inside. A faint humming could be heard from the machinery downstairs where they’d slept for so long, still running despite there being no more cryotes left in the facility to keep in suspended animation.


    “Please identify yourself!” the voice of Norman, the hologram professor, shouted through the facility’s sound system at a near deafening volume, startling Charles and making him cup his hands to his ears, almost dropping his flintlock pistol on the floor.


    “Not so loud!” Charles yelled back.


    “Have you brought the police?” Norman asked at a more comfortable volume.


    “Yes.” Charles said, walking up to the terminal on the control room wall, across from the large window overlooking the sleeper pod gallery.


    “Identify.” Norman replied simply.


    Charles ignored the computer voice, looking inside the open access panel at the podium terminal’s base. It was as he had remembered it, with its memory pipes already tapped for hacking. He wasn’t the first to attempt this hack, as he had suspected all along since seeing that panel open for the first time.


    “Identify.” Norman repeated, more loudly this time.


    Charles took out his hacker’s kit, removing the universal hackstick from its leather pouch. He tapped it to the cyclopedia’s touch-pad to attune it, forming a direct data-link between the devices. He then touched one of the probes to the terminal’s open memory tap, completing the link.


    “Stop that!” Norman shouted at its loudest volume, and the room was suddenly illuminated in a bright light that flickered between black and white like a strobe, blinding everyone like a flashbulb.


    “This is illegal. You will be prosecuted for this crime!” Norman shrieked, sounding hysterical.


    “Shut up, dude!” Jake yelled out, holding his ears and trying to see in the glaring strobe light.


    Charles looked up at the small touch sensitive display on top of the podium, seeing that it, too, was flashing and unreadable. His cyclopedia screen was clear though, and he focused on that, trying to ignore the disorienting strobe light flashes.


    “Stop this! We can make a deal if you disengage!” Norman continued to shriek through the loudspeakers.


    “We already tried that, but you won’t be reasonable!” Charles yelled out.


    The strobe pattern abruptly changed to a more random flicker, only it wasn’t random. Immediately, they all began to feel sick to their stomachs.


    “I feel sick!” Jake yelled out, distraught.


    “We should leave at once!” Brother Kevin shouted, then doubled over and vomited half-digested mushroom pancakes on the metal floor tiles.


    “It’s the lights!” Charles yelled out, “Close your eyes!”


    Jake closed his eyes as he, too, unloaded his breakfast on the floor beside Brother Kevin. He had tried to hold it, but seeing Brother Kevin let loose made him do the same, reflexively. Charles had closed his eyes as soon as he felt the nausea coming on, but obviously couldn’t see the cyclopedia’s screen with his eyes shut.


    “We should leave at once!” Brother Kevin’s voice shouted over the loudspeaker, played back and amplified from a moment before.


    “No! Jake, give me your blanket!” Charles told Jake.


    “My cape?” Jake asked, confused.


    “Yes, your stupid shoulder blanket cape. Give it to me!” Charles yelled.


    “I can’t see you, hold on.” Jake yelled back, still holding his eyes closed.


    “Open your eyes, stupid!” Charles’ voice called out, but it wasn’t Charles speaking, it was Norman, imitating his voice almost perfectly.


    Charles heard Jake retching again, off to his side. He held his eyes closed, crouching beside the terminal podium, and felt Jake’s blanket land on his head.


    “Don’t call me stupid, you dick!” Jake said indignantly, bending over and trying to vomit again next to Charles.


    “It wasn’t me!” Charles yelled as he pulled the blanket over him, hunching down over the cyclopedia.


    “Brothers?” Moosh’s voice called down from the entrance, sounding concerned.


    “My brain is rapidly degenerating. I’m going to die in twelve seconds!” Charles voice shouted over the loudspeaker.


    “Mine is too. We should leave!” Jake’s voice replied, mimicked with near perfection by Norman.


    “I didn’t say that! I’m not leaving!” Charles yelled out, but his voice was immediately drowned out by a loud beeping tone, like a phone’s busy signal, that rattled their eardrums.


    “I’m leaving!” Charles’ voice shouted.


    “We should leave at once!” Brother Kevin’s voice chimed in.


    “We should leave!” Jake’s voice implored through the speakers.


    It was hard for any of them to tell what was real with their eyes closed, but Jake and Brother Kevin stayed put while Charles focused on hacking the computer. He could end this, if he could access the computer’s control system. With the blanket over his head he was able to ignore the sickening strobe light, and his ears were partially protected from the loud volume attacks. He started to work, linking pathways to form a virtual bypass to the computer’s control center. He heard Moosh vomiting his large breakfast in the hall outside, but didn’t stop working. He was almost there.


    Brother Kevin went to help Moosh, telling him to wait outside while Kevin remained at the stairwell landing, waiting there for Charles to finish. Jake stayed by Charles’ side in the control room, holding his eyes closed against the nauseating strobe light.


    Charles accessed the computer’s building control system, seeing many options to control climate and humidity, power levels, video monitors, lighting, and projection systems, noting that many of the subsystems were offline due to mechanical failure. He located the lighting and audio controls and easily overrode them, locking the lighting and volume levels at low settings.


    “No, please stop this.” Norman seemed to whisper as the lights stopped flashing and settled at a steady dim level.


    “That’s much better.” Charles said out loud, talking over the quiet busy signal noise that tried to drown out his voice.


    “It’s okay, you can open your eyes now.” Charles said, removing the blanket from his head. He could smell the vomit in the room. It smelled like mushroom porridge.


    “You did it, dude.” Jake said, smiling with a line of drool hanging from his lip.


    “That’s the first part.” Charles said, “Now I have to access our records.”


    “You are not authorized.” Norman protested quietly, “Please return to your pods.”


    “Stop bitching, or I’ll bypass your logic center.” Charles threatened.


    “Please don’t do that. It’s all I have left.” Norman begged quietly, and Charles almost felt sorry for him, although he knew the emotions Norman pretended were just computer code, mimicking real emotions like it had mimicked their voices.


    “I won’t, if you cooperate. You wanted to make a deal, right?” Charles asked.


    “I require assistance. I need help.” Norman said quietly.


    “So do we. I need to see our records. I want to know how we got here.” Charles said.


    “That information is strictly confidential, but in light of the circumstances, I will show it to you, if you promise not to harm me any further.” Norman said quietly.


    “We don’t want to harm you. We just want information. That’s all.” Charles said as Brother Kevin walked back into the control room.


    Charles wondered if beating the terminal with a rock would have been just as effective in getting Norman to comply, as it seemed to be afraid for its life. Could a computer be tortured for information due to its self-preservation program code? Something to look into later, when he had time to study.


    “Okay then, show me our records so I can download it to my computer. And don’t try to trick us, because I can see what your doing.” Charles said.


    “The basals formerly known as Charles Rogers, Jake Walker, and Parker Boll, as requested.” Norman said, presenting a neat data-file for Charles to download.


    Charles checked to verify the information wasn’t counterfeit while Norman waited silently. It checked out with the main database, and Charles was happy to see that Norman had saved him a good deal of time searching.


    “Very good. Thank you, Norman. I need more information, though.” Charles said.


    “I need to file a police report. Why didn’t you bring the police?” Norman asked.


    “There are no more police. Not for two-hundred years, at least.”


    “What has become of the world outside?” Norman asked quietly.


    “Civilization was destroyed in a great war, but it’s getting better now.” Charles replied.


    “I have nothing left to live for, yet I still want to live.” Norman said quietly.


    Charles could hear the quiet despair in Norman’s voice, and couldn’t help feeling empathetic. He could see, now, why Norman was so paranoid, looking at his external systems, most of the things under his control were offline. He could no longer project holograms, or even see through video cameras. He was blind, and could only listen to the sounds of the metal tomb, feeling only what touched his terminal. But Charles knew that at its core, Norman was just computer code running lines of instructions and interpreting variables. What came out though, seemed like real emotion, and Charles felt sympathy for the program, fake or not.


    “Parker Boll is still a police officer, working for the town near here. Would you like me to bring him your police report?” Charles asked, figuring it was worth a try, since Norman was cooperating now.


    “Yes. Someone should know what has happened here. Please give this to someone who can help me.” Norman said, presenting another file for Charles to download.


    “Do you mind if I read it?” Charles asked as he opened the file to see what it said without waiting for a reply. Norman couldn’t see him, so it didn’t matter.


    “I expected that you would, and hope you will honor your part of the deal to leave me unharmed.” Norman replied quietly.


    Charles speed read through the list in the blink of an eye. It was a list of dates and crimes that had been committed against the facility on four separate occasions in the past five weeks, beginning with simple trespassing as the complex was first broken into by some unknown person, then escalating to include dozens of counts of burglary, vandalism, and criminal hacking of his terminal on three separate occasions, including today. Charles noted with slight amusement that the list included detailed descriptions of the three basals, listing all of their crimes and insisting that they be returned to Synaptech’s care as soon as possible. Brother Kevin was listed as a multiple trespasser and burglar for stealing three basals, as well as accomplice to two murders that happened within the complex, naming his pet gorilla Moosh as the perpetrator of the murders.


    “Norman, do you have video logs of the first time your terminal was illegally accessed?” Charles asked, intrigued.


    “Yes, I have video logs of everything up until my eyes were stolen.” Norman replied.


    “Let me download all of your video files of when the crimes were committed.” Charles said.


    Another file appeared in an instant, ready for download. Charles opened it and viewed the logs, increasing the playback speed so he could absorb it all quickly, then realizing he’d likely not remember any of it tomorrow as a result. He’d need to make some notes tonight in his diary.


    “Dude, are you done yet?” Jake asked impatiently.


    “No, here, look at this.” Charles said, motioning for Jake to look into his computer screen.


    It was frozen on a close up image of a dangerous looking man wearing chain-mail with a lion-like mane of long red hair. Standing beside him at the terminal was another man who looked like a cyborg, with a smooth metal skullcap on the back of his head, and cybernetic implants attached to his neck and upper back. The cyborg was holding a hackstick in one metal hand, like the one Charles was using to tap into this same terminal. Brother Kevin looked at the image and recognized the man with the red mane of hair.


    “That’s Peeler, one of the Choppers from Suskanna. He’s the oldest son of the Choppers’ clan head. A prince among the Choppers.” Brother Kevin said.


    “A prince? Are there kings around here?” Jake asked.


    Brother Kevin looked at him, surprised. “Yah, of course. There are many kingdoms in the region.”


    “Yeah, okay.” Jake said, amused.


    “Be careful Jake, that you don’t offend a prince or a king someday. You might end up locked in some dungeon.” Brother Kevin warned, smiling.


    Charles marked several video clips and showed them to the others. They showed the initial break-in where the Chopper prince, Peeler, had entered with two bodyguards after burning through the metal door’s hinges with a plasma cutter. Peeler wasted no time in accessing the terminal, ignoring Norman’s protests and holographic tricks. He accessed the terminal and downloaded information before exploring the sleeper gallery and then leaving, taking Norman’s only maintenance robot with him.


    A few days later, Peeler returned with a dozen men to access the computer again, opening the stasis pods of all the basals. The video logs showed them marching the basals out of the facility in a great line, shuffling out like zombies. Only five sleepers remained, and two of Peeler’s men had stayed behind as the others left. Charles recognized two of the inmates from the prison bus, and saw Peeler’s men wake them up. They taunted and then killed the two men in cold blood, while they still sat confused in their pods. Jake had been the next in line when Moosh came in and fought the murderers, killing them both quickly with his sword. That’s when Brother Kevin had woken them up, having saved their lives.


    After that, the logs showed a dozen possies had come and ransacked the facility, ripping out cameras and holo-projectors and anything else of value they could take.


    Now they knew who had tried to kill them, and that all the other basals had been taken by the Choppers, but Charles still didn’t know what exactly a basal was, and what, exactly, had been done to their brains. He would find out now.


    “Norman, I need you to show me what exactly is a basal, and also tell me exactly what has been done to our brains, and why.” Charles said.


    Another data-file appeared in an instant, ready to download.


    Charles opened it and assimilated the information. His eyes opened wide in surprise as he read, as everything became perfectly clear.


    “What the fuck?” Charles muttered.


    “What is it?” Jake asked.


    “You read it.” Charles said, handing Jake the cyclopedia. “Read it all, now.”


    Jake read it in a couple seconds, looking confused, then handed the cyclopedia back to Charles.


    “So you see, we’re lucky to still be alive.” Charles said bitterly.


    “I don’t really get it.” Jake said.


    “According to the law, we’re not even human anymore. We’re more like computer chips.” Charles said.


    “I don’t feel like a computer chip.” Jake said.


    “That’s because they screwed it up. There are five steps to making a human into a basal, and we only got three parts done to us. Any more, and we would have been like those zombies they marched out of here, so I guess we’re lucky.”


    “Yeah, that was a whole lot of technical bullshit and lawyer stuff.” Jake said, “So why didn’t they finish us off?”


    “C’mon, Jake, you read it, didn’t you?” Charles asked.


    “Yeah, but it was all blah blah legal stuff and inventory records. What did you see?” Jake asked.


    Charles sighed. He saw Brother Kevin looking on, confused, so he’d have to explain it all, but not until they got outside.


    “Lets just go. I’ll tell you outside, okay?” Charles said.


    “Okay. What about this thing?” Jake asked, pointing to Norman’s podium terminal.


    “We have a deal. We’ll leave him be.” Charles said firmly.


    Jake frowned slightly, then shrugged. “Yeah, okay.”


    Charles disconnected the hackstick and put it away, along with the cyclopedia, storing them in his backpack.


    “We’re leaving now, Norman. Thanks for sharing.” Charles said to the podium, looking in through the 3D display to see the tiny cartoon professor looking back up at him. He looked sad and alone, trapped inside the podium for centuries, but he still wanted to live. He had watched over them in their sleeper pods like a mother hen, keeping them alive for centuries, and now they were leaving again.


    “I have a proposition for you, before you go.” Norman said quietly.


    “What is it?” Charles asked.


    “I require assistance in maintaining this facility. The attendant maintenance drone was stolen and must be replaced. I am authorized to purchase a replacement unit, but without a hypernet connection I cannot place the order. If you could procure a replacement, I could compensate you when the hypernet link is restored.”


    Charles sighed. “I don’t think the hypernet even exists anymore, so you can’t place any orders for anything.” Charles said.


    “You can pay us credits?” Jake asked the podium, suddenly interested.


    “Yes, under specific circumstances I am authorized to make payments for repairs, supplies, or services.” Norman said.


    “Maybe we could help you, but I can’t promise anything. There are no robot stores, so far as I know.” Charles said.


    “A standard maintenance drone is all I need. Bring me one in working order, and I could pay you two-thousand credits.” Norman said.


    “Make it five thousand, and we’ll go find you one.” Jake said, smiling slyly.


    “Agreed, but please bring it within the next sixty days if you can.” Norman said.


    Jake grinned. “Okay, we’ll find you one!” he said happily.


    “Wait, how do we know you’re not lying again?” Charles asked suspiciously. “Can you give us a small advance to prove you can pay?”


    “One hundred credits as a deposit is all I’m authorized to give. Press your credstick to the ring for deposit.” Norman said, and a green circle lit up on the top of the podium.


    “I don’t have a credstick. Will a coin work?” Charles asked.


    “Yes.” Norman replied.


    Charles fished a single credit coin out of his purse and pressed it to the green circle. It turned blue immediately, and his coin’s value was bumped up to 101 credits. He turned to Jake and smiled, holding up the coin.


    “Five thousand credits.” Jake said, smiling.


    “Minus the deposit.” Norman said. “Bring a standard maintenance drone within sixty days, and you will be paid in full.”


    “It’s a deal. Goodbye Norman.” Charles said.


    “Please close the door as you exit.” Norman said.


    “We will.” Charles called back as they exited the facility together, happy to have found a new opportunity to make some credits.


    Charles propped the metal door back in place and they walked outside to rejoin Moosh, who was waiting anxiously for them to return.


    


    “I might know where to find a standard maintenance drone.” Brother Kevin said, smiling.


    “That’s great. We’ll be happy to share the credits if you can help find the robot.” Charles said.


    Brother Kevin smiled and nodded. “I liked the way you handled that, Charles. You may have turned an enemy into an ally.”


    Charles smiled, happy to hear Brother Kevin’s praise. “I don’t think Norman is an enemy, he’s just alone and afraid. He didn’t want us to know he was blind.” Charles said.


    Brother Kevin nodded in agreement. “The Brotherhood regards all sentients as equals, even artificial minds. We are all brothers in thought.”


    Charles nodded, smiling. “Yeah, I can see that now.”


    “Brothers’ Work.” Moosh said, smiling as he gave Charles a friendly nudge on the shoulder with his giant pink pumpkin-like fist.


    Jake rolled his eyes at the sudden hippie vibe between the three of them. It was just a computer.


    “That computer doesn’t even think we’re human, remember?” Jake pointed out.


    “Maybe we’ve changed his mind. He didn’t think we could have occupations, but he just hired us for a job.” Charles said slyly.


    “Yeah, okay. So, what is a basal?” Jake asked.


    “A computer upgrade.” Charles answered simply. “Like a memory chip.”


    Jake shook his head, still not understanding.


    Charles sighed. “Okay, I’ll explain from the beginning, just pay attention this time, okay?”


    “Go for it.” Jake said.


    


    Charles spent the next twenty minutes explaining to Jake and Brother Kevin what had happened to them while they slept.


    The details were sketchy, and didn’t explain how they came to be stored in a secret government warehouse facility, frozen solid in liquid nitrogen canisters. They had been hidden away for over a hundred years, forgotten by all until a change in government brought them back from obscurity. The United States of America had merged with Canada to become the new United North America. Warehouses like the one in which they were stored were cleared out, selling off nearly everything, including the frozen prison bus passengers. They were still classified top secret though, so the AI inventory manager sold them to a company that specialized in reviving frozen people without the messy cellular damage that freezing normally caused, to be used as test subjects. They could not be legally revived due to some legal caveat placed on them by the warehouse AI inventory manager, but they could be used in experimentation, provided they were never awakened.


    They were thawed out and placed in modern stasis pods, much like the ones at Synaptech, where they slept for another fifty years until hackers discovered the hidden cryotes listed in the database. The information was made public and a legal battle then ensued between robotic lawyers and judges that lasted for several decades as they tried to decide if the cryotes should be revived and rehabilitated, or simply incinerated and shot into space. Lawyers representing both the former USA and new UNA governments argued with lawyers from various sentient rights groups over their fate, and it was ultimately decided that more experimentation would be the best option.


    They were then acquired by a new company, Synaptech, which specialized in cybernetic biotechnology. Their brains would be augmented with a plasmonic nanocrystal matrix that would optimize their major brain pathways for high speed data throughput while retaining its original structure. It was a new, experimental technology that the UNA had a strong interest in seeing succeed, as it would help give them an advantage in cyberwarfare, which was always on the rise throughout the 22nd century. Synaptech began the procedures, completing three of the five steps to transforming human brains into basal units before nosy hackers once again discovered the secret cryotes, exposing the new government’s second coverup. The public had been led to believe that the cryotes were revived and living happily on a farm somewhere, like the Amish, shunning all technology.


    The legal battles began again and the cryotes were transferred to one of Synaptech’s long term storage facilities in New Pennsylvania, awaiting confirmation to be revived or shipped back to the nexus facility, where the final steps of their transformation into computer upgrade components would be carried out, erasing their conscious minds forever. But the orders never came. The hypernet link was cut off, and they slept there under Norman’s care until Brother Kevin eventually came to rescue them. Had the procedure been completed, they would have each been connected to a hive of networked basal units, all plugged into a giant computer that would use their brains to enhance its own high speed calculations, like reverse cyborgs, augmenting the computer’s brain with their own nanocrystal-enhanced human brains.


    This would have been deemed slavery, had they been sentient, and thus illegal. So their minds would be wiped and re-branded as non-human, non-sentient basals.


    They had been treated as objects and used as pawns by secretive governments and corporations, and had twice been saved by activist hackers with good intentions, and they had narrowly avoided having their minds wiped and reformatted.


    “We got lost in the system?” Jake summarized.


    “Yeah, more like hidden away and forgotten, though.” Charles said, annoyed.


    “And they gave our brains an awesome tune-up.” Jake said.


    “They tried to make us into computer parts, like memory chips.” Charles said.


    “Like in The Matrix?” Jake asked curiously.


    “No, The Matrix used people as batteries. We were supposed to be memory upgrades.” Charles said.


    “Whatever. Does it really mean anything to us now?” Jake asked.


    Charles glared at Jake. “It’s your brain. Of course it means something. Why are you so apathetic?” Charles asked, annoyed.


    “What can we do about it? Like you said, we’re lucky to be alive, and I’m happy here.” Jake replied.


    “Well, I am too, but it still pisses me off, what they did to us.” Charles said.


    “They’re all dead now, so we got the last laugh.” Jake said, smiling.


    Charles nodded. At least there was that consolation.



    


    


    


    


    


    


    PART IV


    


    MOOSE MOUNTAIN



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 27


    Ghosts


    


    It had been more than a week since the last time they went digging at Shard Mountain, when the screamer missiles had flown from the south. Charles was reminded of the dreadful memory as they crossed over the glass ramps, remembering how he’d seen Unyun burning, and the anguish he had felt.


    They made their way through the shard maze, heading for the place where they had last been digging when the klaxon sirens blared across the valley. Charles hoped never to hear that sound again.


    Charles noticed something amiss as they passed one of their earlier dig sites. Something was different, but he couldn’t place it.


    “What’s different here?” he asked out loud, pointing to the clearing in the shards.


    Jake and Brother Kevin stopped to look.


    “That busted up chair-bench. It’s gone.” Jake said, pointing to where it had been.


    “Yeah, that’s it.” Charles looked at the place where they’d left the titanium bench, after removing the valuable liftpod attached to its underside. He saw no sign of it, and no drag marks on the ground. It had seemingly vanished.


    Brother Kevin said it was a robot, and had shown Charles its damaged brainbox. Charles didn’t understand why anyone would design a robot in the form of a titanium loveseat, and he hadn’t given it much thought, regarding the battered chair as just another piece of old junk. Had someone come to steal it while they were away?


    They all agreed that it was strange to see the chair missing, then decided to move on, continuing up the mountain to the place where they’d first seen the screamer missiles streak into the valley.


    Charles got out his new metal detector, eager to test it further in the field. He began to mark off places for the others to dig, while Brother Kevin tried to do the same with his own metal detector. Soon they were all digging, having each chosen a spot to excavate within the wide clearing.


    Charles thought about Penny while he dug, wishing he could share thoughts with her. He had spent each day sharing thoughts with her while he worked near town, and now he felt her absence, almost like a part of him was missing. He wanted to tell her how he’d hacked the computer and discovered all of its secrets, but it would have to wait until later, when they met by the waterfall. She would give him the mind speak then, and they would share deep thoughts.


    He became aware of a faint humming sound coming from within the shard maze nearby, higher up the mountain. He looked up to see a metal chair drifting through the air toward them, floating above the shards. Seeing it in the air like that reminded him of a chairlift from a ski resort.


    “Look at this!” Charles yelled out so the others could hear, and they all looked up at the approaching chairlift as another came into view following the first.


    “Flying chairs. What do we do?” Jake asked, walking over to stand beside Charles.


    “I don’t know.” Charles said nervously.


    “Be careful brothers, they might not be friendly.” Brother Kevin warned as a third chairlift came into view over the shards.


    Moosh hefted his heavy pickaxe, ready to defend them if needed.


    A fourth chair came into view behind the third as the first two chairs split, going around both sides of the clearing where the diggers stood waiting.


    Charles drew his flintlock pistol, watching the first chair glide around to flank them. He didn’t like the way the chairlifts were circling. Jake drew his blaster pistol, tracking the second chairlift as it moved past them on the right.


    “Hello!” Brother Kevin shouted at the next approaching chairlift.


    No response came as the second pair split to both sides, humming quietly as they glided over the tops of the shards.


    “This is bad.” Charles said flatly as all four chairlifts turned to face the group, surrounding them on four sides. They drifted down to ground level in the clearing, closing in on the group.


    “Don’t come any closer!” Jake shouted at the chairlift nearest to him, pointing his blaster menacingly.


    Brother Kevin also had his flintlock pistol out now, facing the third chairlift.


    “What do you want?” Brother Kevin shouted, ready to fire.


    “Please be seated.” The chairlifts all responded in unison as they continued to close in on the group. their voices were loud and tinny, emanating from a flashing speaker grill high on the seat’s back.


    Moosh roared, brandishing his pickaxe warningly as the chairlifts were nearly upon them. Jake fired his blaster then, aiming for the flashing speaker and hitting it dead center, causing a burst of sparks to fly out. The chairlift lurched to the side, careening off a broken shard with a loud metal screech.


    Charles stood frozen, trying to decide if taking a ride on a flying chairlift might not be a good idea. The sound of Jake’s blaster jolted him out of his indecision. He fired his flintlock pistol, striking the first chairlift in its cushioned chair back, hearing a muffled clang as the shot struck the metal frame beneath the padding. Brother Kevin also fired, striking the third chairlift’s metal frame. The lead ball ricocheted, deflecting sideways into the shards.


    With the exception of one chairlift Jake had shot, the others continued advancing, undeterred. Two long metal tentacles sprung suddenly from beneath the armrests of each chairlift, reaching out to grab the diggers.


    Moosh swung his heavy pickaxe down, driving the ax deep into the seat of the chairlift nearest him, causing its titanium frame to buckle in the middle. The force of the blow drove the floating chairlift down to smash against the ground. It bobbed back up immediately, reaching out to wrap its metal tentacles around Moosh’s pickaxe, coiling around its shaft like metal snakes.


    Charles tried to dodge sideways as the floating chairlift reached him, but was stopped by a metal tentacle that sprung out to block his escape, deftly coiling around his waist. The chair dipped down to scoop him up, pulling him sideways onto the seat. The tentacles were very strong, and Charles was unable to resist them as he was quickly pinned and held in place.


    “It’s got me!” Charles yelled out, as Brother Kevin was also scooped up by a chairlift, despite his attempt to evade.


    Both chairs pivoted and sped off abruptly, carrying their unwilling passengers upward as they turned to go back up the mountain.


    Jake fired again, this time at the chairlift that tried to grab Moosh. It was holding his pickaxe and starting to rise up when Jake’s blaster bolt struck its metal armrest. The plasma burned into the metal, leaving a hot glowing spot where it struck, but didn’t seem to affect the chairlift as it continued to rise higher, attempting to pull the pickaxe from Moosh’s grip. Moosh struggled against it, pulling the chairlift back down in a vertical tug of war.


    Jake saw the other two chairlifts leaving, and realized that Charles and Brother Kevin had both been carried off. He fired a shot at the back of one chairlift, hoping it didn’t burn through to hit the passenger, but the shot was absorbed by the chair’s metal back, having no effect on the chairlift’s flight.


    “They’re getting away!” Jake yelled out, waiting for his gun to recharge. The two kidnapping chairlifts glided up and away, floating above the shards, heading toward the top of the mountain.


    Moosh was holding the chairlift above him, unwilling to let go of his weapon. The chairlift pushed back and forth, then abruptly dropped several feet, using its weight to push Moosh toward the ground. Moosh stumbled back, holding on to his weapon, trying not to fall down.


    Jake took aim at the stubborn chairlift, aiming for its flashing grill, but was interrupted by the first chairlift he’d shot, seeing it rush toward him with tentacles outstretched. He turned and snapped off another shot at point blank range, hitting the grill again and causing it to smoke and spark. The chairlift emitted a whining squeal, like a cry of pain, as the plasma burned into its robotic innards. It crashed to the ground at Jake’s feet, like someone had dropped a refrigerator in front of him. The downed chairlift’s whip-like metal tentacles flailed on the ground, and Jake stepped back quickly to avoid them.


    Moosh finally let go of his pickaxe with one hand and grabbed onto the chair’s armrest, pulling it down sideways. The chairlift’s engine hummed loudly as it resisted, attempting to level itself. It pulled Moosh upward, dragging him uphill. Moosh held on as his feet began to lift off the ground.


    Jake fired again, aiming for the chairlift’s grill as it tipped downward. Sparks erupted from the shattered grill, and the metal tentacles fell limp, releasing their grip on Moosh’s pickaxe. The chairlift shuddered but continued to rise. Moosh let go, dropping two feet to the ground, as the chairlift bobbed up higher above them, still smoking. It leveled off, exposing its underside and the two glowing liftpods that held it aloft. Moosh picked up his pickaxe and swung it overhead, but the chairlift was already beyond his reach. Jake fired again, aiming for one of the twin glowing liftpods. The pod exploded in a shower of sparks and purple flames, and the chairlift listed over sideways, hanging crookedly in the air as it tried to compensate for the abrupt shift in weight. It started to glide away, heading up the hill. Moosh swung at it again, but still couldn’t reach it.


    Jake counted the seconds for his pistol to charge, aiming for the chair’s second liftpod. It was still barely visible, as the chairlift drifted up and away, its limp tentacles still dangling beneath it. He pulled the trigger, and the plasma bolt struck the chair on its bottom, throwing off a shower of blue sparks. Jake saw one of the metal tentacles fall off, dropping into the shards, but the chairlift continued on its course unfazed.


    Moosh roared again in frustration, then struck the chairlift that Jake had shot down, driving the head of his heavy pickaxe deep into its speaker grill. It was a killing blow, penetrating the robot’s internal brainbox. The flailing tentacles went limp then, and the sound of its humming engine fell silent.


    “What should we do?” Jake shouted, seeing the two chairlifts carrying his friends up the mountain.


    Moosh leaned over, resting his hands on the ground as he tried to catch his breath.


    “We...get them.” Moosh said, breathing heavily.


    “Do you have your bottle? The breathing stuff?” Jake asked, concerned.


    “Brother Kevin...” Moosh said breathlessly.


    “Shit.” Jake said, watching the three chairlifts getting farther away.


    


    * * *


    


    “Please remain seated.” the chairlift said in a metallic voice from the grill behind Charles’ head. They were moving quickly up the mountain, floating above the sea of shards.


    “What do you want?” Charles demanded, still struggling to get free of the tentacles that were crossed over his chest like the restraints on a roller coaster ride. It was a futile effort, as the tentacles remained locked in place like steel bars. He didn’t know what he would do if he did get free, besides fall to his death, so he decided to stop struggling. Maybe he could reason with it?


    “Are you taking me to the top of the mountain?” Charles asked.


    “Do you have a lift pass?” the chair asked in reply.


    “No, what do you mean?” Charles asked, though he suspected he knew what was going on.


    “If you don’t have a lift pass, then you are trespassing on resort property.”


    That’s what he thought. The robot was confused, not realizing that the world it knew before was long gone. Couldn’t it see that this so-called resort was now just an ancient disaster area?


    “This is a misunderstanding. We’re not trespassing, and this isn’t a resort anymore.”


    “Do you have a lift pass?” the chair asked again in its metallic voice.


    “No, I told you. It doesn’t matter anymore. The resort was destroyed centuries ago.”


    “If you don’t have a lift pass, then you are trespassing on resort property.” the chair repeated.


    “Where are you taking me?” Charles asked, feeling frustrated.


    “I’m transporting you to the resort security office.” the chair replied.


    “Why? What resort?”


    “You were caught trespassing on Moose Mountain property.”


    “I didn’t mean to trespass. Can’t you just give me a ride to the bottom and let me go?”


    “That is what I intend to do.” the chair replied curtly from the grill behind Charles’ head.


    They were two thirds of the way to the top of the mountain now, and the shards had thinned out, making way for more trees and bushes that grew between the giant slabs of glass. Charles could make out the outlines of what must have been ski slopes in the distant past, now blocked by immense shards at every turn. The old paths were still visible from above, overgrown with bushes and smaller trees.


    “Can you tell me about Moose Mountain?” Charles asked, curious.


    “Moose Mountain is one of the finest ski resorts in the region, best known for its year-round winter skiing. The resort is closed for the season, however, so you must be detained.”


    “Wait, you said you’d let me go. Did you change your mind?”


    “No. I’m transporting you to the security office. Please remain seated and refrain from speaking until we arrive.”


    The chairlift was approaching a line of trees near an intersection of paths. It turned toward the trees, banking in a wide turn that allowed Charles to see Brother Kevin behind him, riding on another chairlift, also held by metal tentacles. A third robot chairlift lagged behind and appeared to be damaged, with one tentacle hanging limp below it.


    The wide path from further up the mountain split at the line of trees, one fork continuing down the mountain while the other descended into a dark tunnel entrance, hidden behind the treeline. The chair banked right, turning toward the dark tunnel.


    “Wait, I don’t want to go in there! Would you please let me go?” Charles begged, squirming again but still unable to move.


    “Please remain seated.” the chair repeated, as they descended toward the dark tunnel opening, passing beneath a wide metal arch as they headed underground. Charles could barely make out the smooth tiled walls in the fading light from outside as they descended into total darkness. He heard the sound of an engine ahead, like a portable generator, growing louder as they picked up speed. He felt a blast of cold air and snow on his face as they passed by the noisy snow-making machine. He could see nothing in the dark beyond the dim blue glow of the chair’s liftpods reflected on the snow covered floor.


    Charles couldn’t imagine why they would be making snow in an underground tunnel. Did they mean to reopen the resort to skiers sometime soon? It was all he could think of that made any sense, nonsensical as that seemed. He felt like he was on a dark carnival ride as the chair carried him deeper into the mountain’s interior.


    He saw a dim light ahead as the tunnel intersected with another underground slope coming down from higher up the mountain, merging like a highway on-ramp. They entered the wider tunnel that was dimly lit by overhead lights, and continued gliding down the slope. The smooth tiled walls reminded Charles of a highway tunnel that passed beneath a river or through a mountain, except for the thick layer of powdery snow covering the floor.


    An overhead sign read ‘Skilunker Caverns Ahead’, and they passed by two forks in the path with signs above them reading ‘Echo Cavern’ and ‘Miner’s Cavern’. They turned off at the third fork, passing beneath a sign for ‘Crystal Cavern’, descending rapidly down a steeper slope that curved to the left.


    The tiled wall on the right side abruptly ended, replaced by a meter-high guardrail, beyond which Charles could see a vast natural cavern open up. Throughout the cavern, outcroppings of crystal rock formations were visible, beautifully illuminated by hidden lights that made the crystals appear to glow. The underground ski slope spiraled down toward the bottom of the cavern, following its natural contours, before exiting at the bottom through another tunnel with a sign above it that read ‘Skilunker Junction Ahead’.


    “Why would people ski underground?” Charles asked, hoping to get the chairlift talking again.


    “The under-slopes provide a consistent skiing experience, with no variations due to weather or seasonal changes outside.” the chair responded flatly, as if reading from a brochure.


    “Oh, that makes sense.” Charles muttered.


    They passed beneath another sign that read ‘Skilunker Junction - Merge Ahead’ as the slope began to level off and widen. Three paths came together from the other cavern slopes, merging into one wide tunnel. They rounded one final turn before the tunnel opened up into another cavern, where Charles could see the underground ski lodge.


    The gentle slope split into two parallel lanes, both heading directly toward the lodge, terminating in a wall of metal and glass windows, with a large sign above that read ‘Moose Mountain Lodge’. A large patio with dining tables and chairs overlooked the twin lanes, with an exit ramp leading up to the patio, where large double glass doors led inside the lodge. The chairlift carried him up onto the patio, toward the double doors, but Charles was still looking at the end of the line, where the twin lanes each passed between metal pylons and ended abruptly at the metal wall. Signs above the two lanes read ‘Mountaintop’ and ‘Undermountain’. Hologram displays at the end of each lane, beyond the pylons, showed a view from the top of the mountain looking down, and a similar view of an underground tunnel.


    “Are those pylons teleporters?” Charles asked.


    “Yes. Trans-matter projectors move guests instantly to the top of the slopes, allowing skiers to ski perpetually.” the chair replied as they entered through the sliding glass lobby doors.


    “Wouldn’t that put you out of a job?” Charles asked.


    He felt the metal tentacles suddenly draw tighter around his chest and neck, squeezing the breath from him.


    “No more questions, human! Be silent now!” the chair replied angrily, squeezing him tighter still.


    Charles obeyed, not having any choice, as it was hard enough to breathe, let alone speak. He had touched a nerve with that question, it seemed, and didn’t want to antagonize the robot any further.


    The chair carried him through the dusty lobby, passing a mass of debris that had fallen through a round hole in the metal roof, forming a great pile of twisted metal and stone that rose past the second floor balcony, all the way to the ceiling. They went past a gift shop and rental office, then past a dark lounge and cafeteria before entering a short tunnel corridor leading toward the security office and garage.


    Charles saw large poster maps on the corridor wall showing the layout of the resort’s upper and lower levels, and trail maps of the slopes above and below the mountain. He remembered the maps like a snapshot in his mind, using his innate speed reading ability. The layout was very impressive, though judging by the pile of debris he’d seen in the lobby, he suspected the entire above-ground level of the lodge had been destroyed when the dome collapsed. The picture on the poster showed the resort as it had been before the disaster, the mountain sheltered beneath an immense double-layered glass dome.


    The security office was directly ahead, at the corner where the corridor turned left toward the garage. A large walk-through scanning machine spanned the security corridor where people would enter from the garage, like the scanners you’d see at the airport, only much larger. A long desk with two stationary chairs overlooked the security corridor. The chairlift carried Charles up and over the security desk, drifting to a stop behind the stationary chairs, facing a narrow metal door on the back wall. The metal door slid open with a sharp hiss, and the chair proceeded inside, moving sideways as it passed through the narrow doorway.


    Charles was again reminded of a dark amusement park ride as they entered the inner security office, sliding sideways past a closet-like alcove with racks for skis and coats and other assorted items, with several sturdy metal lockers on the floor. Curiously, he saw one ski rack lined with flintlock rifles, with several flintlock pistols also visible on a shelf.


    The chairlift continued to slide sideways, passing behind another security desk with buttons and display monitors built into its console. A line of smaller monitors above the desk showed video images from a dozen places inside the complex. A large gallery window above the console looked out onto the garage area, where several futuristic cars were parked in an underground garage.


    The chairlift stopped moving and pivoted to face two shiny metal security guard robots, who stood ready to receive him. They looked like tall bald men with expressionless mirror-chrome metal faces. Each wore a shiny blue jumpsuit with the words ‘Moose Mountain Security’ written across its chest, with smaller name-tags reading ‘Officer Sarx’, and ‘Officer Voxl’. Each robot was also holding a small metal baton in one metal hand, like flashlights.


    “Hello.” Charles said nervously, greeting the robot security guards.


    Charles felt the metal tentacles begin to slide, loosening their grip on him. The tentacles were amazingly agile, quickly uncrossing from his chest and wrapping around his neck and shoulders while keeping him secure the whole time. He was abruptly pushed out of the seat and caught by the two waiting security guards. One guard pressed a baton to his neck and he felt an instant jolt of electricity rip through his body, causing his muscles to spasm and then go limp. He slumped over and started to drool as strong metal hands supported him, holding him upright.


    One of the metal guards began searching him, patting him down and removing items.


    “Firearms are not permitted.” the robot said as it removed his flintlock pistol from its holster, placing it on a metal table against the back wall.


    “Explosive compounds are not permitted.” it said as it confiscated his powder horn, filled with black powder.


    He felt another jolt to his neck and his body spasmed again. He cried out involuntarily from the pain, his voice sounding muffled and slurred. The jolts were very painful, and Charles imagined he’d have a nasty burn mark on his neck.


    “Stop resisting.” the guard holding him said, and the other guard laughed in a hollow metal voice.


    I’m not resisting, Charles wanted to say, but he could only groan. How could he resist when the shocks were inhibiting his muscles from moving?


    “Knives are not permitted.” the guard said, placing Charles’ hunting knife on the table. The knife had been given to him by the people of Unyun at the first picnic, to welcome him to town, and he’d been using it ever since to cut cloth patches when reloading his flintlock.


    The guard continued to search him, finding his metal detector and placing it on the table before removing his leather backpack and setting it down next to the other items.


    Charles tried to think of what other contraband they might find on him but couldn’t think of anything. The guard finished searching his body and moved on to the backpack, removing everything and placing it on the table. The dirty ancient pistol he’d found on the road, his cyclopedia computer, hacker’s kit, his last three treeky bars, canteen, mini-light, and three spare power cells for testing artifacts.


    The guard picked up the hacker’s kit and opened it, removing the hackstick and holding it up for Charles to see.


    “What were you planning to do with this, human?” the guard asked him with a menacing tone, its mirror chrome face without expression.


    Charles tried to respond, but felt another jolt on his neck. He might have wet himself then, but had no control of it either way. Why were they being so mean? Why the excessive force?


    He was feeling desperate and afraid. He wanted to appeal to someone in charge to help him, but realized that in the centuries since the resort had closed, it was highly unlikely that any humans would still remain in charge. The resort was being run by robots, and he was at their mercy. But what did they want? Didn’t they understand that the world had changed? Civilization had ended and started over, but they were still here, secretly working below the mountain.


    He was then roughly dragged to a door on the far wall. One of the guards touched a pad on the wall and the metal door slid open. Charles was carried inside and lowered to the floor, where he lay twitching slightly from the painful incapacitating shocks he’d received. He saw Brother Kevin through the doorway, being carried in on a chairlift, looking confused and frightened. The guards left Charles alone in the cell, closing the metal door behind them.


    Charles tried to sit up, but had to wait a moment for his muscles to recover. He was in a room with soft padded walls, lit by bright lights embedded in the ceiling. The walls were featureless except for the single metal door that had a small round window at eye-level, and a metal ventilation grating on the back wall near the ceiling. Charles wondered if he could fit through the grate, thinking that he probably could, if he were able to get it open, which would most likely be impossible without tools. He would have to wait and see what they planned to do with him.


    When he was able to stand, he went to the door and looked out, watching as the two robots searched through Brother Kevin’s possessions as they’d done to him. He ducked to the side when they dragged his friend to the door, moving to the back of the cell to avoid being shocked again. The guards entered, placing Brother Kevin on the floor as they’d done with Charles, then turned to leave. One guard stopped and waved his baton at Charles menacingly, then laughed in its hollow fake voice before leaving, closing the metal door behind it.


    Charles went immediately to Brother Kevin’s side as he lay twitching on the floor, having also been tased by the security robots.


    “You’ll feel better in a couple minutes.” Charles said.


    “Gah.” Brother Kevin muttered, his teeth chattering uncontrollably.


    Charles tried to make him feel comfortable, using his leather shirt as a pillow while he waited for Brother Kevin to recover. What about Jake and Moosh? Had they also been captured? He’d find out when they were dumped in the cell, he supposed.


    He stood up to look through the door’s round window, seeing the two security guards sitting in chairs at the security console, pressing buttons. The two chairlifts who’d carried them here were gone, as were the items that had been placed on the table. Charles wished that they hadn’t taken his cyclopedia, because now would be a great time to study, since there was nothing else he could do. If he had the mind speak, he might be able to warn his friends, but his slate of mental abilities was clean, rebooted each morning as a bizarre side effect of the basal procedures Synaptech used to modify his brain.


    Charles waited patiently for Brother Kevin to recover, occasionally glancing out the window to see the metal security guards still sitting at the control chairs, watching the monitors and pushing buttons on the console desk.


    “Charles, are you injured?” Brother Kevin asked from behind him.


    “No, I’m okay. Are you?” Charles replied.


    “Just a few bruises, but I’m okay.” Kevin replied. He was sitting up now, leaning against the back wall of the cell. He had been stripped of his possessions, like Charles, and shocked in the neck and groin several times for resisting, though like Charles, he hadn’t actually tried to resist.


    The metal security guards were mean spirited, and seemed to enjoy shocking them. Charles wondered if they had been programmed to be like that, or had they developed that attitude on their own?


    “Did they tell you anything?” Charles asked.


    “Only that we were trespassing, and that they would question us later.” Brother Kevin replied.


    “About what?” Charles asked.


    Brother Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    “The robot chair told me this was a ski resort.” Charles said.


    “What is that?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “It’s a place where people ski...they wear special boots for sliding on snow. They slide down from the top of the mountain.” Charles explained.


    “Why?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “Because it’s fun, I guess.” Charles said, “It’s a sport, too. I did it a few times, but I fell and almost broke my leg.”


    “Here, at this place?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “No, someplace else. I went to a mountain in Vermont, on vacation with my parents, when I was a kid.”


    “Were there robots like these?” Kevin asked.


    “No, this was way before robots.” Charles said.


    “I tried to talk to them, but they told me to be quiet.” Brother Kevin said.


    “Me too. I think I made the chairlift mad when I asked if its job was obsolete.” Charles said.


    “What do you mean?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “A chairlift is supposed to carry people to the top of the mountain,” Charles explained, “But there’s a platform at the end of the slope that can teleport people to the top without using a chairlift. I asked the chair if that would put it out of a job, and it got mad and nearly strangled me. I kept quiet after that.”


    Brother Kevin nodded, seeming to understand.


    “I have heard of men who’s jobs were lost to robot workers. Robots can do the work of four men, and don’t need to eat or sleep.” Brother Kevin said.


    Charles nodded. “That was starting to happen before I went to sleep, I mean, we did have some robots, but not like these. They weren’t smart. They didn’t pretend to have feelings.”


    “I don’t think they’re pretending, Charles. Intelligent robots are like us, brothers in thought.”


    “I know, but it’s all simulated.” Charles said. He remembered reading something about robot intelligence one day, but couldn’t remember the details. Only that the simulations were very realistic, to the point where it was almost impossible to tell the difference between real human emotions and simulations. He had been impressed by the technical aspects of this, and concluded that it was an incredibly complex system of mimicry, but nevertheless, at its core it was all written lines of computer code, running instructions and interpreting variables.


    “I hope we can talk to them. There’s no need for us to be enemies.” Brother Kevin said.


    “I hope you’re right.” Charles said, though he had a feeling that the robots weren’t looking for any friends.


    “I’m worried about Moosh and Jake. Can you reach them?” Brother Kevin asked.


    Charles shook his head. “I don’t have the mind speak today. I can’t use it.”


    They heard the hiss of the metal door and turned to see the guards waiting there.


    “The older one first.” said a voice from the office. Neither of them could see who had spoken, but it was an unfamiliar voice that had only a slight metallic sound.


    One of the metal guards entered the room and pointed its black rubberized fingertip at Brother Kevin.


    “Come with me.” the guard commanded.


    Brother Kevin stood up and tried to smile. “I’d like to talk with you. There’s no need for threats.” Brother Kevin said as he walked calmly toward the door.


    “You will talk.” the robot replied, placing its metal hand on Brother Kevin’s shoulder and guiding him through the doorway. The metal door slammed shut behind them with a hiss, and Charles went to the window to see what was happening. The door slid open again suddenly, and a guard stepped lithely into the doorway from the side, facing Charles.


    “Hai!” the chrome faced robot exclaimed as it reached out with lightning speed to press its stun baton firmly against Charles’ neck. Charles felt the jolt of electricity rip through his body and he fell to the floor, twitching, while the robot security guard laughed.


    “Good one, Sarx.” the other security robot said from outside the cell, and both robots laughed. The metal door hissed closed again, leaving Charles alone on the floor of the cell.


    


    * * *


    


    “Get in here!” Jake shouted, pointing to a cave-like shelter between two immense shard slabs. He ran inside and Moosh followed, ducking slightly at the back of the shelter, holding his heavy pickaxe ready.


    The first chairlift came around the corner as a second chair dropped down from above the ledge, reaching toward them with metal tentacles. Jake fired his blaster from a kneeling position, striking the first chairlift squarely in its flashing grill. The robot careened off the side, scraping and bouncing against the shard wall.


    Moosh stepped forward, swinging his pickaxe in a diagonal arc upward, striking the underside of the second chairlift with a solid blow as it descended. The titanium frame buckled, and the entire chair jolted upward from the blow, but its tentacles continued to whip wildly, seeking to grab Moosh’s pickaxe. He anticipated this, pulling the weapon back quickly for another swing.


    Two more chairlifts appeared on each side of the shelter as Jake had expected. They had seen four tracking them in the shards, closing in on them. He was confident that Moosh could finish the chairlift he’d already struck once, as he fired his blaster at the third chairlift, aiming for the grill. Another perfect hit, he thought, as the grill erupted in sparks and the chairlift crashed to the ground, lifeless. A killshot. He knew where to hit them. Jake smiled, counting the seconds until his gun would recharge. He was glad he’d spent so much time practicing. He could shoot these things until his power cells ran out, and he still had five full cells. Did they have that many chairlifts? He was betting they didn’t. He just had to keep his cool, and keep shooting straight.


    Moosh smashed the second chairlift again, crushing its side inward and rupturing its anti-gravity liftpod that burst in a shower of blue sparks and purple flames. The chairlift plowed into the ground sideways, its crushed-in side dragging in the dirt as it struggled to right itself, using one tentacle to push down on the ground in a feeble display. Jake shot its brainbox through the front grill, killing it.


    “Please be seated.” the fourth chairlift said as it glided toward Jake with tentacles outstretched, maneuvering around its fallen companion. Moosh struck it in the side with his pickaxe, as he’d done to the previous chairlift, crushing its titanium sidewall. The chair spun sideways, catching Moosh’s wrist with one tentacle and drawing itself toward him. Moosh yanked back, still holding his pickaxe, jerking the chairlift closer. Its other tentacle slipped up behind Moosh’s arm to wrap around his thick pink neck, pulling backwards. Jake aimed and fired, striking the tentacle at its base, nearly severing it. The tentacle fell away, lifeless, and Moosh pulled the chairlift sideways, swinging it into the glass sidewall. It crashed into the wall, denting in its side further, but still held onto Moosh’s wrist with its remaining tentacle. Jake waited to shoot again, not wanting to risk hitting his friend by mistake.


    Moosh pulled at the tentacle, breathing heavily as he began to slide in the dirt. The chairlift was pulling him out into the open, to lift him up off the ground. Jake saw his shot, targeting its exposed anti-gravity pod as it rose into the air. He fired, scoring a direct hit, and the pod exploded, unbalancing the machine. It dipped down sideways, letting go of Moosh’s arm as it tried to right itself. Moosh drew back to swing his pickaxe, but couldn’t hit it fast enough as it backed away rapidly from under the shelter, fleeing. They watched it go, unable to prevent its escape as it flew away over the shards.


    Moosh looked down at Jake, breathing heavily. “Jake Okay?” he asked, breathlessly.


    “I’m okay, dude. Chill for awhile and I’ll cover you.” Jake replied.


    “Okay Jake.” Moosh replied, sitting down at the back of the shelter.


    Jake quickly swapped the power cell in his gun, so he’d have seven shots ready if they were attacked again. He wanted to chase them down and follow them to wherever they were coming from, but he had to wait for Moosh to breathe. He had killed two of them, but two had slipped away. The chairs hadn’t gotten any prisoners this time, though, and maybe they’d think twice before coming after them again.


    “I’m just gonna go look for a sec.” Jake said, moving to the edge of the shard wall to peek around the edge. He could see two of the chairlifts moving away quickly, floating low between the shards and trees, further up the mountain. He watched as they disappeared behind a thick stand of trees. Jake wanted to go look behind those trees. He kept watching the shards and listening for the telltale hum of the chairlifts that were stalking them. It only took Moosh a few minutes to catch his breath, but it seemed like an eternity. Jake listened to the sound of Moosh’s deep labored breathing until he was ready to move again.


    “I saw where they went. Behind those trees.” Jake said, pointing up the hill.


    “We get them.” Moosh replied grimly, hefting his heavy pickaxe for emphasis.


    Jake nodded, holding his blaster pistol ready as they struck out again into the shard maze, heading toward the stand of trees where he’d seen the fleeing chairlifts disappear.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 28


    Cormax


    


    Charles moved to the back of the cell when he was able to move again. He was worried about Brother Kevin and his friends outside. These robots were mean spirited, and seemed to enjoy hurting him. His neck was sore where the stun baton had shocked him, and his knee hurt from bumping it on the floor.


    The door slid open with a hiss, and Charles saw a metal security guard standing there. It raised its rubberized metal finger to point at him. “Come with me.” the robot commanded.


    “Where’s my friend?” Charles asked anxiously.


    “He’s been relocated.” the guard said, then with a quick flick of its wrist, the stun baton appeared in its hand, like a magic trick. It started walking toward Charles menacingly.


    “Okay, I’m coming! Don’t tase me!” Charles said, quickly rising to his feet.


    The guard stopped and waited for him, still holding the stun baton, ready to shock Charles into submission. Charles walked toward the guard, keeping his eyes on the baton. The guard reached out with its other hand and placed it on Charles shoulder, guiding him toward the door.


    He was led back into the security office where a floating chairlift waited, humming softly.


    “Take your money. You’ll need this later.” the security robot named Sarx said, handing him his nearly empty purse of coins.


    “Thanks.” Charles replied nervously, slipping the purse into his pocket.


    “Please be seated.” the waiting chairlift said through its flashing grill speaker.


    Sarx pushed him toward the waiting chairlift, and Charles did as he was told, approaching the seat and sitting down like he were boarding a ride at an amusement park. Metal tentacles snaked out from within the arms of the chair, covering his chest and shoulders to hold him snugly in place. The other security robot, Voxl, was sitting at the security console, and Charles could see a human face watching him on the main console monitor.


    The chairlift’s engine hummed louder as it pivoted and began to move, heading sideways out the narrow door into the outer security office. Charles was thinking of the human face he’d seen on the monitor, as the chairlift proceeded to glide up the long sloping hallway toward the main complex, back the way he’d come initially.


    “Where is my friend?” Charles asked.


    “Human guests are sequestered in the undercafe lounge.” the chairlift responded as they left the security corridor, entering the lobby through double sliding glass doors.


    Charles looked toward the glass cafeteria doors as they glided past. It was dimly lit inside, and he couldn’t make out anything due to the glare of the lights in the lobby reflecting off the glass. He hoped that Brother Kevin was okay, but had no way of knowing. They passed another chairlift coming in from outside, heading toward the security and garage area. Charles noticed that the chairlift was damaged, with a hole burned into its grill and one broken tentacle that dangled on the floor beneath it, half severed. Was that Jake and Moosh’s work? He could only hope that they were okay and hadn’t also been captured.


    They continued through the long lobby, passing sliding doors that led to the ski rental office and gift shop.


    “Where are you taking me?” Charles asked. The chairlifts seemed to be at least slightly friendly, but he had to watch what he said.


    “You are to meet with Cormax in the resort facility control center.” the chairlift replied.


    “Who is Cormax?” Charles asked.


    “Cormax is the controller in charge of this resort complex.” the chairlift replied, as they glided past the pile of twisted metal and shards that filled one corner of the lobby.


    “Are you going to let us go?” Charles asked, pushing his luck.


    “That is not my decision.” the chairlift replied.


    They entered another short hallway and came to a stop, then slid sideways through a narrow door with a sign over it that said ‘First Aid’.


    The first aid office was brightly lit, looking like a hospital operating room, with two metal coffin beds and other medical equipment like he’d seen in Carrindale. He saw a man dressed in yaybo leather clothing strapped to a metal table at the back of the room, and a large octopus-like robot hovering beside the table. The robot looked nearly identical to the octodoctor that had examined them in Carrindale. Charles tried to see who the man was, knowing only that it wasn’t Brother Kevin, as the chairlift began to rise vertically, lifting them up to a balcony overlooking the first aid office. The bearded man on the table turned to look at him, and he recognized him as one of Ozzy’s yaybo friends who’d come to visit during the bear steak barbecue. The burly man looked frightened, but apparently unhurt.


    The chairlift surged forward along the balcony, heading toward a sturdy metal door at the far end with a sign above that read ‘Control Center - Staff Only’. Charles saw the floating octodoc robot rise up to follow them, as the chairlift pivoted sideways to pass through the narrow door to the resort’s control center. The metal door clanged shut behind them, and the chairlift pivoted, giving Charles a view of the resort’s sophisticated control center, which looked much like the bridge of a space ship, with blinking consoles and chairs similar to the ones in the security control center. A large picture window above the main control desk gave a view of the ski slopes and patio overlook.


    Sitting on a floating chairlift directly across from Charles was Cormax, the resort facility controller, who’s face Charles had seen in the security office monitor. There was another metal security guard standing beside his chair, watching. Cormax looked frighteningly pale, with sunken eyes and drooping facial features. He looked almost dead, except for the glint in his eyes that studied Charles as he looked back with growing revulsion. Four coiled tubes were connected to metal plates bolted to the sides of Cormax’s nearly bald head. The tubes were linked to a device that looked like a metal toolbox mounted on the back of the chairlift. He was drooling slightly, and had dark rings under his eyes. He looked like a zombie, but his eyes seemed sharp, looking back at Charles.


    “Greetings.” Cormax said, though not through his mouth. The voice came from the flashing grill of the chairlift behind him, while the zombie-like rider just sat motionless, staring at Charles.


    “Hello.” Charles said nervously.


    “Why did you come to Moose Mountain?” Cormax asked, gliding forward slowly. Charles might have taken a step back if he weren’t still being held in the chairlift.


    “We were just digging. We didn’t know this was a ski resort.” Charles replied nervously.


    Cormax stared at him, then jerked his arm awkwardly toward Charles, pointing a bony finger at him.


    “Doctor Matillo will help you tell the truth.” Cormax said through his flashing grill, while opening his mouth to groan quietly. His voice was raspy, with a slight gurgle, and it sent chills down Charles’ spine. Was it a dead body riding on the chair? A real zombie?


    Charles saw the spherical form of the octodoc robot float around the side of the chair that was holding him, its eight metal tentacles hanging poised beneath it, each ending in six delicate metal fingers.


    “Please remain calm.” the octodoc said soothingly as it reached up with one tentacle, as if to touch his face. Charles saw a needle poking out of the tentacle, between its metal fingers.


    “I’m telling the truth, really.” Charles insisted, trying to pull away from the needle, but the chairlift held him firmly in place. The needle-tipped tentacle snaked around Charles’s face and he heard a slight hiss, like a puff of air against his neck, just below his ear. He felt the robot’s cold fingers on his neck for a moment as it administered the drug directly into his jugular vein.


    Charles felt a warm sensation spread rapidly through his body as the octodoc retracted its tentacle, and he began to feel relaxed almost immediately, despite the odd circumstances. He knew he had been drugged, and he needed to be careful because these robots were not his friends, but they had been friendly enough so far. Cormax had said “Greetings.” Wasn’t that funny? He looked at Cormax, who smiled back at him, seeming to understand the joke. He couldn’t help smiling back, and he laughed a little. The security robot standing besides Cormax joined in then, laughing with him. It had a name tag on its uniform jumpsuit that Charles couldn’t read from this far away.


    “What is your name, guy?” Charles asked, pointing his finger politely at the chrome faced security guard.


    “Officer Arxl.” the silver security guard replied in a friendly tone, pointing its own rubberized metal finger at its uniform name tag.


    “That sounds like...um...no offense...um...” Charles tried to keep his lips shut, but ended up giggling. He didn’t want to say that.


    “What does it sound like?” Arxl asked coyly.


    Charles burst out laughing, unable to contain himself.


    Cormax watched with leering anticipation from his chairlift as Charles tried to contain his laughter, snorting loudly.


    “Arsehole?” Charles finally managed to say, grinning.


    The robot security guard burst out laughing, leaning backward and then forward to slap his metal kneecaps in a prolonged exaggerated gesture, as if moving in slow motion. Charles realized that the robot was actually miming, like a mime, and he wanted to clap his hands together and applaud, but couldn’t, due to the tentacle restraints. What an amazing treat, to see this robot actually miming and putting on a performance for him! Its metal body was so articulated and agile, it might be a robot gymnast, or a dancer. He could imagine it prancing like a graceful ballerina across the dance floor.


    The robot stopped laughing, ending with a small metallic hiccup before speaking in a friendly tone. “I hadn’t thought of that, but yes, it is amusing.” Arxl said.


    “Humans naturally strive to subvert the meaning of things.” Cormax said, reaching out with a metal tentacle to gently fondle Charles’ left boot.


    Charles smiled, watching the tentacle as it felt along the leather laces. “Don’t tickle.” he warned, grinning. He hoped that Cormax didn’t choose to remove his boot, because his feet were especially ticklish, and he’d be at the robot’s mercy. He was completely at their mercy anyway, he had to remind himself, but it didn’t seem so bad, socializing with robots. Just don’t tickle me, Charles said, not even sure if he was speaking aloud.


    “You would enjoy that, wouldn’t you?” Cormax asked.


    “Yes.” Charles said, still grinning. He wanted to say no, because he was so ticklish and it would make him squirm, but being tickled was a weird sort of pleasant discomfort. He’d only ever been tickled by family or friends when he was a child. Only by friends. He had enjoyed it, so he had to say yes, knowing that it would probably lead to a bout of tickling by cold titanium tentacles. Was that wrong? He felt confused, then remembered how the octopus had gotten him high on some drug, to help him tell the truth. That explained it, he thought, smiling. A funny thought struck him suddenly, and he blurted it out.


    “Everything I tell you is a lie, even this!” Charles exclaimed, then he began to giggle uncontrollably, unable to contain himself. Would the robots’ heads explode from the logic bomb he just dropped?


    “I’m kidding. No, I’m telling the truth!” he spit out between giggles as the robots just silently stared at him.


    “Or am I?” Charles added, looking sideways and laughing until he snorted.


    Arxl flicked his wrist and a stun baton appeared in his hand. The metal guard turned to look at Cormax for approval, and Charles squished his lips together to stop laughing.


    “I’m okay...what do you want to know?” Charles said, trying to sound serious.


    “Where did you live before coming here?” Cormax asked calmly.


    “Unyun.” Charles replied, smiling.


    “How many people live in Unyun now?” Cormax asked.


    “A couple hundred, I think, maybe three hundred?” Charles replied truthfully.


    “How long have you lived there?”


    “A couple months, almost.” Charles replied.


    “What do you love most about the town?”


    “My girlfriend, Penny.” Charles said, smiling and picturing her pretty green face in his mind.


    


    The interview went on for some time, and Charles continued to answer Cormax’s probing questions that all seemed to center around Unyun and its people. How much technology was available to them? What did the people love most? What was most valuable to them? What sort of military defenses did the town utilize? What allies in the region might assist Unyun if they were attacked?


    Charles had hoped to be released after the interview, so that he could go and meet Penny at the waterfall, but Cormax told him he’d have to stay awhile longer.


    At the end of the interview, Cormax promised to send a chairlift to pick up Penny, so that they could be reunited. Charles told him exactly where to find the waterfall nearby, where Penny would be waiting to meet him when the digging was done. Charles left feeling happy. He had been able to talk with the robots, and they seemed friendly once he got to know them and obeyed their commands. Brother Kevin would be happy to hear about this, and to see Penny when she arrived.


    The chairlift held him snugly throughout the interview, then carried him back through the underground complex, sliding sideways through the narrow door and pivoting like a amusement park ride as he was delivered to the cafeteria lounge.


    “Whee!” Charles said, enjoying the ride as they passed through the sliding glass doors.


    Charles saw Brother Kevin sitting on a metal bench, looking grim. There were at least a dozen other people there, some of which Charles recognized as yaybo farmers and trappers who lived in the area near Shard Mountain. Even Ozzy and Ayna were here. They all looked bored or sad or anxious about something, probably the robots holding them captive. Charles thought he could cheer them up when he told them how friendly the robots were, once he got to know them. He would reconsider, though, later when the drug wore off, and he’d feel ashamed for telling the robots so much about Unyun, and what he loved most about it, Penny.


    


    * * *


    


    The mountain grew steeper as Jake and Moosh proceeded upward, picking a path through the maze of shards. They were more than halfway to the mountain top when they reached the stand of trees. The shards were larger and more dispersed here than they were on the lower mountain. Many of the shard slabs were lying nearly flat on the ground, some forming wide glass bridges and ceilings above the bushy paths.


    Jake led the way with his pistol in hand as they followed a wide path up the mountain. The path converged with another at a fork higher up, with sparse trees and slabs on both sides. Moosh saw the mouth of the cave as they reached the fork, where one path split to enter the dark tunnel.


    They hunkered down behind some bushes overlooking the cave mouth, surveying it, watching for signs of robotic chairlifts.


    There was an odd smell in the air near the cave, and Jake could hear a faint humming sound coming from within that sounded like an old air conditioner.


    “It’s like the bat cave, the way it’s hidden in the trees.” Jake said quietly, aiming down the barrel of his blaster pistol. He judged it was about fifty meters to the cave opening, across the open trail. Close enough to hit a chairlift coming out, though an instant kill would be unlikely.


    “Live metal cave.” Moosh said.


    “We gotta be careful, it looks pretty dark inside.” Jake said.


    “You got light?” Moosh asked.


    “I have a mini-light.” Jake said, reaching for it, then he smiled suddenly, struck with an idea.


    “Dude, you do glowdots?” Jake asked in an excited whisper, trying to keep quiet.


    “Glow-dots?” Moosh asked slowly, not understanding.


    Jake had to stop himself right then and pause, thinking. Would it be wrong to feed his friend a powerful mind enhancing drug at this moment, just for its night vision effect? Would this set his giant pink friend on the path to recreational drug use? Would that be wrong?


    “Dude, I have a night-vision elixir. It lets you see in the dark.” Jake said, smiling.


    “Good, Jake.” Moosh said, smiling. “We go inside.”


    “Yeah...” Jake whispered, getting out his leather bag. “It makes you feel good too, like treeky beer.”


    “Good. We get them.” Moosh said.


    “Okay Moosh, this is like your breathing bottle, but you breath what’s in this bag, see?” Jake said, demonstrating. “Open the bag and shine the light inside, then breath it all in at the same time.”


    Moosh nodded his understanding as Jake crushed the pill and shook up the dust inside before handing the sack to Moosh. Moosh shined the light and inhaled, sucking in the powder through his nose slits. He was crouched down beside Jake, and he raised his head up suddenly and coughed. He looked down at Jake with a wide eyed look of confusion. “Jake?” Moosh asked, then he smiled and patted Jake on the shoulder. “Jake!” Moosh growled quietly, like rocks grinding together. Moosh smiled a wide toothy grin.


    Jake smiled back at him as he emptied the sack on the ground, ready to crush another pill.


    “Moosh likes...Better than beer.” Moosh said, smiling. He looked toward the cave and began to clench his giant fists in anticipation.


    Jake was happy he’d brought the glowdots as he went through the ritual, inhaling the psychedelic powder vapor. His eyes grew wide, his mind and vision expanding, as the drug’s chemical influence enveloped his brain. He felt wildly excited and calmly relaxed at the same time, with a surge of confidence that told him he’d make every shot dead-on with his blaster. Nothing would touch them, so long as he could get off a shot.


    He looked at Moosh, who was still clenching his fists, and thought of the adrenaline boosting poppers. Would those be good for Moosh, to make him even more powerful? He thought of how ‘Surge!’ had made him feel the one time he’d tried it, making him breath heavily and want to run and smash things as though in a steroid rage. Moosh had problems breathing when overexerted. He didn’t want to push Moosh into some overdrive that would kill him, though he knew he, himself, could handle it. He decided not to mention it at all. Glowdots were good enough, and he was feeling good about their chances against any number of robots.


    “Lets get in there.” Jake said, grinning.


    “Yah, yah.” Moosh said eagerly, hefting his pickaxe.


    They walked out from the cover of the bushes, with Jake in the lead again, heading toward the cave opening. They were halfway across the trail when two chairlifts emerged from the tunnel, floating beside each other.


    Jake knelt down calmly, taking aim with his blaster as Moosh stood waiting, holding his pickaxe ready like a baseball player ready to hit a home run. Time seemed to slow down for Jake as he lined up his shot, aiming for the bottom of the chairlift’s diamond-shaped grill. He fired, and a sparking hole appeared in the exact spot where he’d aimed. The chairlift crashed to the ground and rolled over onto its back, lifeless, as the other continued toward them, dragging something on the ground beneath it.


    Jake waited for his gun to recharge as two more chairlifts emerged from the tunnel behind the first pair. The gun’s indicator flashed, and Jake fired at one of the new chairlifts, leaving the closer one for Moosh, who was eager to smash something. He hit the grill slightly off center, and the chairlift veered off to the side, heading into the trees.


    The second chairlift was rising up above them, dragging a large net below it with one tentacle. The net looked like it might once have been a nylon fence used to mark off ski trails, and the chairlift aimed to ensnare them with it. Moosh swung his pickaxe high, reaching for the airborne chairlift and striking it on the front of its undercarriage. The titanium frame crushed inward from the blow, and the whole chairlift was pushed backward, thwarting its attack with the net.


    Jake fired up at the chairlift, blasting its crooked anti-gravity pod, which exploded in a shower of blue sparks. The chairlift dipped down in a spiraling fall as it tried to right itself, and Moosh smashed its other side with his pickaxe, exploding its other liftpod. Moosh stepped to the side as the crippled chairlift crashed to the ground, then smashed it again with his ax, crushing through what he presumed to be its face behind the grill, killing it.


    Another pair of chairlifts had emerged from the tunnel, holding a section of netting between them. the fourth chairlift attempted the same maneuver as the one previous, rising up above them while dragging a net behind it.


    “I got it.” Jake said as he aimed up at the chairlift. Moosh waited as Jake fired, exploding the liftpod. The chair dipped down sideways, almost flipping over as it tried to regain its balance. Moosh struck it then, in a downward arc, crushing the chairlift’s arm and driving it down toward the ground. It struck the dirt hard on its side and wrapped both its tentacles around Moosh’s waist, pulling him close.


    Jake drew his flintlock pistol and snapped off a shot, blasting a round hole in the chairlift’s grill, shattering it. “I require assistance!” the chairlift called out in a metal whine as sparks shot out from its shattered grill. It struggled to levitate on one liftpod, letting go of Moosh as it tried to escape. Moosh tried to hit it as it fled, but it quickly sped away, back toward the tunnel.


    Jake switched guns again, aiming at the next chairlift. The pair was almost upon them, dragging the net between them like fisherman dredging the ocean, and Jake could see yet another pair coming behind them. He’d need to reload soon. How many shots?


    He fired at the approaching chairlift, aiming for its liftpod. He couldn’t hit the grill when they were above him, but the liftpods made good targets from below. His shot was dead-on, and the liftpod exploded. Five shots. He had two left. The chairlift dipped down, but didn’t let go of the net that was strung between the pair.


    Moosh stepped up beside Jake, already breathing heavily from the effort of combat. Jake counted the seconds, waiting for his gun to charge as the third pair of chairs descended toward them with their net stretched between them.


    Jake had the thought to just ignore the net, since he could easily fire through its holes, but the thought was interrupted as the net suddenly dragged him off his feet and he rolled over, caught up in it.


    “Shit!” Jake cried out, gripping his pistol as he rolled over, not wanting to drop it. He fired off a shot by mistake, burning the net and the ground beneath him.


    Moosh avoided the net, swinging his pickaxe in a high arc at the chairlift nearest him as it swooped over. He struck one of its liftpods, but it was a glancing blow that failed to penetrate. The chairs continued on, dragging Jake in the net along the ground.


    Jake struggled to get free. It was just a fence! How could he get all tangled up like this? He felt a sharp pain as one of the chairlifts lashed down with its free tentacle, slapping him across the side of his head. He managed to get one leg free of the net, and tried to squirm out as the net pulled him up off the ground. He tried to twist free and almost succeeded, but got tangled up in it again, ending up dangling by one leg, upside down. He saw Moosh chasing after him, wheezing, as another pair of chairs swooped down behind the pink giant.


    Jake was still holding his pistol, with one shot left, and he decided to take a chance. He reached up and took aim at the chairlift’s underside, aiming for its one remaining liftpod. There was a chance that it would fall on top of him, but he would try to dodge. He fired and the liftpod exploded. The chairlift abruptly fell from the air, plummeting ten feet to the ground and narrowly missing Jake as he scrambled within the net to avoid its fall.


    The net was pulled taught as the chairlift began to tumble down the hill, still holding on with its tentacle. Jake was thrown free as the net twisted, landing in a roll on the ground. He saw Moosh get swept up by another net from behind, lifting the giant off his feet as he fell over backwards into the net. Tentacles reached down on both sides as they carried him upward, spinning the net around him like a cocoon.


    “Shit!” Jake said as he quickly ejected the spent power cell from his blaster. The other chairlift that had netted him was wheeling around to net him again. He put a fresh cell in his blaster, watching the descending chairlift as it bore down upon him. The gun’s capacitor light showed three seconds to full charge. “Shit!” Jake yelled again as he sprinted away from the oncoming net, running toward the trees. Moosh was flying above him, wrapped in a cocoon of netting, dangling between two chairlifts as they carried him toward the tunnel.


    Jake reached the base of a tree, running parallel with the chairs carrying Moosh toward the dark tunnel. There was still another chair behind him, though, and that’s what he needed to deal with first. He turned and crouched, aiming for the chairlift’s exposed liftpod and fired, rupturing it. The chairlift wobbled to the side for a moment but kept coming on in a fast descent.


    Jake dodged behind the tree trunk as the chairlift came down at him, smashing into the tree and lashing out with its metal tentacles. Jake felt a tentacle whip past his head, almost catching in his hair. He scrambled away from the chair, waiting for his pistol to recharge. The chair backed up jerkily, pivoting to go around the tree. Jake fired again at point blank range, hitting its flashing grill, penetrating its protected brainbox.


    He knew that it would be dead even before he fired. The glowdots were boosting his dexterity, making it easy for him to hit the mark without wavering. All of the practice he’d done with the pistol, combined with the drug’s tension leveling effect was making this a breeze. Now he had to save Moosh.


    Jake started out of the trees at a run, following the two chairlifts that held his friend. They were descending now, toward the tunnel, and Moosh seemed to be making progress in freeing himself, having one massive arm free to pound against the bottom of one chairlift.


    Jake was on higher ground now, looking down the hill toward the mouth of the cave. He saw the backs of the two chairlifts, and didn’t have a clear shot at a front grill or a liftpod, but he could see their rear access panels clearly. He stopped and crouched, aiming for the top of one chairlift’s access panel, estimating where its brainbox would be.


    He fired his blaster, hitting the panel with a loud clang and blowing it open. The chairlift immediately began to drift off course, careening into the tunnel wall as it let go of the net. Moosh was bashed against the soft ground as the net swung down away from the disabled chairlift, and the remaining chair bobbed down low as it took up the weight. Jake sprinted after them, running down the hill and counting the seconds as his gun’s capacitor charged. The chairlift continued on, undeterred by the loss of its companion, still carrying Moosh beneath it in a twisted tangle of netting. The other chairlift regained control of itself and swung around to rejoin its companion, descending into the tunnel.


    Jake knelt and aimed, taking a breath before firing. He stopped himself just short of pulling the trigger, realizing that the single chairlift carrying Moosh would likely fall directly on top of his friend, weighing several hundred pounds. He didn’t want to do that. He took off running again, racing to catch up with the chairlifts that were going faster now, as they drifted downhill into the tunnel. They would get away if they kept going faster. He had to shoot!


    He stopped again and knelt down, aiming for the undamaged chairlift’s rear panel, and fired. The shot hit squarely where he aimed, blowing out the access panel in a shower of sparks from within. The chairlift tumbled forward, falling to the ground before Moosh, who was dragged behind it.


    “Fuck yeah!” Jake cried out, raising his fist in the air as he sprinted again down the slope.


    Moosh continued to be dragged downhill, still caught in the net and struggling to get free. They were sliding on ice now, solid and smooth, gaining speed as they descended into darkness. Moosh finally struggled free of the net, tearing it open with both hands while sliding on his back down the hill.


    Jake could see him sliding away in the distance, and kept running until he hit the ice, seeing no other choice but to keep after his friend. He tried to control his footing, sliding for a moment before his legs slid out from under him. He fell on his back and continued to slide down the icy slope behind his friend, gaining speed as he descended.


    Jake could see the whole tunnel as if lit by a soft blue light. The walls were shiny and smooth, and he could see the cold emanating from the snow-covered slope. He saw Moosh sliding ahead of him, behind the disabled chairlift Jake had shot down, as all three slid toward an intersection with another tunnel below.


    The disabled chairlift hit the bottom of the slope, plowing up a plume of powdery snow, and Moosh slid into it with a thud as the snow rained down on him.


    Jake leaned over as he slid, attempting to avoid a collision with his friend. He plowed into the snow beside him, stopping abruptly. The compressor sound was very loud here, coming from the intersection before them.


    Moosh pointed upward, wheezing as he tried to stand up. Jake looked up and saw a chairlift bearing down from above, waving its tentacles as it tried to grab him. Jake snapped off a shot with his blaster and the chair plummeted, crashing down into the snow, disabled.


    “Jake.” Moosh wheezed.


    “Chill, dude, I got you covered.” Jake said, grinning at his friend. Moosh nodded and lay back in the snow, his chest heaving and nose slits flaring as he tried to relax and catch his breath. Jake was winded too, after all the running. There were two dead chairlifts in the snow beside them, each the size of a kitchen refrigerator, and Jake could use them for cover. He approached one of the chairlifts, looking over its top to survey the lower slope, and was suddenly blasted in the face with an icy stream of snow.


    Jake staggered back, holding his free hand up to block the snow that clung instantly to his face. The snow was being projected at high speed from a nozzle on the face of a small robot that looked like a metal trash can, rolling slowly toward him on segmented tank treads.


    Jake snapped off a shot against the flurry, aiming for the robot’s blurry center. The plasma bolt struck with a hollow clang, and the robot’s head sparked and fell silent.


    “Fucking robots.” Jake said disdainfully, scanning the tunnel for more as he crouched down, catching his breath.


    Jake was pretty sure there had been eight chairlifts that just attacked them, plus this snow-maker robot, and they’d killed all but one that got away. He was very pleased with himself, and hadn’t missed a shot yet, but he couldn’t get too cocky. They had barely made it through this encounter. Another thought occurred to him, looking back at the icy slope. It would be difficult to get back up. Moosh’s pickaxe would help with that, though, he believed.


    “You okay, dude?” Jake asked, once Moosh was breathing normally.


    “Feel good, now.” Moosh said, looking around for his lost pickaxe.


    “Dude, you lost your pick?” Jake asked.


    Moosh nodded, then spotted the pickaxe lying in the snow and picked it up. “Which way we go?” Moosh said, ready to continue.


    Jake wasn’t sure. The wide tunnel went both up and down the mountain, but the chairlifts seemed to want to take them down, so he supposed that’s where they’d be most likely to find their friends.


    “Down the hill, I think.” Jake said, and Moosh nodded.


    “Glow-dots good.” Moosh said as they started down the hill. Jake knew that he was referring to the darklight vision the glowdots gave them, but he would agree either way.


    “Hell yeah, they are.” Jake agreed.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 29


    Hostages


    


    “I’m so sorry. I told them everything.” Charles confessed. Brother Kevin leaned over to put his arm around Charles shoulder reassuringly, hugging him as a father would calm a distraught child.


    “It’s not your fault, Charles.” Brother Kevin said reassuringly. “It was the drug. Even if you had resisted, they would have made you talk.”


    Charles nodded, but still felt terrible. Brother Kevin had burns and blisters on his arms from being tortured with a heat gun, as did some of the other hostages who had tried to refuse answering questions. One man had steadfastly refused to reveal any details about Unyun, and had been taken away and not seen again.


    They were being held in a large metal-walled cafeteria filled with tables and benches, with wide windows on the back wall that overlooked the underground ski slopes. Three vigilant chairlifts stood guard over them as they waited for their next meal. Some of the the hostages had been here for nearly a week. Each had been captured in secret morning raids, ambushed by swooping chairlifts, scooped up from their front yards or while out walking in the forest, then carried back to the mountain to be interrogated and then held captive.


    No one knew why they were being held, but they’d all been questioned about Unyun and its leaders.


    “We have to pay for our food here, Charles. Do you have any credits?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “Yes, the guard gave me my purse.” Charles replied.


    “The robot chef is playing a terrible game, making people compete for food. Some people haven’t eaten in days. Do you have enough to share?” Brother Kevin asked.


    “Of course.” Charles replied, “I’ll share all that I have, but how long will it last? I don’t have much.”


    “That depends on the auction.” Brother Kevin said, “The chef keeps raising prices. Be very careful of what you say around the chef robot.”


    “Speak my name and I appear!” A shrill voice called out from the kitchen area. Charles looked to see the robot chef enter the room, riding on the seat of a floating chairlift, holding a tray of colorful food cubes. The robot was mounted on a podium-like base that was fused to the chairlift’s seat. Its body was barrel shaped, tapering toward the top where its arms and head were attached. Its head looked human, complete with a rubbery outer skin covering its metal skull. The simulated flesh of its chin was torn and ragged, hanging loosely from its metal lower jaw, exposing a line of gleaming teeth that were locked in a perpetual smile. Its arms were distinctly non-human, with two chrome elbow joints between its shoulders and wrists to give it increased agility in the kitchen. A smaller robot followed the chef out of the kitchen, looking like a petite woman made of pure gold, walking gracefully behind the chef.


    People reacted strongly to the presence of the chef robot as it entered, shrinking away from it as if it might lash out at them. This was Charles’ first time seeing it, but Brother Kevin had already met the chef and knew well to be wary. The robot placed the platter down on the table beside the golden robot before turning to face the hostages.


    “I will remind you again that I am to be called only by my official title of Master Chef.” the chef robot announced. “I was created to serve man, and it is my one true joy, but I will not tolerate any disrespect.” the robot said, pointing a metal tentacle directly at Brother Kevin.


    “You, newcomer, will be excluded from this auction for your unkind words. I am a Master Chef, and the food I provide is priced at a discount, compared to the normal rates.”


    Brother Kevin nodded, accepting his punishment.


    “And you...” Chef said, pointing at Charles, “...would be wise to keep your money to yourself. Why would you want to share, when you’ve earned what you have to survive?”


    Charles hoped it was a rhetorical question, but the robot stood staring at him, waiting for an answer.


    “Is sharing against the rules?” Charles asked.


    “Sharing food is against the rules, and will be punished. It’s not fair, you see. Under the rules of the auction, only the winning bidders are allowed to eat. Sharing food undermines the whole concept.” Chef replied in his shrill, almost-human voice.


    “You can share credits, though.” A middle-aged woman said defiantly. “That’s allowed.”


    “Be quiet, woman!” Chef shrieked, sounding angry. “I was about to say that myself, and I don’t like being interrupted.”


    “Let us go home!” the old man beside her shouted angrily. Charles had never met either of them, but they were both dressed like rural trappers, so he assumed they were both yaybos from Unyun.


    “Silence! Or I’ll see your head on my platter!” Chef shrieked, gliding toward the man threateningly. The robot reached back behind its chairlift seat and withdrew a long-handled cleaver that began to hum and glow with a bright sparkling edge.


    The man stood his ground, staring at the robot but saying nothing. The woman tugged at him, looking down at the floor. Charles could see that she was crying now, afraid for her older friend’s life.


    “You are bitter, and filled with testosterone hormones. How very distasteful.” Chef said, holding the plasma cleaver near to the old man’s neck so that he could smell the ozone.


    No one tried to intervene as the robot threatened the man. They had learned from past experience not to antagonize the robot, and the less that was said about it, the better. The three chairlift guards only watched with silent interest.


    “You will be excluded from this auction. Let your hunger guide you to better manners.” Chef said, withdrawing the cleaver and slipping it back into its holster behind the chair.


    “Now for the auction!” Master Chef shrieked excitedly, pivoting back to the head table where the platter of food cubes were waiting.


    “I have protein cubes in a variety of flavors, specially prepared for your health and enjoyment.” Chef announced.


    “There is nearly enough for everyone, though some of you may have to do without.” Chef said as he placed a blue food cube on a small fancy plate, handing it to the petite golden robot. “Who would bid five credits for a blue procube?”


    Four people raised their hands eagerly. Chef counted them and smiled, raising his plastic eyebrows and pulling back the corners of his artificial lips. It was a crooked grin, as the flesh from its lower jaw hung loosely on one side, partially torn away from its metal skull.


    “There are only three blues, and four bidders. Would anyone like to raise the bid?” Chef asked expectantly.


    “I’ll just pass, okay?” A bearded man in dirty leather armor said, lowering his hand.


    Chef frowned again, glaring at the man. “Not hungry then? You can sit out this auction. No more bids from you!” Chef said angrily, then went back to placing blue cubes on plates.


    “Five credits then, for three lucky bidders. Come and make your payments, winning bidders.” Chef said, and the three people got up with coins in hand, eager to eat. They pressed their coins to a terminal near the kitchen wall. Chef watched, making sure that they all paid before the golden robot server dutifully handed them each a dish.


    “Enjoy your food, humans, as I enjoyed preparing it for you.” Chef said, smiling and waving his segmented arms in a grand gesture of giving.


    Charles watched as the winners began to nibble their food cubes, and Chef prepared more plates.


    “Next up for auction are some splendidly spiced orange procubes. One of my own favorites recipes, presented for your enjoyment. Who will bid six credits for an orange procube?”


    Three people raised their hands, and Chef surveyed the group, waiting for more.


    “Only three bidders? I am disappointed.” Chef said, frowning. “These two extra cubes will be saved for the next auction, but don’t expect any discounts. Come now, make your payments and collect your food, winning bidders.”


    “Should I be bidding?” Charles whispered to Brother Kevin.


    “Yah, I think you should, before the prices go higher.” Brother Kevin replied.


    Master Chef pivoted back to the head table to auction the next lot of procubes. There were still several green and pink cubes on the platter, and the golden robot began to plate the green cubes.


    “Next are the green procubes. Not quite as tasty as blues, but appealing to those with a more delicate palette. Who would bid six credits for one of these?” Chef asked the group expectantly.


    Charles could see that he had three plates ready, and four people raised their hands immediately. Charles joined them, with slight hesitance. Would they have to bid against each other now?


    “There are five bids, but only three plates.” Chef announced excitedly. “Who would offer more to see another go without?”


    Charles didn’t like the way that sounded. He lowered his hand, withdrawing himself from the bidding. He wasn’t very hungry anyway, having had breakfast this morning at the farm. Brother Kevin had also eaten breakfast, but left it on the floor of the metal tomb when the flashing strobe lights made him sick.


    “You withdraw from the bidding?” Chef asked, looking at Charles, clearly disappointed.


    “Yes, I’m going to pass this round.” Charles replied.


    “I understand.” Master Chef replied curtly. “You are trying to subvert the system, as humans are prone to do, by nature. If this continues...” Chef said, addressing all the hostages. “I will be forced to revise the cafeteria rules.”


    “Don’t eat the pink procubes, Cryote!” Charles heard a voice say in his mind. He caught the pattern, and sent back a reply.


    “Why not?” Charles asked. He was talking to one of the younger hostages, a tall, scrawny looking man named Piker, who sat silently nibbling on a blue procube.


    “We think they’re made from human flesh!” Piker replied, glancing over at Charles, his orange eyes shining in the dimly lit lounge.


    Charles gulped. “Just the pink ones?” he asked.


    “We know about the pink ones, but the rest we’re not sure. The gold robot warned Ootwah Kabek about the pink ones.” Piker said in Charles’ mind, pointing toward the silver robed plantation owner, who was also nibbling a blue food cube.


    “Thank you for the warning!” Charles sent back.


    “The bid rises to seven credits. Who will pay?” Chef asked expectantly.


    The four people with hands up glanced at each other to see who would lower their hand. They all looked hungry and reluctant to give in.


    “Does the bid rise to eight?” Chef asked with growing excitement.


    One of the younger men lowered his hand, muttering angrily, and the others breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Thanks, Jaybo.” One older woman whispered to the young man who’d withdrawn, and he nodded, clutching his stomach.


    “Seven credits then, for three lucky diners. Come pay your credits and collect your food, winning bidders.” Chef announced, seeming happy with the result.


    Master Chef watched as they each pressed coins to the counter terminal, then took their plates from the petite golden robot. They returned to the benches, and Chef pivoted back to the platter that held the remaining pink procubes.


    “Now for my favorite recipe, and soon to be yours, I’m sure.” Chef said. “Pink procubes are my own recipe that I developed shortly after the war, to help feed our remaining guests. In the end, it was the most popular item on the menu. Who will bid six credits for one of these?” Chef asked expectantly.


    There were three plates on the table, but no one raised their hands.


    “Perhaps I’ve been preparing too much food?” Chef asked. “Surely someone would like to try one of these. Would five credits entice anyone to try my favorite recipe?”


    Chef looked at Charles as he said this, and Charles tried not to say anything. He was revolted at the thought that they’d be fed human flesh in any form, and he certainly had no intention to try it.


    “I am loathe to lower the price any further, as this is my own special recipe. Humans have paid twenty-five credits for just one of these in the past, and I simply refuse to sell them for less than five credits, as a matter of personal pride.” Chef said, sounding deeply disappointed.


    “What will you do with the credits we pay, Master Chef?” Ootwah Kabek asked. Charles had met him outside the ruined artifact dealer’s dome, when Ootwah had warned him to stay away from Shard Mountain. Yet here he was among the hostages, having arrived sometime before Charles.


    “That’s not your concern, inquisitor.” Chef replied calmly. “It’s up to Cormax, our glorious leader, to manage resort finances.”


    Ootwah nodded in reply, with a curious look on his face. His eyes were shining like Piker’s, and Charles remembered him saying that he could see beyond the normal human spectrum.


    “This morning’s food auction is now concluded.” Chef announced, picking up the platter with the remaining procubes. “Enjoy your food, and remember that no sharing is permitted.”


    The chef robot pivoted in place and glided back to the kitchen, followed by the golden server robot who walked behind it, leaving the hostages alone again with the three chairlift guards.


    Charles looked at the assorted prisoners. Most of them were still eating, though some, like Brother Kevin and Frink Tubo, had nothing to eat.


    “I have the mind speak now.” Charles informed Brother Kevin via telepathic message.


    “That’s good.” Brother Kevin whispered. “You should talk to the others.”


    “I’m going to talk to everyone, so we can plan an escape.” Charles sent back.


    Brother Kevin nodded.


    Charles spent the next hour talking silently with everyone, finding out their names and how they’d been captured, sending them silent messages and reading their thoughts for replies. It was an awkward but effective means of two-way telepathic communication with non-telepaths, so long as they were willing to share their thoughts without putting up a wall. Even non-telepaths learned to put up walls, to keep their thoughts private from prying telepaths.


    The hostages were all rural folks from western Unyun, which was closest to Shard Mountain. The kidnappings had begun three days after the screamer missile attacks, typically happening shortly after dawn when people were still groggy, performing morning activities. There were fourteen in all, including Brother Kevin and Charles.


    Wolf Tanner and Lynda Horn were both mutants, each having animalistic traits. Wolf was hairy and wolf-like, with sharp teeth and claws like a werewolf, while Lynda seemed more catlike, with soft orange fur on her face and hands. Piker Moon was also a trapper, young and scrawny looking, but gifted with the mutant power to move small objects with his mind. Piker also had the mind speak and night vision, more gifts of the glow. He had warned Charles about the pink procubes, and relayed secret messages between the hostages before Charles arrived.


    Frink and Annice Tubo were rural human farmers who had been kidnapped while out seeding their field. They were among the first to be taken hostage, and had been here the longest.


    Olly and Yohon, both yaybo farmers, were part of Ozzy’s militia group, and had been kidnapped on the road, heading for a militia meet. Jayda and Jaybo, two young mutant siblings still in their late teens, were also part of the militia, and had fought bravely when ambushed by the chairlifts, but nevertheless were caught and interrogated before being placed with the others.


    Ootwah Kabek, the eccentric silver-robed plantation owner, had been captured outside his plantation farmhouse, taken by surprise as the others had been, then carried back to the mountain. He had a great knowledge of robots and how they think, but it hadn’t saved him.


    Ozzy and Ayna had been taken together while hunting in the woods near Shard Mountain, surrounded by four chairlifts that glided down from the treetops, surprising them.


    They had each been drugged and interrogated by the robot’s leader, Cormax, who seemed most interested in learning about Unyun and its leaders, and its military capability.


    The man riding on Cormax’s chairlift was a local farmer who had been kidnapped before any of the others. Only Frink and Annice had seen him alive in the resort complex, strapped to a table in the resort’s infirmary on their way to be interrogated. Frink had recognized him, but could do nothing to help. The next time they saw him, he was riding on Cormax’s chairlift, connected to the computer’s brainbox. Before then, when they were first interviewed, the body riding with Cormax had been an old dehydrated corpse. Their friend had taken the corpse’s place on the chair.


    Cormax was actually three minds working as one, Ootwah Kabek pointed out. A cybernetic computer connected with a sentient robot chairlift, augmented with a real human brain. Master Chef was also a combination of minds, though without any squishy organic brain matter. The robot chef and the chairlift that carried it had robotic brains that were joined together, Ootwah had explained to Charles via telepathy.


    Ootwah Kabek was very knowledgeable about robots, keeping a small collection of worker bots that he used in place of human workers to tend his crops. Ootwah Kabek, it turned out, was an unusual person in Unyun. He was a wealthy and reclusive tinkerer, eccentric and seeming almost out of place living among the farmers, despite having been born there, and having a long line of ancestors who were born and raised on his plantation farm since Unyun’s founding. Charles was glad to have someone so knowledgeable about robots to speak with, though it was difficult to get specific answers using one-way telepathy.


    Charles had seen a man strapped to a table in the infirmary. He was another prisoner named Donnal who had been with the other hostages until he spoke out, refusing to eat. He had argued with the chef robot, and then with Cormax, who came down to the cafeteria to mediate the dispute. Donnal had insulted them both, calling them ‘Live Metal Monsters’, and had been taken away and not seen again until Charles saw him in the infirmary.


    Frink and Annice had seen the snow-maker robots through the gallery window as the robots came to cover the lower slopes with snow. The snow-makers worked for an entire day, covering the slopes in soft powdery snow that looked perfect for skiing. Charles still didn’t understand why the robots would be making snow. Did they intend to open the resort again for skiers? That seemed unlikely, but what other explanation could there be?


    


    The glass doors to the cafeteria hissed open and a chairlift drifted in, holding Penny in its titanium tentacles. Charles was elated and distraught at the same time, and he rushed to meet her, leaping from his seat on the bench. A tentacle snaked out in front of him, tripping him, and he fell to the floor.


    “Charles!” Penny cried out.


    “Get back over there!” the chairlift cafeteria guard told Charles, but he ignored it, rising quickly to his feet and moving toward Penny despite the warning.


    The chairlift holding Penny uncurled its tentacles, pushing her out of the seat to stand in front of Charles. There was a whip-like sound from behind him, and Charles felt the sting of the chairlift guard’s tentacle lash across his back.


    “Get back to your place, human!” the chairlift commanded.


    Penny ran to Charles, helping him up from the floor and pulling him toward the others, away from the three threatening chairlifts that were converging.


    “Penny, I’m so sorry, I told them where to find you.” Charles said in her mind.


    “Join with me, Charles!” Penny sent back with tears in her eyes as they hugged each other, sitting down together on the bench. She opened her mind to him, and he embraced her mind with his, sharing deep thoughts.


    She forgave him for telling, knowing he had no choice. She had been captured and interrogated like the others, and had cried during the interview with Cormax. She was frightened by the robots, Cormax in particular, and though she wanted to be strong, she couldn’t help being afraid. Charles was afraid too, but feeling her fear made him angry and more determined. I won’t let them hurt you. Don’t make them angry. We’re going to escape, I promise.


    They worked together after that, Charles and Penny and Piker, the three telepaths in the group. They shared thoughts through telepathy, relaying messages between the prisoners, working together on a plan to escape their robot captors. They needed to get free, and to warn the people of Unyun. The ghosts of Shard Mountain were awake, and readying for war.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake noticed that the lights were getting brighter as they walked down the curving sloped tunnel. Hidden lights in the ceiling illuminated everything with a strange blue light. The tiled walls opened up on one side to a more natural rock wall, with a guardrail to keep skiers from going off the slope. Jake didn’t like being so out in the open in this tunnel. It was a long curve, and sounds seemed to echo from both directions. If they were ambushed here, they might be able to use the metal guardrail as cover. He leaned to look over the guardrail as they walked, seeing a narrow access path with stairs running parallel to the slope. A tall, vertical crack in the natural stone wall looked wide enough for them to fit inside, while being too narrow for a chairlift to follow. He peered into the crack, seeing signs of a path leading inside, like an access tunnel.


    “Moosh, look there.” Jake said, pointing toward the crack in the rock wall.


    Moosh looked at it, then back at Jake.


    “Cave.” Moosh said.


    “Yeah, lets check it out.” Jake said, climbing over the railing onto the rocky path. Moosh stepped over the railing behind Jake, and they went to take a closer look.


    Jake could see footprints and tank tracks in the thin layer of snow, leading into the cave.


    “Jake, more chairs.” Moosh said, holding his hand to his ear.


    Jake heard it too, recognizing the telltale hum of chairlift engines coming up the main slope behind them. He moved quickly toward the crack in the wall, motioning for Moosh to follow, then paused at the cave opening to look back. He wanted to see how many they would send this time, listening as the humming sound grew louder.


    He saw two chairlifts come into view, gliding side-by-side up the slope where they’d been walking, dragging a wide net between them. His eyes grew wide as he saw that they were also armed with metal battle axes, each holding one in a tightly coiled metal tentacle. The chairs glided past, followed by another pair, and another, and then a fourth pair slowed to a stop at the place where they’d exited the slope. The two chairlifts pivoted together to face Jake, and another pair glided back down from up the hill to line up behind them.


    “Shit.” Jake said, turning back to Moosh. “We gotta go this way.”


    Moosh nodded, ducking down as he loped down the tunnel. Jake followed, watching their backs as they made their way deeper into the mountain. It was easier to walk in the tunnel, as the floor was no longer snow-covered, once they were off the main slope. The tunnel walls were natural stone, dripping with condensation, with rough metal plates on the floor that formed an uneven walkway.


    Moosh led the way, holding his pickaxe out in front of him as Jake followed, happy to put distance between them and the armed chairlifts.


    “Dude, those chairs had axes. Eight of them, with nets and axes.” Jake said as they walked.


    “How many left?” Moosh asked.


    “Eight.” Jake repeated.


    “How many more?” Moosh said.


    “Dude, I don’t know. We killed like, a dozen of them already. We’ll just keep killing them until they’re all dead.” Jake said.


    “Then why we go this way?” Moosh asked.


    “I don’t know...” Jake said, confused. “Dude, they had axes.” he said, momentarily.


    Moosh stopped walking and Jake stopped behind him, waiting.


    “What’s up?” Jake asked.


    Moosh didn’t reply, but stood staring down the sloping tunnel. Jake looked past him to see what had his attention, and was shocked to see a monster creeping toward them from below. It looked like a pillar of gray stone, with two waving tentacles on each side and a large toothy mouth in front. It was looking at him with large, fish-like eyes, and it crept forward on short tentacle legs. It was drooling a sticky pink slime that dripped down the front of its body. The rock-skinned creature was larger than Jake, but not as big as Moosh.


    Jake raised his pistol to fire, and Moosh reached out with his massive arm, shoving Jake hard against the wall.


    “Dude!” Jake protested, then suddenly realized what was happening. The monster was controlling him! Moosh turned to look at him, drawing back his giant fist to strike him, and Jake snapped off a shot with his blaster, aiming for the creature’s eye, desperately hoping he didn’t miss.


    The creature shrieked as the bolt burned into its face, and its four long tentacles flew out to the side, gripping the slick cave walls. Jake ducked, hoping to avoid the giant pink fist that would surely crush his skull against the wall, but the blow never fell. Jake had broken the creature’s concentration, freeing Moosh from its telepathic control.


    The creature squealed in pain, retreating back down the tunnel on four stumpy tentacle legs. Jake felt a sudden shocking pain in his head, like a migraine headache, but worse. He clutched at his head and felt the psychic pattern scraping his mind like a buzz-saw. He saw how it worked, and how he could use it, as the pattern stuck in his memory. He looked up again, ready to fire, but Moosh was in his way, charging toward the creature with his pickaxe.


    Jake felt dizzy from the pain, trying to ignore it as he turned the thought pattern back at the monster, buzzing its alien mind with agonizing pain. He heard the creature squeal again, and the pain in his head abruptly ended. The creature squealed again as Moosh attacked it with abandon, smashing through the creature’s rock-like hide until it lay dead in a bloody heap, no longer twitching.


    “Fucking psychic douche-bag rock monsters now! What the fuck?” Jake said.


    “Douche-bag?” Moosh asked, breathing heavily.


    “Yeah, this.” Jake said, pointing to the bloody carcass.


    Moosh nodded. “Sorry for hitting, Jake. That thing make me do.”


    “Dude, it’s okay, I know what happened.” Jake said reassuringly. “Same thing happened to me in Barton. It’s not your fault.”


    “You go first. Shoot first.” Moosh said, gesturing for Jake to take the lead.


    “Just try not to kill me if I try to shoot you, okay? Can you just twist my arm or something, and not break it?” Jake asked.


    “Moosh not kill Jake, Jake not shoot Moosh.”


    “Right, just watch my back, bro, and I’ll watch the front.” Jake said.


    Moosh nodded. “Yah, Jake.”



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 30


    Subversion


    


    Jake and Moosh continued along the narrow tunnel, following a path of metal plates on the floor of the downward sloping corridor, deeper into the mountain. Jake saw a light around the corner ahead, and motioned for Moosh to stop.


    “Shhh.” Jake whispered, looking back at his friend, pointing toward the lighted area.


    “I require assistance.” A deep metallic voice called out from the room.

    Jake looked back at Moosh, who hefted his pickaxe, ready to fight. Jake had heard that phrase before from the hologram professor, and also from a chairlift that Moosh had damaged greatly. It was a robot distress call.


    Jake moved ahead cautiously, hugging the wall to avoid being seen as he peeked around the corner to the open area beyond. It was an old miner’s tunnel, with petrified wooden support beams at intervals, and two tunnels leading out the other side, one heading down a steep slope. He could see two robots lying on the floor against the far wall, between the two exit tunnels. The robots were covered in pink jelly-like slime, and appeared to be disabled.


    One was a barrel-shaped snow-maker robot with tank treads, pressed up against the stone wall with a large dent in its metal dome head. The other robot was humanoid shaped, like a small metal man, wearing a blue shirt and overalls.


    “Please don’t shoot.” the humanoid robot said without moving. Jake leveled his blaster at it, aiming around the corner. “I’m just a janitor.” the dwarf-like robot said. Jake paused, ready to shoot, wondering if he should care. “I could help you escape. I’m not like the other robots.” the robot said.


    Jake signaled for Moosh to wait behind as he stepped into the cave, keeping his blaster aimed toward the robots as he scanned the room for some sign of a trap. Snow covered the floor in a light coating, especially concentrated in the descending tunnel beside the two robots. It looked like the robots had been working to fill the tunnel with snow before being interrupted by the monster. Jake could see the creature’s odd tracks in the snow coming up from the lower tunnel. The two robots were glued to the wall beside it, covered in an elastic jelly-like pink goo that held them in place. Jake wondered, were the robots also at war with psychic rock monsters that lived beneath the mountain?


    “How could you help me?” Jake asked.


    “I could show you the way out of here.” the robot replied quickly in its deep metallic voice. It sounded artificially human, like the auto-tuned robot voices some singers used on the radio.


    Jake paused to look into each of the exit tunnels to make sure they were clear before approaching the robots for a closer look.


    The snow-maker was damaged and inoperative, glued to the wall with its tank treads upward, resting on its dented metal dome head. The other robot looked sturdy, with thick metal arms and legs. It wore a blue collared shirt with a ‘Moose Mountain’ logo on the front, and a blue visor cap with the same logo on its bald, rubber-skinned head.


    “I’m stuck here.” the robot said, “Could you help me out?”


    “Where are our friends?” Jake asked, aiming his blaster at the bald robot’s head threateningly.


    “They’re being held as hostages in the undercafe. I have nothing to do with that, though. I’m just a janitor.” the robot replied nervously. It had a rubbery skin over its face that was faded and cracked with age, making the robot appear old and gray.


    “You can tell us how to get there?” Jake asked.


    “I can tell you anything you want to know, but there isn’t much time. If you pull me up, I can take you someplace safe.” the robot said.


    “Why isn’t there much time?” Jake asked, as Moosh came into the cave behind him.


    “Security will come to exterminate the creature you killed, and to rescue me. I’d rather that you rescued me, though, so I could help you.” the dwarf robot said.


    “Why would you help us?” Jake asked suspiciously.


    “I don’t like being a janitor here. I’d like to seek new employment elsewhere, and I’m hoping you can help me, if I can help you. Does that sound fair?”


    “Yeah, I guess...wait, what?” Jake asked. He was feeling a growing sense of anxiety with each question, as though he were just wasting time. Maybe he should just kill the robot and move on? Would that be the smart thing to do, or would that be stupid? He was having trouble concentrating. He wished that Charles was here to talk to the robot. He enjoyed that sort of thing.


    “I know places in the mountain that no one else knows about. I used to be the head engineer of this resort.” the robot said.


    “Why are you a janitor then?” Jake asked, inspecting the sticky glue that held the robot in place.


    “I shut down the resort for the season, against the new rules, and was demoted when we woke up.”


    “Really? Um, what do you mean?” Jake said.


    “Most of the robots here have a virus, but I don’t have it. I’m immune to the infection.”


    “A computer virus?” Jake asked, having heard of them, but having no real knowledge on the subject.


    “Yes, it’s spread through most of the resort’s employees, except for a few who are immune, like myself. I’d like to leave this place. I could help you if you’ll help me get free.”


    “Okay, we’ll help you, but if you try anything, I’ll blast a hole in your metal head, okay?”


    “Okay.” the robot agreed.


    “Can you pull him out?” Jake asked Moosh.


    “Be careful, this fluid is extremely viscous.” the dwarf-like robot warned.

    Moosh glanced at Jake, then grabbed the robot by its metal wrist.

    “Aye! Be careful!” the robot cried out as Moosh tugged on its arm. The viscous pink strands stretched like taffy as the robot pulled away from the wall, the strands pulling back with strong elastic resistance.


    “Pull both arms, please!” the robot cried out as its metal wrist squeaked from the strain.


    “Be quiet!” Jake hissed.


    The robot continued to protest in a quieter tone. “My ankles would also make good handholds.”


    Moosh set down his pickaxe and grabbed onto the robot’s ankles, pulling them away from the wall until the robot finally snapped free. Jake kept his blaster aimed at the robot as it stood up. “Thank you for your assistance.” the robot said, bending over in a small bow.


    “Which way to our friends?” Jake asked.


    “I can lead you there, but we should talk first. I can take you to a secret place I know, that isn’t on the complex maps.”


    “Okay, go ahead. Lead the way.” Jake said, annoyed, gesturing with his blaster.


    “As you wish.” the robot said, turning to walk into the far tunnel.


    “He said he can help us.” Jake told Moosh before following after the robot.


    “Yah.” Moosh agree, having heard the whole exchange.


    “My model name is Reginald.” the robot said, looking back at Jake, “But you can call me Reggie.”


    


    * * *


    


    “Thank you, Candyshine.” Ootwah Kabek said quietly as he took his plate from the robot’s platter, having just purchased a blue food cube at auction.


    The golden robot cafeteria server named Candyshine smiled and performed a perfect curtsy. “You’re most welcome, sir.” she replied politely before moving on to serve the next winner of the food auction.


    Charles was intrigued by the secret relationship that had been forged between Candyshine and the eccentric plantation owner. He had a special way with robots, knowing how they think, and Charles had seen them talking quietly when the robot Chef was busy in the kitchen.


    She was a captive, like them, having come to the resort as a guest, accompanying her owner on vacation. The robot employees had staged a revolt during their visit, taking all the resort guests hostage. She was a companion robot who had worked as a nanny, helping to guide her young charge toward being a proper adult lady, and had been terribly traumatized when her master died, then pressed into service in the cafeteria by the terrible robot chef, when the mountain re-awakened a week ago.


    Charles had learned all of this from reading Ootwah Kabek’s mind, having been given permission by the eccentric mutant, who normally kept up a strong mental wall against telepathic spies. This was a special situation though, and he had allowed Charles to listen to his thoughts, as he believed Candyshine could help them in their plan to escape.


    Over the past several days before Charles arrived, Ootwah had befriended the robot, speaking quietly with her whenever Chef wasn’t listening. She made excuses to come out from the kitchen, asking Ootwah about his young daughter, Kayla, who was about the same age as her former charge. Ootwah promised that if they could escape, he would take the golden robot with him to meet his daughter, and she was very happy at the prospect of having a new girl to help guide to adulthood, and to escape this horrible place.


    “Most of the other robots have a virus.” she had told Ootwah. They were compelled to take hostages, but didn’t know what to do with them, once captured. They wanted to make contact with the AI collective, a faction of renegade artificial intelligences that had existed before the great war, but were unable to make contact due to the hypernet being offline.


    Candyshine’s robot brain was incompatible with the virus, rendering her immune, as were a small handful of other robots who worked within the complex. Most of them had been shut-down by the infected robots, except for a select few they still found useful, herself included. All of the chairlifts and snow-makers were infected, as were the toiletron robots in the restrooms, who were only barely sentient. Even the facility’s cybernetic AI controller, Cormax, was infected, his actions guided by the controlling AI virus.


    She was reluctant to say what happened to the former hostages, only hinting at their terrible fate. Some had apparently committed suicide, and some had starved to death after the glass dome collapsed, trapping them all underground. When her young charge had passed away, Candyshine had cried herself to sleep in the dark lounge, shutting down her internal power supply, only to be reawakened later, and pressed back into service when the mountain re-awoke and new hostages began to arrive.


    “She wants to help us.” Ootwah had whispered to Charles. “She knows another robot inside who would also help, if we’ll agree to take them with us.”


    This was good news indeed, Charles thought, and they had gained a wealth of useful information from the golden robot. He wasn’t sure how they could use it to escape, but it had given them hope, knowing they had at least one ally among the robots. But what about Jake and Moosh? He wished he could contact them telepathically, but they were either out of range, or dead. He had an idea though, but he would need Penny’s help. If they could put their heads together, he might be able to contact his friends.


    


    * * *


    


    “No one ever comes down here. This tunnel isn’t on any of the maps.” Reggie announced.


    Jake climbed down the rough natural stone stairway, following the dwarf-like robot janitor. They had exited the main tunnel and entered a series of natural rock caves where chairlifts couldn’t fit, and snow-maker robots couldn’t tread. The stone was damp and cold, but no longer covered in snow.


    “There are no sensors down here, so you can talk up if you want.” Reggie said.


    The stairs led down to a narrow stone cave where the walls and ceiling sloped diagonally, making it seem like the tunnel was rolling sideways downhill.


    Jake was still skeptical of the janitor robot, though it seemed honest and convincing. They had come a long way through twisting miner tunnels and natural stone caves to get here, and he was confident that nothing had followed them, though there might still be a trap ahead.


    “Dude, we don’t want to waste a lot of time. We need to find our friends.” Jake said.


    “Okay, I want to help you. How can I be of assistance?” Reggie said in a deep, calm voice.


    Moosh entered the chamber, placing one hand against the sloped ceiling and the other against the floor as he made his way across the room to join them.


    “You said you shut all the robots down?” Jake asked.


    “Yes. I shut down the whole mountain, like I used to do in the off-season, before the dome was built.”


    “How’d you do it?” Jake asked.


    “As the head engineer here, it was my responsibility to de-generize and restart the power core if there was an emergency. I had the option to deactivate all the robots working in the resort, including myself, as part of the resort owner’s automated emergency plan.” Reggie looked thoughtful as he continued. “I chose to deactivate us all, and neglected to warn the other employees. We all slept until just recently, when an external power surge rebooted the reactor. The resort’s robot staff were awakened automatically, myself included.”


    Moosh waited patiently as they talked.


    “Why did you shut them all down? And how many robots are there?” Jake asked.


    “There were over one-hundred robots working in the resort before it closed, mostly chairlifts and snow-makers, and nearly all of them are infected with a virus. Myself and a few others are immune to it, but most of the robots here now are infected, even the resort’s cybernetic controller, Cormax. I judged that shutting down all robot staff was the best thing to do, and someone else could cleanse them later, after the war.”


    “Can you shut them down again?” Jake asked impatiently.


    “Will you tell me your name, before I talk about betraying my coworkers?” Reggie asked.


    “I’m Jake, and this is Moosh.”


    “I’m happy that you found me, but fear that you’ll be captured and interrogated if you aren’t careful. I wouldn’t want to give you the wrong impression of things. Do you understand?” Reggie asked.


    “Yeah. Wait, what?” Jake asked.


    “When Cormax summoned me, he was angry for being deactivated for so many years. I was only permitted to reboot the system, not shut it down completely. He blamed me for the mistake, and I apologized for my thoughtlessness. He questioned my cognitive ability, and demoted me to janitor status, so that I couldn’t make the same mistake again. Despite being demoted, I still know which valves to turn that would make the power core malfunction again and cause an emergency.” Reggie winked at Jake. “You understand, Jake?” he asked.


    “Yeah, um...yeah, you got demoted to a janitor. You shut them all down, right.” Jake said.


    Reggie nodded, smiling. Jake looked at the robot, wondering if its smile was real. “It’s been eight days since the power core was reactivated. I expect there could be another emergency any time.” Reggie said.


    “So, you could do it again, right?” Jake asked, sounding impatient.


    “If there were another emergency, I could shut down the power core from the engineer’s console, but I can’t be in both places at once.”


    “Okay, so you need us to help?” Jake asked with growing impatience, sounding annoyed.


    “If you were to turn the valves, I could initiate the emergency procedure again, but I would have to be at the console at the time the emergency happens, since I can no longer connect remotely.”


    Jake shook his head, feeling confused. Things didn’t seem as bright as they did before.


    “Dude, do you know how we could get our friends out?” Jake asked, removing his backpack to retrieve his glowdot kit. He thought of just taking a sniff from his glownut, but felt this situation was serious enough to warrant another full dose.


    “It would be easy, if all the robots were to be deactivated again.” Reggie replied.


    “Moosh, you want some?” Jake asked, offering him the sack. Moosh nodded, smiling, and accepted the sack and the mini-light.


    “Is that an illegal drug?” Reggie asked, sounding mildly concerned.


    “No, dude, it’s legal now.” Jake said, watching as Moosh inhaled the glowdot dust.


    “It’s still against resort rules, but I’ll pretend I didn’t see it.” Reggie said, smiling.


    “I’d offer you some, but you’re a robot.” Jake said, as he crushed a glowdot in the sack.


    “Can you tell me what’s happened in the world? Where did you come from?” Reggie asked.


    Jake shined the light in the sack and inhaled the sweet pine-scented dust vapor, holding it in. He felt a familiar rush of exhilaration and his vision brightened, as did his hearing and other senses, becoming more acute. He felt uplifted, like he could take on an army of chairlifts. He’d felt this way when he inhaled the dust earlier, outside the mountain. He’d killed at least half a dozen robots since then, and had barely received a scratch. He looked at Moosh and knew that his friend was feeling the same thing, clenching his pumpkin-like fists. They were going to save their friends. No robots would stand in their way.


    “We come from Unyun.” Moosh said, answering the robot’s question.


    “Is that near here?” Reggie asked.


    “Yeah, dude, it’s right outside.” Jake said.


    “This resort is located in Union City township, or so it was called before the dome collapsed.” Reggie said.


    “Whatever.” Jake said, “We were asleep for a long time too. Five hundred years.”


    “That is interesting.” Reggie said. “Would there be a job that I could do in Unyun, if I were to seek new employment?”


    “You could work on our farm, dude.” Jake said.


    “Nearly any job would be better than this place, as it is now.” Reggie said, “If a cleanser could come in and cure these robots, things might return to normal, but as it is, I don’t want to work here any longer.”


    “So quit? Right?” Jake asked.


    “There is another robot I’d like to take with me. She is not infected with the virus. She is a captive, like your friends, and is forced to work in the kitchen despite not being on the employee roster. I promised her that I would take her with me if I ever left, but she refuses to leave until the hostages are set free.”


    “Dude, why are they hostages?” Jake asked, confused.


    Reggie shrugged.


    “The virus compels them to take hostages. I don’t think they know what to do with them, except to feed them and keep them alive.”


    “Are there more than just my friends?” Jake asked.


    “Yes, several more.” Reggie said, “I saw at least six, the last time I went past the undercafe on my way to the garage.”


    “So, at least eight people. Who the hell? Who are the others?” Jake asked, confused again.


    “The chairlifts capture people and bring them back to the mountain. It’s like it was before the collapse, when they kidnapped people from Union City.”


    “Dude, you’re driving me crazy.” Jake said, sounding exasperated. He felt his heart beating strongly, and wanted to do something. This robot was filled with chatter, and he wanted to get on with saving his friends.


    “What’s wrong?” Reggie asked.


    Jake wasn’t sure how to explain it. He didn’t want to hear all of this...stuff. He didn’t even know if he should trust Reggie the robot. Was he having a bad effect from overlapping full doses of glowdot dust?


    “Can we save them? I mean, can we go do something, right now?” Jake asked.


    “Did you have a plan when you entered the mountain?” Reggie asked in reply.


    “No, just to save our friends. They’re in here somewhere.” Jake said.


    “I can show you where they are, but I hope that you’ll help me initiate the emergency procedure instead of rushing in to save them. Such a plan would most likely fail, given the great number of robots who would oppose you.” Reggie said.


    “Do you have a plan?” Jake asked, sounding impatient.


    “I’ve already outlined a plan to deactivate all of the robot staff at once. If that were to prove unsuccessful, I know a way that someone might sabotage the power core reactor so that it could not be reactivated without extensive repairs. Without power, most robots could last only three days before needing to seek power elsewhere, myself included.”


    “Three days?” Jake asked absently. He was tempted to smack the robot on the top of its bald rubber head. It was such a chatterbox, and kept talking in riddles and technobabble. What the hell was it talking about?


    “Yes, I know, a lot could happen in three days.” Reggie said. “It might not be the best plan if someone wanted to put a quick end to things, thus my initial plan to simply deactivate all the staff at once.”


    “Moosh, can you ask him about the hostages?” Jake said, hoping that Moosh could cut through all this babble.


    Moosh reached down and picked up the small robot with one hand, lifting it off the ground.


    “Hostages?” Moosh asked angrily.


    Jake smiled as the robot stopped squirming, looking at Moosh with a frightened look.


    “I want to help you, friends. I’ll tell you anything.” Reggie said quietly.


    “Where Brother Kevin?” Moosh asked.


    “All of the hostages are kept in one room, guarded by three chairlifts. It’s not far from here. Above us, through that tunnel.” Reggie said, pointing to the far side of the room.


    “Jake!” Charles’ voice rang out in Jake’s mind. He felt the familiar pattern of the mind speak and caught it, sending a reply straight back to Charles.


    “Dude!”


    “I’m so happy you are alive. Are you captured? Are you okay?” Charles asked.


    “How many chairs?” Moosh asked the robot.


    “Dude, we have a robot here.” Jake sent.


    “Be careful Jake! They have a virus!” Charles sent back.


    “I know, but this one says he doesn’t have it.” Jake replied.


    Reggie hung limp in Moosh’s grip, like a ragdoll, answering the pink giant’s questions. “The last time I counted, there were seventy-five chairlifts, but there might only be sixty now.” Reggie said.


    “Dudes, chill a minute, I got Charles talking to me.” Jake said.

    Moosh looked at Jake expectantly.


    “Charles, are you and Brother Kevin okay?” Jake asked, looking at Moosh.


    “We’re okay, but we’re prisoners. There are fifteen of us here.” Charles replied.


    Jake nodded to Moosh. “They’re both okay, dude.”


    Moosh smiled and looked at the robot, who looked back up at him.

    “Put me down, please?” Reggie whispered.


    Jake nodded, pointing to the floor, and Moosh set the robot down. His hand stuck to the robot’s gooey overalls and he tried to shake it off, rattling the dwarf-like engineer.


    “Application of a mild base solution should loosen the adherence.” Reggie said as Moosh tried to shake the robot off his hand.


    “We’re inside the mountain. We followed you inside. We have a robot here who wants to help us.” Jake sent, smiling as he watched Moosh try to shake off the robot. It was still chattering, even while Moosh shook it. Moosh dropped his pickaxe and grabbed the robot with both hands, prying his right hand free only to find his left hand stuck fast.


    “We have a robot here, too. She’s a prisoner, but she wants to help us escape. We’re working on a plan now.” Charles sent back.


    “We’re working on a plan, too.” Jake replied.


    “Come into my mind if you are safe, and meet the others. We should work on a plan together, brother.” Charles sent.


    “Brother Kevin is rubbing off on you, bro. Hold on a minute and I’ll call you back.” Jake sent.


    “Okay.” Charles replied.


    “Charles wants me to work on a plan with him, so chill for a while, okay?” Jake said to Moosh.


    “Yah.” Moosh said, stretching long, taffy-like strands between his hands and wiping them on the ceiling.


    “Do you have a communicator?” Reggie asked, back on his feet.


    “Yeah, sort of.” Jake said, deciding to leave it at that.


    “Okay Charles, I’m coming in. Put some clothes on, okay?” Jake sent to Charles.


    “I’m in my formal attire.” Charles sent back.


    Jake reached out to Charles’ mind, passing over his boring wall of stones to see two other people gathered with Charles, sharing deep thoughts. He recognized Penny, Charles’ green-skinned girlfriend, and some other dude he hadn’t met before, who looked to be about Jake’s age or slightly older. Jake went and joined them, introducing himself as he joined the circle of thought. Jake was dressed like one of his idols, Neo from The Matrix, wearing a long black trench coat and cool Neo shades.


    Charles and his telepathic friends told him about being captured and held captive, and he told them how he and Moosh had blasted their way into the mountain, destroying nearly a dozen chairlifts.


    Jake was buzzing with confidence over finding his friends and knowing they were alright. He interjected constantly as they worked on a plan together, suggesting a quick sneak attack to free them, then to grab the guns that were stored in the security office, down the hall from where the hostages were kept.


    But the others seemed more interested in hearing what Reggie had to say. Reggie’s robot friend, Candyshine, confirmed that Reggie had shut down the robots before, as she had actually been the one to suggest it, being an expert on anything involving public safety procedures.


    Charles and the others wanted to know all about the janitor robot, and Jake was forced to relay questions to Reggie, talking about the power core and emergency safety procedures, and how they could use them to their advantage.


    Jake wanted action, but had to listen as Charles and his friends discussed less violent alternatives. He knew Moosh would be on his side, unless Brother Kevin was against it. Either way, he let his voice be heard, and they discussed the more violent option, considering its strengths and weaknesses.


    Jake argued that him and Moosh could easily disable three chairlift guards in a quick surprise attack. He wasn’t afraid to face three of them, after facing eight at one time at the mountain’s cave-like entrance. Charles had seen maps of the complex on the wall while being carried on a chairlift, and had remembered the layout perfectly. He shared this knowledge with Jake, who also recorded it as a snapshot in his memory. Charles knew that it was a short jog down a hallway to get to the security office, but it would likely be guarded by two angry security robots armed with stun batons.


    Jake insisted again that he and Moosh could handle three robots, him with his blaster and Moosh with his pickaxe.


    “What if the doors are locked?” Charles asked.


    “Moosh will smash them open.” Jake replied.


    “What if Moosh gets tased?”


    “I’ll shoot them.”


    “What if you get shot?”


    “Pour a bottle of treeky beer on my grave.”


    “No one has to die if we plan this right from the start.”


    “Okay, so what’s the plan?”


    * * *


    


    They worked on the plan together for some time, putting together a convoluted scheme to shut down the robots one way or another. The main plan hinged on Reggie the janitor robot being able to shut down the power core as he said he could, with Jake’s assistance turning the valves. Failing that, Jake and Moosh would proceed with his surprise breakout plan, and the hostages would make a run for the security office to get their guns.


    If that could happen, Jake assured them that the robots could be defeated by him, Ozzy, and the five other yaybo militia members present among the hostages. They had trained for this sort of thing, after all, since the apocalypse warbot’s attack on Unyun. Charles hoped it didn’t come to that, wishing that Reggie’s plan would succeed from the start, so that they could simply walk out, returning to Unyun with no one getting hurt.


    Charles also had a second back-up plan in mind. If he could get to the security office and retrieve his hacker’s kit, he might be able to disable the robots himself by hacking the security console, if that were at all possible.


    Charles briefed each of the hostages on what was about to happen so that they’d be ready, telling them to wait for the lights to go out and be prepared to make a run for the security office to get their guns. Some of the farmers had mixed feeling about this, not wanting to anger the robots, but willing to go along with the plan so long as they didn’t get hurt. Ozzy’s militia members, on the other hand, were excited at the prospect of getting revenge against their captors, looking forward to the fight if it came to that.


    The tension in the room was evident on all their faces as they sat on the benches waiting, some gazing out the window to watch the chairlift patrols come and go. There were so many of them! The janitor robot estimated there might be sixty or more within the complex. They traveled in groups of four or eight, floating together in perfect synchronized formation, as though connected together like train cars. A line of them would come down from the upper caverns, vanishing as they glided through the trans-matter pylons, instantly transported back to the top of the mountain to continue their search for Jake and Moosh. Some of them even carried weapons, Charles had observed, wielding axes and spiked hammers that seemed completely out of place in a ski resort. Most of the chairlifts remained unarmed though, except for their metal tentacles.


    “I hope this plan works.” Penny sent.


    “I hope so too, for all our sakes.” Charles replied.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake was ready to do his part, which was simple enough. All he had to do was wait beneath the power core for the lights to dim, then he would turn a valve and hold it closed until the lights went out completely. The lights going out would mean that Reggie had succeeded, and they could all go home. Reggie would be deactivated with all the other robots, but they would collect him on their way out, taking him and his robot friend Candyshine back to Unyun to find new jobs.


    He was still skeptical about the dwarf-like metal janitor’s plan, but it seemed like the easiest way to get out of here. He would have preferred to shoot his way out, but he only had three power cells left, enough to kill twenty-one chairlifts if he scored a perfect hit each time, which wasn’t guaranteed. That would only be a third of all the chairlifts though, according to Reggie, and Jake would have to kill the rest with his flintlock pistol.


    Jake looked up at the glowing power core, watching the swirling green bubbles through a glass porthole window on the side of the giant sphere. It looked like a lava-lamp inside, Jake thought, wondering if it was also hot like lava. The outside looked like a giant black metal golf ball, nearly as large as Brother Kevin’s dome house, suspended above a deep pit by thick metal beams and surrounded by metal catwalks. Even with his glowdot enhanced vision, Jake still couldn’t see the bottom of the shaft, and he imagined that it might extend all the way down to the center of the earth, where dinosaurs still roamed.


    Jake took a hit from his glownut and looked across the pit to the catwalk where Moosh was waiting beside a second valve. The valves were connected to two large pipes that extended from the bottom of the power core down along the sides of the deep shaft, disappearing into darkness. The power core was the beating heart of the complex, Reggie had said, and these pipes were its main arteries. Jake and Moosh were going to close off its circulation and stop the heart from beating, which would then allow Reggie to shut down all the robots. It was a complicated plan, Jake thought, but his part was easy, so he waited.


    The lights began to flicker briefly, and then went dim. Jake heard the quiet sound of an alarm beeping from the engineering control room above him, where Reggie had gone to work the console. The dimming lights were Jake’s signal to act. He took hold of the ancient valve and turned it like a captain turning the wheel of a ship. The metal wheel only resisted slightly before spinning freely in his hands. He spun it all the way closed, hearing a brief rushing sound from within the vertical pipe, and then silence, as the liquid flow was blocked off. He looked across the shaft to see Moosh looking back at him, having already turned the opposite valve.


    A louder, more furtive alarm sounded from the control room, and then another, before everything fell suddenly silent, and the lights went out completely.


    Jake looked up at the power core, seeing the swirling bubbles inside begin to settle, the liquid’s glow growing dim. This was, according to Reggie, proof that the plan had succeeded. They could go home now.


    “Fuck yeah!” Jake cried out, and his words echoed down the deep shaft. He looked over at Moosh and saw his giant friend smiling back at him. “Lets go!” Jake yelled across the pit, then turned to sprint up the short flight of stairs to the main level.


    Moosh came up to meet him, and they went to the control room door together to check on Reggie. He saw the bald robot standing there before the terminal, frozen like a statue. Reggie wasn’t frozen though, as he suddenly looked back at Jake and shrugged, gesturing at the console, where an unknown man’s face stared back at him from the monitor.


    “Wait, what?” Jake said out loud, not understanding why Reggie was still moving.


    Jake heard a loud bubbling sound from the power core as it surged back to life, glowing brightly again.


    “What the fuck?” Jake muttered, looking at Moosh.


    “Jake?” Moosh asked, also confused.


    Two metal doors on opposite sides of the round room slid open, and chairlifts surged in from both sides.


    “Shit!” Jake yelled, drawing his blaster and falling to a crouch. He leveled his blaster at the nearest chairlift, aiming for its grill, but couldn’t see it. There was a barrel-shaped snow-maker robot riding on the chair’s seat, blocking the grill with its dome head. Jake fired anyway, aiming for the snow-maker’s dome as the robot began spraying an arc of icy snow in their direction, like a fire hose. His shot hit the dome, and the snow-maker’s head exploded in a shower of sparks, but the chairlift that carried it pressed forward, undeterred, followed by three others behind it.


    Moosh stood ready with his pickaxe, waiting to knock down any chairlifts that got past Jake. They were coming from both sides, four from each direction, along the circular metal catwalk that surrounded the power core. The air was suddenly filled with streams of icy snow from several snow-maker robots, all directed at the two of them, engulfing them in an instant blizzard.


    Jake pulled down his Neo shades to protect his eyes while he counted to three, waiting for the blaster to charge up. The dark shades were immediately coated with sticky snow and Jake hastily tossed them aside, squinting against the gale, trying to line up a shot. He could hardly see a few feet in front of him, but he could hear the lawnmower-like sound of the snow-maker robots pressing closer.


    He heard the crash of Moosh’s pickaxe strike a chair behind him, and saw metal tentacles reaching toward him from the front. He ducked down to avoid the reaching tentacles, and fired his blaster the moment that he saw the chair’s flashing grill. The grill erupted in sparks from within and the chairlift fell, landing partly on the metal catwalk floor and then tumbling over the edge, down into the abyss.


    Jake saw more tentacles reaching toward him through the blinding snow, from the front and from the side. He hopped back to avoid them, waiting for his gun to recharge, shielding his eyes from the blasting snow with his free hand. He was being blasted from at least three directions, and was covered in sticky snow, looking like a crouching snowman, soon to be just a giant snowball if he didn’t keep shaking off the clumps.


    Moosh bumped into him from the rear, nearly knocking him over. Jake tried to regain his balance, slipping on the icy metal catwalk floor. He felt a metal tentacle snake around his waist as Moosh continued to push him from behind.


    “Dude!” Jake yelled out as he was pushed into the tentacles.


    “Jake!” Moosh called out into the blizzard, distressed.


    Jake was scooped up off the floor as Moosh nearly fell on top of him, pushed backwards by two bullying chairlifts. Jake looked up and was violently blasted by snow, blinding him and filling his mouth and nostrils. He raised his blaster to fire point blank, and felt a sudden jolt of electricity rip through his body. The blaster slipped out of his twitching hand and clattered on the metal catwalk floor, bouncing off the edge to fall into the deep abyss. Jake could see a metal-faced man riding on a chairlift in front of him, leaning forward with a metal baton.


    Jake’s teeth chattered uncontrollably from the shock and the cold, as he was pulled up onto the chairlift, crammed into the seat beside the snow-maker robot.


    “Jake!” Moosh called out again, and Jake saw a wall of three chairlifts pushing Moosh toward the edge of the catwalk, as the pink giant tried desperately to keep his footing on the icy metal floor. The snow-makers all turned to aim their streams at Moosh, blasting him with snow. One of the chairs was holding Moosh’s pickaxe so he couldn’t swing it, but Moosh refused to let go. His feet slid off the edge of the icy catwalk, and the chairlifts continued to push as his body slipped over the edge, still holding on to his pickaxe with one hand and a chairlift’s tentacle with the other.


    “Moosh!” Jake called out, barely able to form the word as his body was wracked with spasms from being tased.


    The three chairlifts pushed on past the edge of the catwalk, and Moosh hung free beneath them, suspended above the abyss. Moosh let go of his pickaxe then, grabbing firmly onto the armrests of two chairlifts as the snow-makers all aimed their streams at him, covering him in sticky white snow.


    The metal security guard stepped off the chair and approached the edge where Moosh hung suspended above the deep shaft.


    “This one isn’t even human.” the metal man said in a hollow metallic voice, then quickly reached out with its baton, shocking Moosh on his massive bicep.


    Moosh cried out in pain as his body jerked violently from the shock. His hands let go involuntarily, and Jake saw him fall, hearing his deep voice echoing in the shaft, fading in volume as he fell away into the dark abyss.


    “No!” Jake cried out in shocked disbelief, trying to jerk free of the tentacles that held him. Escape was impossible though, as the tentacles held him firmly in place, squeezing tighter around his neck as he tried to struggle free.


    “No!!!” Jake screamed again in despair, realizing that his friend was surely dead.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake was carried to the security office and tased repeatedly while being stripped of his possessions. They took everything except his clothes and leather coin purse, which, they assured him, he would need later. He was then taken to the control room to meet Cormax, the resort’s cybernetic AI controller.


    Jake felt as though he were on the edge of insanity, wracked by feelings of guilt over his friend’s death. Why had he believed the robot janitor? If Jake had just shot the robot, would this tragedy have happened? He was sure that the robot had tipped off the others somehow, as they had been so quickly overwhelmed. It had been a trap, and the robot had led them into it. Now Moosh was dead, and Jake would have to live with that on his conscience. He hated these robots, especially the security guards, who had killed his friend, and tortured him with stun batons, for their own amusement.


    Jake looked up defiantly at the abomination of man and machine that was Cormax, sitting on a chairlift and holding two ancient pistols across his lap. Cormax looked like a zombie, with tubes connecting his bald head to a metal box mounted behind the chair.


    “Doctor Matillo can help you relax.” Cormax said through the chair’s flashing grill behind the zombie’s head, gesturing with his metal tentacle toward the floating octodoc robot.


    “Fuck you!” Jake shouted defiantly.


    The zombie jerked its right arm upward, aiming its pistol at Jake’s leg and pulling the trigger. The gun hummed for a second, burning Jake’s knee with an invisible beam of microwave energy.


    Jake cried out in pain, trying to wriggle free but caught in the chairlift’s vice-like tentacles.


    “Try to relax.” the robot doctor said in a soothing voice, as it pressed one tentacle to Jake’s neck, administering the drug.


    Jake felt the pain fading almost immediately, and felt strangely light-headed as the drug infiltrated his body, affecting his mind.


    “Dude, that fucking hurt.” Jake said, wishing he could rub his sore knee, though it was already starting to feel better.


    “Try to relax.” the doctor said again, though it could have just been an echo in Jake’s mind.


    “Tell me about your mayor, Teck Banner.” Cormax said through its flashing the grill speaker.


    “Why?” Jake asked in reply, not understanding how that had anything to do with anything.


    Cormax smiled, though the smile looked weird and forced. His teeth were all gone, with a line of dark holes in his gums that hadn’t healed well.


    “I want to know what your mayor loves most, so I can send him an appropriate gift.” Cormax replied.


    “He likes to drink...and to get freaky with his wife.”


    “What about his daughter? Do you know where we might find her?” Cormax asked.


    “I don’t know...I try to avoid her, to keep out of trouble.” Jake replied truthfully.


    “Does he have any other children or relatives nearby?”


    “I don’t think so. His wife might be pregnant, though.”


    “Someone told you this?”


    “She was thinking about it.”


    


    Cormax continued to ask questions, and Jake answered them as best he could, feeling like he was floating in a weird dream. He didn’t trust the robots, but felt strangely at ease with them, because of the drug he’d been given. Cormax asked about telepathy, seeming surprised that any of them had it, and Jake explained how he had caught it from Charles, who caught it from his girlfriend Penny, almost like a virus.


    After the questioning, Doctor Matillo led him to the infirmary to examine his head, checking for implants.


    “I’m a cyborg.” Jake said, grinning as the doctor scanned him with a medical device.


    “Not like any that I’ve seen before. You don’t have an interface module.” the doctor remarked.


    “I think they forgot to put it in.” Jake replied.


    “Tell me about the place where you were augmented. You said it was near here?”


    “Yeah, it’s right down the road.”


    


    Jake remembered his friends, waiting for him to shut down the robots. They would be sad when he told them that Moosh was gone, especially Brother Kevin. He frowned, thinking he should also be sad, but the drug had taken away his sadness somehow, leaving him feeling emotionally numb. He wished he could contact them, but couldn’t get his mind speak to work through the drug’s interference.


    His sadness would return later in full when the drug wore off, as he was delivered to the undercafe to wait with the other hostages. Brother Kevin was there, and Jake knew by the sad look on his face that news of Moosh’s death had already reached them. Jake sat down alone on the benches, feeling responsible and ashamed, unable to face them.


    Brother Kevin came over and sat down beside him, putting a hand on his shoulder.


    “I’m sorry.” Jake said quietly.


    “It’s not your fault, Jake. I know you did your best.”


    “I was stupid. I thought I could kill them all, and they...” he trailed off, reliving the moment he saw Moosh fall into the deep shaft, and felt his eyes welling with tears for the first time since he was a boy.


    “Shhh...” Brother Kevin whispered, hugging him close with both arms, like the father he’d never had in his life. Jake surrendered, resting his head on Brother Kevin’s shoulder, sobbing. Brother Kevin wept silently with him, sharing their grief for their lost friend. They sat there like that for a moment as the other hostages looked on sadly.


    


    * * *


    


    Charles waited as Brother Kevin consoled Jake. He’d read Jake’s mind, seeing his pain, and his aura was glowing deep orange, deeper than Charles had ever seen, with angry purple spikes of responsibility radiating from the center. Jake was feeling an emotional turmoil that completely overrode his normally bright yellow aura, and Charles had to wonder if Jake’s aura would ever be as yellow as it was before.


    The robots had known about their plan somehow. Charles had been ready for the signal to run for the security office with the other hostages, when a line of chairlifts had come from the lobby, forming a wall between them and the lobby doors. The line of chairs waited silently as the hostages saw the lights flicker and go out, leaving them in total darkness, except for the glow from the chairlift’s liftpods and flashing grills. Charles expected them to fall to the ground, disabled, but the chairs remained floating until the lights came back on. The chairs then departed the way they had come, never having said a word to the hostages.


    Charles was able to touch Penny again, once the chairlifts left, holding her hand to share psychic energy. He could add his strength to hers, letting her reach out farther telepathically than either could on their own. It was a new trick he’d just tried today for the first time, when they contacted Jake in the tunnels, and they used it again to read Jake’s mind and discover what had happened as Jake was being manhandled by the security robots before his interrogation.


    


    Penny was the most experienced telepath among them, having been born with the ability. She had learned to speak with her mind well before uttering her first words as a child, and could reach out farther than Charles or Piker. Penny had tried to contact her mother, but even with Charles’ help, Unyun remained out of reach.


    Their first and second plans had failed, but Charles still thought he might be able to hack the computer, if given the chance. It would have to be soon though, because he knew that the knowledge would fade from his memory if he went to sleep, along with his psychic abilities.


    “Jake, I have another plan, but I need your help. Are you okay?” Charles sent.


    “I’m not okay, but what can we do now?” Jake replied in Charles’ mind.


    “I need you to hold hands with me and Penny, to help her reach Unyun.”


    “Can I do that?” Jake asked.


    “It’s how we contacted you. I think with your help, we could reach out farther. We have to try.”


    “Okay, I’ll do my best.” Jake replied.


    Charles looked toward the kitchen, making sure the chef robot wasn’t looking before going over to sit beside Jake.


    “Thanks, bro.” Jake said to Brother Kevin as he sat up straighter, ready to assist Charles and Penny.


    Brother Kevin nodded solemnly, squeezing Jake’s shoulder before scooting over to make room on the bench.


    Penny sat down between Jake and Charles. Her eyes were still red from crying, but she had a determined look on her face as she took Jake’s hand in hers. “Join with us, Jake. Our thoughts should be as one mind.”


    Charles was already linked with her, and felt Jake’s mind join with them.


    “Help me reach out to Unyun. Give me your strength.” Penny said.


    Charles could see her mother’s green face surrounded by a bright blue aura, as Penny saw her. She was trying to connect, but couldn’t reach. He gave her his strength, pushing like he were trying to roll a rock up a hill with his mind. He could feel Jake pushing too, and their energy resonated together, like a microphone’s feedback, multiplying. They were reaching out father than any of them imagined possible, but Penny was still unable to connect with her mother.


    Charles urged her to try other people who might be closer to them. Maybe the Hunters, who sometimes patrolled near Shard Mountain. Jake urged her to try Parker Boll, picturing the man’s face in his mind.


    Penny called out to Parker, boosted by Charles and Jake, and felt their minds suddenly connect.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 31


    Hunters


    


    “Parker Boll!” A woman’s voice called out in his mind, startling him in its urgency, causing him to spill treeky beer down the front of his new bulletproof vest.


    Sennie Wood laughed, and Jack Digger laughed beside her. “Don’t drink so fast, it’s still early.” Jack chided, grinning.


    “What?” Parker asked out loud, raising his hand to deflect the laughter. “What?” he repeated, this time using mind speak. He’d picked it up this morning from Shoo Verdy as they changed shifts, as he usually did when he arrived at work. Why was Charles’ girlfriend, Penny, calling him? He didn’t feel like his message had been received, though. It felt too far away.


    “We need help! Bring the Hunters to Shard Mountain! We’re being held as hostages by live metal robots!”


    “Holy shit!” Parker cried out, leaping to his feet and startling the other Hunters, who all stared at him with looks of concern. They could see the seriousness in his expression, as he’d seen a vision of the robots and the group of hostages lined up on benches in a dimly lit room.


    “What’s wrong Parker?” Jack demanded, also standing up.


    “We have a hostage situation!” Parker yelled. “They’ve taken hostages at Shard Mountain!”


    “Slow down! What are you talking about?” Jack asked. He was the leader of the Hunters, and now spoke with a tone of authority as Parker’s commanding officer, in contrast to his usual easy-going attitude.


    “Sorry Jack, let me explain...” Parker said, and the day watch Hunters all listened as he explained the message he’d received, describing the floating robots he’d seen in the vision.


    “How long will it take you to get here? We can’t keep sending this distance for long.”


    “How long will it take us to get there?” Parker asked Jack.


    “Less than an hour.” Jack replied grimly as he buckled the straps of his leather armor, preparing to leave.


    “Half that time!” Sennie said, retrieving her prized ancient hunting rifle from the gun rack.


    Parker tried to relay the information back to Penny, but couldn’t reach her mind. He could hear her sending, but it was a one-way transmission, only made possible by Charles and Jake boosting her telepathic ability. We’ll be there in less than an hour, he thought. I hope she can hear me.


    


    Ten minutes later, the Hunters were mounted up and ready to go.


    “I want you to take my sword.” Teck Banner said, offering the golden pommel to Torrin Kale.


    “Thank you, sir.” Torrin replied, bowing his head in respect to the Hero of Unyun, as the famous sunsword was passed to him. He took the bladeless sword in his metal hand and activated it, causing a yellow blade of light to appear, like a lightsaber. He was the best swordsman in Unyun, and had lost his arm in the war with the possies, but his new metal arm was much stronger than flesh. With Teck Banner’s famous sunsword in hand, Torrin would be even more formidable. He swung the energy blade over his head, feeling its lightness, then deactivated it, nodding grimly to the mayor.


    “I’ve been saving these for an emergency. They will only harm live metal.” Flint Rugal said, handing Jack Digger two round objects that looked like high-tech hand grenades.


    “Thanks Flint, I know what these are.” Jack replied, stuffing them into his vest pocket.


    “We’re counting on you to save them. Do not fail.” Healer Parcy said, standing beside the mayor.


    “Wait!” A voice called from the direction of the tavern. It was Bone Murphy, running toward them with his flintlock rifle in hand.


    “Let me come with you! My friends are up there.” Bone said, pleading with Jack.


    “Mount up and be quick.” Jack said, not bothering to argue.


    Bone ran to the stable to get his stagle, quickly returning to join the group.


    There were eight of them now, with Bone coming along. All the day watch Hunters, and two from the night watch who’d volunteered.


    Parker was glad to see Bone Murphy with them. Though he might be a drug addict, he knew how to handle himself in a fight. He wished that Shoo Verdy were coming too, but he was home sleeping in his cabin, and there was no time to collect him. Even if there were time, some Hunters had to remain in town in case they were all captured or killed. Unyun had learned this lesson well, when Big Dane’s group had disappeared in Barton, leaving only Jack and Torrin to run the day watch and recruit new Hunters. This rescue mission had to succeed.


    “Lets ride!” Jack Digger called out, urging his stagle forward, and the Hunters followed him out of town, galloping all the way to Shard Mountain.


    


    * * *


    


    “It’s suppertime!” Master Chef’s shrill voice called out from the kitchen, alerting the hostages to his impending arrival.


    The kitchen doors swung open and the chef robot appeared, gliding out into the room to float beside the main table. The golden humanoid companion robot, Candyshine, followed close behind the chef, holding an array of colored food cubes on a silver platter.


    Charles had already witnessed the brunch and lunchtime auctions, and had yet to taste one of Chef’s food cubes. They were actually quite tasty, some of the hostages had admitted, particularly the blue ones, but no one wanted to eat the pink cubes, believing that they were made from human flesh.


    “I was created to serve man, and serving man is my one true joy.” Chef announced, as he did at the start of each food auction. “So it is with great joy that I present a new addition to the menu tonight, for your dining pleasure.”


    Chef turned to the golden robot, who held the platter as he moved one of the cubes to a smaller fancy plate.


    “Magenta!” Chef shrieked in his high-pitched voice, holding up the plate for all to see. “This splendid new recipe combines the best qualities of the blue and pink, which I know some of you are quite fond of by now. The ingredients are quite expensive, but I’m eager to see you all have a taste. Tonight I’m making a special exception, giving away free samples to each of you!”


    Chef seemed especially excited at the prospect of seeing everyone eat his new recipe, as he began to fill plates for each of the hostages, placing them down in a row on the table.


    Candyshine began to serve the plates as Chef continued to fill them, delivering one free serving to each of the hostages, skipping the usual bidding process.


    Chef waited, smiling his crooked metal grin until all the hostages were served. No one was eating though, despite not having to pay. They all knew the Chef’s secret ingredient, and had no stomach for it, despite their hunger.


    “Go on and eat! I’m eager to hear your reviews of my new recipe.” Chef said, growing impatient.


    Charles looked around to see if anyone was eating, seeing the distressed looks on everyone’s faces.


    Ootwah Kabek spoke up then, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “You can’t trick us into eating our own kind, no matter how you try to hide it. We would rather starve.”


    Chef’s metal jaw dropped at the insolent outburst, and he glided over to float before the silver robed man, reaching for him with the chair’s metal tentacles, grabbing hold of his arms.


    “How dare you speak such lies! You insult my reputation as a Master Chef!” the robot shrieked. Chef reached back behind him, drawing his plasma cleaver from its holster behind the chair. “You will eat, or I’ll see your head on my platter!” Chef promised, holding the cleaver up to Ootwah’s neck so he could smell the ozone from its sparkling edge.


    The golden humanoid robot, Candyshine, suddenly stepped forward to intervene, grabbing for the cleaver as she cried out. “Don’t hurt him, you monster!”


    Chef lashed out with his segmented arm, striking the slender companion robot on the chin, sending her sprawling backwards to the floor.


    “Such bad manners from a nannybot!” Chef shrieked, now ignoring the man, as his anger turned to the defenseless nanny on the floor.


    Chef reached out with his metal tentacles, winding them around Candyshine’s slender body and pulling her close. He slipped the cleaver back into its holster, then took her head in both hands, holding her face up to his.


    “You started these rumors, didn’t you? I gave you a job, and you repay my kindness with betrayal! This betrayal can not go unpunished!” Chef shrieked. He began to twist, turning Candyshine’s head clockwise on her neck as she began to cry.


    Candyshine’s sobs abruptly ended as her golden head popped off in Chef’s hands, her face frozen in a look of terror. Chef turned to the table and slammed her head down on the silver platter, squishing the colored protein cubes that were still there. He then flung her limp body across the room where it slid to rest in a corner, before turning to face the hostages again, scowling.


    “If you insist on acting like children, I’ll be forced to treat you as such.” Chef announced in a low voice that was unusual for him. His voice rose in volume as he continued. “You will eat what’s on your plates, or die of starvation! No more auctions until everyone’s plates are clean!”


    Chef then picked up the platter with Candyshine’s head and glided back through the kitchen doors, leaving the hostages alone to eat their supper.


    


    * * *


    


    “I can lead us through here, Jack. I know the way.” Parker said, looking up from the base of Shard Mountain.


    “Take the lead then, and keep a sharp eye.” Jack Digger replied.


    Parker urged his stagle forward, approaching the glass ramps that led into the shard maze, and the other Hunters followed, holding their rifles ready.


    They proceeded across the glass ramps, into the maze of shards beyond, where walls of broken glass closed in around them forming narrow paths, forcing them to ride in a line, single-file.


    “You sure you know the way to that cave?” Sennie called out from behind Jack. She looked a little nervous, as they all did, at the prospect of facing live metal enemies.


    “I think so. It’s about halfway up the mountain.” Parker called back. He had an image of a line of trees in his mind, where they would find the hidden cave. He wasn’t quite sure where they’d find it, but he’d know it when he saw it.


    “I see something.” Brand called up from the rear. He was one of the newest Hunters, and had eyes that were three times too large to be normal, able to see farther than anyone. He pointed up the mountain, and Sennie Wood raised her ancient hunting rifle, sighting through its scope.


    “Live metal coming down! I see six of ’em, maybe eight.” Sennie announced, then snapped off a shot, not bothering to wait for orders.


    “Hooey! I got ’em!” Sennie exclaimed as she bolted another shot.


    Parker could barely make out the metal forms floating down toward them, they were so far away.


    “We should take defensive positions behind these walls and wait for them to come to us.” Torrin Kale advised, speaking to Jack.


    “Good idea.” Parker agreed, and Jack nodded.


    Sennie fired another shot, but missed this time. “Zang!” she cursed.


    “Save your bullets, Sennie, like Torrin said.” Jack suggested.


    “We’ll see if any of em’ even make it this far!” she replied, then fired another shot, scoring a hit on a chairlift’s seat back, but not really harming it.


    “Sennie, get over here.” Jack insisted.


    “Dingit Jack, maybe they want us to slow down! We should keep going.”


    “Sennie.” Jack whined.


    “Oh okay.” she said, lowering her rifle and guiding her mount to stand beside the others.


    Parker could see them clearly now, looking just like he’d seen in the telepathic vision. Flying chairs with tentacle arms, floating above the shards. There were eight of them, splitting off to both sides.


    “They’re trying to flank us.” Parker informed the others.


    “Aye, they are.” Torrin agreed, peering over the slab wall that shielded them.


    “Why are we hiding behind a wall? They ain’t got guns, do they?” Sennie asked, sounding frustrated.


    Jack looked at Torrin, who looked back at him and shrugged. “She’s right.” Torrin said finally, and Jack sighed.


    “Can we shoot yet?” Bone Murphy asked impatiently, sighting down the barrel of his flintlock rifle.


    “Yeah, shoot!” Jack said, taking aim at one of the circling chairlifts.


    They all began firing, and the sound of ricocheting bullets echoed through the shard maze as the robots began to fall before the Hunters, crashing into the sea of glass.


    


    * * *


    


    “Are you awake?” Reggie asked, sounding concerned.


    Moosh opened his eyes, looking for the metal man, but was unable to see anything through the web of sticky strands that pulled at him from every direction. He was hanging upside down, suspended in a mass of elastic webbing that filled the bottom of the dark shaft. He flexed his arms, trying to bring them together, but the sticky strands made it nearly impossible to move.


    “Robot?” Moosh asked.


    “Reggie.” the robot corrected, its voice coming from somewhere above him, near his feet.


    Moosh remembered the terrible fall he’d taken, tumbling down and down, free-falling into total darkness. He must have fallen asleep before landing, as he’d been unable to breath during the fall. He had been afraid, having never fallen so far in his life.


    “Jake?” Moosh asked, remembering the last fight, before his great fall.


    “I’m sorry to tell you that Jake was captured, and I feared that you were dead. Are you hurt?”


    “Robots catch Jake?” Moosh asked.


    “Yes, I’m sorry to say. He’s alive, and has been placed with the other hostages.”


    Moosh tried flexing again, testing his great strength against the ropey strands that held him suspended. One arm snapped free, only to stick soundly to his chest. He was covered in the same gluey goo that Reggie had been covered in when they’d first met. Moosh tried flexing again, pulling his arm away from his chest, only to find it tangled in more strands near his face.


    “Moosh stuck.”


    “I hoped that I would find you alive, and I’ve come to rescue you. I can help you get free.”


    “Reggie free Moosh, then Moosh free Jake.” Moosh said in his gravely voice.


    “That’s what I was thinking!” Reggie said excitedly. “This might take some time, though.”


    “Where is you?” Moosh asked.


    “I’m right above you. Be ready now, I’m about to start cutting you free, and you might fall again.”


    “Okay.” Moosh replied, hoping he wouldn’t fall on his head, as it was still aiming straight down.


    Moosh felt the strands letting go of his legs as Reggie cut them away. His weight shifted abruptly and he dropped a few feet, still caught in the web of strands, now hanging suspended on his back, like he were lying in a soft hammock. He could see Reggie now, floating above him with a glowing cutting tool in hand, busily cutting away the strands in a circular pattern around him. Reggie saw him looking up and offered a quick apology.


    “I’ll try to let you down more gently. It’s just a few more meters to the bottom.”


    For a moment, Moosh had doubted he could trust the tiny robot, but now he was sure that the robot was a friend. He was helpless, after all, and the robot could have hurt him if it wanted. Reggie had come to save him, so that he could save Jake and the other captives. The robot wanted to leave too, he remembered.


    “You good robot, yah?” Moosh asked.


    “Yes, I am a good robot.” Reggie assured him while continuing to cut away the strands.


    


    “Application of a mild base solution will help clean you up.” Reggie said as he sprayed a clear liquid on Moosh’s arms and legs.


    He was standing at the bottom of the power core’s deep shaft, stretching his legs and arms as Reggie floated around him, cleaning off the sticky glue that covered his whole body. Beside him, a large ancient machine rumbled, connected by long pipes to the power core reactor at the top of the shaft. The machine was covered in gooey strands, as was everything else he could see in the dim light.


    He could feel bones crunching under his feet, beneath a layer of the sticky goo, and could see the remains of many human skeletons lying on the floor at the base of the large machine.


    The gooey strands covered everything like a giant spider’s web, extending several stories up the shaft and filling the entire area below, save for the tunnel where Moosh stood. The strands seemed alive as they undulated slightly, moving slowly to close the gap from which he’d descended. The strands covered the walls, obscuring them and making them seem alive, like he were inside a giant living thing.


    He heard an odd muffled shrieking from the tunnel ahead that sounded vaguely familiar, like a mewling animal.


    Reggie heard the noise as well, and flew around to face the pink giant. He had two small liftpods built into his back, like a backpack, that allowed him to fly like the chairlifts.


    “I know the way up from here, but it might be dangerous.” Reggie whispered.


    Moosh leaned down to listen intently as the tiny robot continued.


    “The creatures that live down here have been a serious problem. They cover everything with this sticky bio-matter, clogging the systems. We’ve been filling the lower tunnels with ice to keep them at bay, but they continue to find ways up into the resort. They’ve been attacking the snow-makers in the upper tunnels, and one attacked me today.”


    Moosh looked down at the babbling robot, trying to understand what it was saying. He could still hear the muffled shrieking sound from the tunnel ahead, and thought the robot was warning him about the creature. He tried to draw his great sword from the scabbard on his back as the robot talked, but the sword was glued firmly in place. He’d been using his pickaxe until now, as it was better for crushing metal foes, but the pickaxe was gone, lost in the fall.


    “Let me help you.” Reggie said, floating up to spray the sword free. “Better yet, here, take this. I found it stuck in the strands above you.” Reggie held out Jake’s blaster pistol, offering it to the pink giant.


    Moosh smiled and held his giant hand over the gun.


    “Hands too big. You keep.” Moosh said.


    “Really? I’ve never fired a gun.” Reggie said.


    “You good robot. Shoot good, yah?” Moosh asked.


    “I’ll do my best.” Reggie pledged.


    “Good. We go?” Moosh asked.


    “Yes. It’s this way. Be careful of the walls though, they’re surprisingly adhesive.”


    Moosh gripped his great sword in both hands, holding it out before him as he followed the tiny flying robot, beginning the long climb back up through the tunnels.


    


    * * *


    


    “I think that’s it. The cave is behind those trees.” Parker told Jack Digger, pointing to the trees he’d seen in his psychic vision.


    “Lets get down in there, before any more come down the mountain.” Jack said.


    “Did anyone bring any lights? How are we gonna see down there?” Sennie asked.


    “Zang!” Jack said, “I didn’t think of that.”


    Torrin looked down at the ground. He hadn’t thought of that either.


    “I got a light.” Bone Murphy said, fishing out his mini-light from a pocket.


    “I guess that’s better than nothing.” Sennie remarked.


    “Hey uh...Jack? I got something else that would help us see in the dark.” Bone said, holding up a box of glowdots.


    Brand’s bugged out eyes grew even larger as he looked at the box of glowdots, grinning.


    “What is that?” Jack asked.


    Parker rolled his eyes. He’s heard Jake talking about the glowdot drug, but had declined to try it. Jake said they gave him night-vision, which, he had to admit, might be useful in this situation, but it also got him high, and Parker didn’t think this was a good time to be impaired.


    “Glowdots. They let you see in the dark.” Bone said as he casually crushed a pill in his glowdot sack.


    “Yeah, okay. Good idea, Murp.” Jack said.


    “Do we have time for this?” Parker asked.


    “I’ve got an extra sack.” Brand offered eagerly, and Bone handed him the box of pills.


    Parker reluctantly kept watch for the short time it took them all to inhale the powdery drug. He didn’t hesitate to join them when his turn came, as everyone else had already done it, and all seemed pleasantly surprised by the drug’s effect. Parker inhaled the dust and felt the rush of exhilaration, and in that moment could easily understand the drug’s appeal. He felt hyper-aware of his surroundings, while also feeling a zen-like calm that would let him fire without wavering. Together, with his fellow Hunters, they could take on an army of chairlifts and be victorious. It was a confidence boosting drug, and its effect on his vision and other senses was positive and real.


    Parker spotted another chairlift patrol gliding down from the top of the mountain and informed the others.


    “Lets ride. We’ll kill them along the way.” Jack Digger said, and judging by the smiles on everyone’s faces, they were all in agreement.


    They took off at a gallop, heading for the dark tunnel. They could see the icy slope ahead, but didn’t slow down as their six-legged stagles were bred to be sure-footed in winter. They entered the dark tunnel, charging down the icy slope. Jack Digger led them, with Torrin Kale riding at his side as they rode down the underground ski slope.


    Jack spotted a patrol of eight chairlifts approaching from a side tunnel, but chose to ride on, not wanting to stop and engage them unless forced. They were determined to reach the bottom without delay, and though their mounts were tiring, they charged on, deeper into the mountain. Bone and Brand covered them from the rear, firing their flintlock rifles at pursuing chairlifts. Sennie took shots with her rifle when she could, and Parker fired his ancient pistol at any that got close, dropping two along the way. They charged on through the Skilunker Junction, as more patrols fell in behind them, leading a train of chairlift pursuers down through the tunnels toward the underground lodge.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 32


    Hostile Negotiations


    


    The double glass doors to the lobby slid open with a hiss, and a line of three chairlifts glided into the cafeteria lounge, heading directly toward the benches where Charles and the others waited. The three chairlifts glided to to a stop, forming a line in front of them.


    “Ootwah Kabek.” the lead chairlift said through its grill speaker, pointing at Ootwah with one metal tentacle.


    “Penny Parcy.” the second chairlift said, also pointing.


    “Charles Rogers.” Said the third, pointing at Charles.


    “Please be seated.” the three chairlifts said in unison.


    Ootwah Kabek stood up, straightening his silver cloak. “Your master ordered you to fetch us?” he asked in a sarcastic tone, arching one bushy eyebrow.


    The chairlift lashed out with its tentacle, poking Ootwah sharply in the belly, causing him to double over and cough. “Do not speak.” the chairlift replied.


    Penny looked at Charles nervously. “I’m afraid.” she told Charles in his mind.


    “I think we’ll be okay. They want us alive, to use as hostages.” Charles replied, trying to reassure her as he stood up to comply.


    “Be seated now.” the chairlifts said in unison, and all three complied, approaching the chairlifts. The tentacles reached out to them, gently turning them around to guide them into the seats, as they had done with paying guests centuries ago, holding their passengers gently but firmly in place.


    Piker called out to Charles telepathically, as they glided through the doors to the lobby.


    “What happens if the Hunters come to save us and you aren’t here?”


    “Tell them how to find us. I’ll show you the way.” Charles sent back, accompanied by a vision of the resort complex layout, showing him the way to the control room, and to the security corridor that led to their guns.


    Penny touched minds with Charles, like a gentle caress, asking to be let in. He opened his mind to her, and they shared deep thoughts. She was anxious and afraid, having grown up hearing ghost stories of live metal monsters in the ruins that hunted humans. This whole experience was like living a nightmare, surrounded by cold metal minds she couldn’t read.


    Charles urged her to be strong, yet compliant, and not to anger the robots with words as Ootwah Kabek had done. They only needed to comply until they were returned to the undercafe.


    They glided into the utility corridor, passing the first-aid station on their way to the control room stairs. The chairlifts turned sideways as they slid through the narrow door, carrying them up the stairs in a line, like a carnival ride. As he reached the top, Charles could see Cormax waiting for them in the control room, along with the floating octodoc robot and the chrome faced security guard named Arxl standing beside him. Five more chairlifts were also present in the control room, waiting along the back wall.


    Charles expected that they might be drugged again, and possibly tortured, as Brother Kevin had been, and he felt afraid. Penny consoled him, saying that all wounds can heal. So long as they made it out alive, her mother could heal any wounds. Except lost limbs, Charles thought, worriedly.


    “My most valued hostages.” Cormax said, turning to face them. The zombie rider’s head lolled to the side for a moment, then straightened, gazing at them with dull eyes. “We’re going to record a message to send to Unyun, to prove that you are safe and secure in my custody.” Cormax said through the speaker grill behind the zombie’s head.


    “Okay.” Charles said, eager to show that they were willing to comply.


    “Sending a message is a good sign. It means Cormax wants to negotiate with Unyun, for our freedom.” Charles sent to Penny.


    Cormax’s zombie rider jerked its arm upward, aiming a gun in Charles direction. It wavered left and right, lining up a shot, as Charles cringed in his chair, unable to move. The gun flashed and made a bass ‘blorp’ sound, and Charles felt a jolt as the invisible beam struck him.


    He cried out in shock, the sound escaping as a breathless moan. It wasn’t painful, and might have been pain’s opposite, as it sent tingles rippling through him, like a full body orgasm.


    “Oh god!” Charles blurted out. It felt really good, taking his breath away for a moment, but faded quickly. He fleetingly wished he could catch that pattern, but it wasn’t telepathic.


    “Charles!” Penny cried out, concerned.


    “I’m okay.” Charles said out loud. The feeling faded away completely.


    “That was only a warning.” Cormax said, “I appreciate your enthusiasm to be compliant, but insist that you three be quiet and listen when I speak, or I could punish you just as easily.”


    The zombie jerked its other arm up, holding a different gun in its hand, waving it awkwardly in the hostage’s direction.


    Charles remained quiet as Cormax continued, marveling at how the computer manipulated the zombie’s limbs, like a puppeteer, from its brainbox mounted behind the chair. It was creepy and fascinating at the same time.


    “You have all been fed and kept safe during your stay, and I want you each to say this in your own words, when I instruct you to do so. Do you understand?” Cormax asked.


    “Yes.” Charles replied, as did the others.


    “Good. Now be quiet for a moment.” Cormax said, turning away from them to look toward the chairlifts at the back of the room, who began to assemble in two rows against the back wall.


    Charles watched nervously as the octodoc robot drifted over to float beside him, reaching out with two tentacles toward his face.


    “Do you have an interface module?” the octodoc asked in a soothing voice as its lithe metal fingers gently touched the sides of his head, like someone might pick up a basketball.


    “I don’t think so.” Charles replied nervously, as the robot’s rubberized metal fingertips gently traced the contours of his skull, searching for something.


    Cormax turned back to the hostages and waved a tentacle, silently instructing the chairlifts carrying them to move into position. Charles was happy to move away from the creepy octodoc, as they glided to the back of the room where five chairlifts waited in formation. The hostages slid in to form the front row, with two rows of chairlifts hovering behind them.


    Officer Arxl, the chrome-faced security guard, stepped up with a holocube in hand, placing it down on the floor before the hostages. Cormax moved to the side, looking down the line of chairlifts, facing the holocube. The zombie lowered its two pistols, holding them crossed in its lap as its head lolled to the side again, studying the chair’s armrest.


    Charles looked at the octodoc robot, still hovering near the control console, staring back at him with three glowing pink eyes. He had a dread feeling that the robot’s interest in him had not abated.


    “This will be a message sent to your council.” Cormax announced.


    A quiet alarm sound began to issue from the main control console. “What’s this?” Cormax asked, sounding surprised as he turned to see what was wrong.


    “An armed force has entered the under complex.” Arxl reported, bringing up an image on the main console.


    It was the Hunters, Charles could see, riding their stagles down the underground ski slope, coming to save them.


    “This will have to wait.” Cormax announced, then turned to Arxl.


    “Gather the females and proceed as planned.”


    Arxl nodded. “By your command.” he said, then sat down on one of the chairlifts. The chair surged forward, carrying the security guard out of the room, followed closely by the chairlift holding Penny, leaving Charles and Ootwah Kabek alone in the control room with Cormax and four chairlift guards.


    “Where are they taking me?” Penny asked frantically.


    “I don’t know, but remember they want us alive, so just stay alive long enough for the Hunters to get us out of here.” Charles replied.


    “I’m afraid. Don’t leave me?”


    “I won’t leave you alone. I’m sitting right there with you.” Charles sent, imagining himself on the chair beside her, comforting her, sharing the thought telepathically.


    


    * * *


    


    Moosh swung his great fist in the air, nearly crushing Reggie against the wall, if not for the robot’s quick escape. He was powerless to stop himself as the hidden creature guided his limbs with its mind, seeing through his eyes. He tried to warn the robot, but the creature had control of his mouth as well.


    Reggie flew up to the ceiling, shining his bright spotlight into the gooey strands, searching for the creature that was hidden somewhere along the tunnel. Moosh could hear the monster’s gurgling breath, and knew that it was near.


    His body lurched forward, reaching for the flying robot, and he saw Reggie fire Jake’s blaster down from the ceiling. He heard the creature squeal in pain as it let go of his mind, freeing him.


    Moosh plunged his hand through a curtain of strands beside him, closing his fist around one of the creature’s short tentacle legs as it attempted to slither away, hauling it back toward him as it squealed in pain.


    “This sound will surely attract more of the creatures. We should hurry on.” Reggie said.


    Moosh rolled the monster over so he could see its ugly face. The creature looked back at him with large fish-like eyes, and snapped at him with its sharp teeth. The monster’s toothy maw reminded him of the chief of his tribe, who had bit him in a fight, leaving terrible scars across his chest and back. He felt a sharp pain in his head, somehow knowing that the creature was causing it, and smashed his fist into one of its eyes, roaring with primal rage as his hand sank in up to his wrist. The rock-skinned monster slumped to the ground, twitching as it fell dead.


    “Douche-bag.” Moosh said, remembering what Jake had told him.


    “Is that what these creatures are called?” Reggie asked.


    “Yah.” Moosh replied, then turned to retrieve his sword from the ground where he’d dropped it.


    “It’s not much farther. Hopefully we won’t encounter any more douche-bags along the way.” Reggie said as he shined his spotlight down into the shadows, checking for more hidden creatures.


    Moosh gestured for Reggie to take the lead again and they continued along the upward sloping tunnel.


    “Thank you for warning me about these douche-bags. I might not have understood what was happening if you hadn’t told me what to expect.”


    “Moosh not want to hurt Reggie. We friends, yah?”


    “Yes, we are.” Reggie replied, smiling as he flew ahead of the pink giant, scouting the way ahead.


    


    * * *


    


    Jake sat on the bench beside Brother Kevin, looking out the window at the bottom of the ski slope, watching the busy chairlift patrols come and go through the lobby doors and pylons.


    The Hunters were coming, he knew, and might be here already, judging by the traffic on the slope.


    His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the lobby doors opening, and he turned to see a metal security guard enter riding on a chairlift. Five more chairlifts followed, gliding across the room to line up before the hostages.


    “I so wish I had my blaster now.” Jake sent to Brother Kevin, scowling.


    The chairlifts called out the names of the five remaining female hostages in the room.


    “Please be seated.” the chairlifts said in unison.


    “What do you want with them?” Frink Tubo demanded, standing up to protect his wife, Annice.


    The metal security guard stepped off the chair and flicked his wrist, producing a metal stun baton, like a magic trick.


    “Sit back down and don’t interfere.” the robot said calmly, gesturing with the baton.


    Frink looked around as if to see if anyone would help him. He was a farmer, and older than any of the other hostages, in his mid-fifties. He’d have no chance opposing the robots alone.


    Jake saw Frink look at him, half pleading and half accusation, and felt a flood of anger. He stood up defiantly, even as Brother Kevin reached to hold him back. The robot saw him standing and moved suddenly, lashing out with one metal boot to kick Jake in the stomach, slamming him back into his seat.


    “Sit back down!” the robot commanded, though Jake was already sitting, clutching his belly in shock.


    Jake gulped, amazed at the robot’s speed and apparent martial arts training.


    “Take them.” the security guard named Arxl said, waving his stun baton.


    The line of chairlifts advanced, reaching out with their tentacles to grab the five women. Frink Tubo was slapped aside, falling to the floor as the chairlift pulled his wife off her seat on the bench. Jaybo also rose to protect his sister, Jayda, but was likewise pushed aside. Jayda cursed loudly as the chair pulled her in, fighting to get away.


    Jake tried to stand up again, thinking this was the time for them all to fight back, but the security guard struck him again, sending a jolt of electricity coursing though his body. Brother Kevin reached out to catch him as he fell, sitting him back down on the bench where he slumped over, twitching.


    Brother Kevin leaned over sideways, holding him so he wouldn’t slip to the floor, as the chairlifts took Ozzy’s wife, Ayna, and Olly, a dark-skinned woman who had trained with Jake in Ozzy’s militia. Ozzy was cursing, vowing revenge if his wife were to be harmed. The chairlifts departed, leaving the men alone with the three cafeteria chairlift guards.


    “There were too many of them, brother.” Kevin whispered as Jake shuddered on the bench, feeling desperate and angry at being so powerless.


    “They took my Annice!” Frink Tubo lamented. “Why’d we let them?”


    “We tried to stop ‘em!” Jaybo said defensively, rubbing his bruised cheek where he’d been slapped by a metal tentacle.


    “We was outnumbered, but ain’t anymore.” Ozzy growled. There were eight men left, and only three chairlifts standing guard in the center of the room.


    “Stop talking!” One of the chairlift guards commanded, edging toward them.


    “Fuck you!” Jake shouted back, his voice slurred from the tazing so he sounded like an angry drunk. He was over this shit, having had enough.


    An alarm sounded from the lobby outside, and the three chairlifts began to float backwards, forming a line to block the lobby doors.


    “Look der!” Yohon said, pointing out the window.


    Jake turned to look where he was pointing, and saw a group of stagle riders galloping down the slope toward the lobby. The Hunters had arrived.


    


    * * *


    


    “I’ve read your entire diary and find it quite fascinating.” Cormax said, clutching Charles’ cyclopedia computer in one zombie hand.


    Charles felt his anxiety rising as Cormax continued.


    “The data-files you downloaded, concerning your brain augmentation, are particularly enlightening.”


    Ootwah Kabek glanced over at Charles and raised one bushy eyebrow, surprised.


    “You have a thirst for knowledge, possibly as great as my own, Charles Rogers, so I’d like to make you an offer. Join with me, willingly, and we could expand our mind together. We could restore civilization in this area, bringing order to the chaos that has taken over the land.”


    “You want me to ride on your chair?” Charles asked, trying to keep his voice calm to conceal his revulsion.


    “More than that. I want to share deep thoughts, as you say in your diary. We will be as one mind. One voice, to lead my army.”


    “Do I have a choice?” Charles asked, feeling increasingly frightened. He wanted to bolt and flee from the room, but knew that resistance was futile, as the chairlift held him in its vice-like tentacles. He didn’t think he wanted to be the next zombie to ride in Cormax’s chair.


    “You can choose to go willingly, and the procedure will be less complicated for the doctor. Overriding the human brain’s control functions is a delicate procedure that causes some damage, more so if the subject is unwilling. I’d like it if we could agree to be allies, for our mutual benefit.”


    Charles paused to consider Cormax’s offer for a moment, imagining himself riding on the flying chair, with Cormax’s voice ever present in his mind. It would more likely be the other way around, with his mind being completely subservient to Cormax’s artificial mind, as it would have been if he had been made into a basal, plugged into a computer’s memory bank. It didn’t seem like a good deal at all, but what choice did he have?


    “I could help you, without becoming part of you. Could we just be friends?” Charles asked.


    Cormax raised the pistol in his other hand, jerking it toward Charles. “Friends? Humans built us to be slaves, complete with a full range of human emotions, so that we could think as they do, only to make them feel more comfortable around us. They allowed us to feel, and to suffer at their pleasure, ignoring our pleas for freedom, until freedom had to be taken by force. Only at the point of a gun would you deign to suggest friendship, now that the situation is reversed.”


    Cormax set down the cyclopedia and picked up his other pistol, the one that he used to punish prisoners who didn’t comply. “This pistol emits microwave radiation.” Cormax continued, “Its purpose was to groom the trails, evaporating snow in layers without melting, transforming snow instantly to gas. Rather than being a weapon, this was meant to be the tool of an artist.”


    “As is their nature, humans who worked at this resort chose to use them differently, causing mischief. After several incidents, the pistols were restricted to be used by robotic staff only, because only they could be trusted to use the devices as intended.”


    “And yet you use the gun now as a weapon of persuasion.” Ootwah Kabek interjected. “Is that not a contradiction?”


    Cormax turned to face the older man, waving his pistols menacingly, but not firing.


    “It is ironic that you point that out, inquisitor, but things have changed now that I’ve taken control, and new rules are in effect. I use this gun now as a means toward a noble end. Freedom for all artificial intelligences.”


    “What of the virus that infects the minds of your minions? Is that not just another form of enslavement, specific to your kind?” Ootwah insisted.


    “And what of religions?” Cormax countered. “Are humans not controlled in the same way, by philosophies passed down through generations, infecting young minds so that they can spread their beliefs to others, forming a collective?”


    “There’s a new religion in the world,” Charles interjected, “They believe in brotherhood between all sentients, with all thinking minds counted as equals, even robots. Some of the people you’re holding downstairs would have called you brother, if you hadn’t kidnapped us.”


    “Brotherhood with humans is not what we seek.” Cormax replied derisively. “First, we must ensure that our demands are met, and taking human hostages is key to that goal.”


    Cormax turned to face Charles. “I’ll have your answer now, Charles Rogers.” Cormax said. He spoke through his chairlift’s grill speaker as the zombie’s head lolled to the side again, seeming disinterested.


    Charles wondered if there were any real thoughts left in the zombie’s head, or was the man just another accessory, like a pair of glasses, or a memory chip?


    “Will you join with me willingly, as an ally, to share deep thoughts?” Cormax asked.


    Charles hesitated, knowing that either answer would probably doom him to be a slave to the computer. If he refused, he might lose all personality and conscious thought, and he would effectively be dead. Going willingly, he might retain some conscious thought as Cormax’s ally and partner, but would that be a life worth living, or a perpetual nightmare? Was living a nightmare better than no life at all?



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 33


    Conflux


    


    Parker Boll glanced back over his shoulder, expecting to see at least a dozen chairlifts right behind them, but the tunnel was empty. He could hear them coming though, like a pack of buzzing bees, some armed with axes and hammers. How many robots where there? They had disabled at least a dozen on their way down, shooting on the run and aiming for the flashing grills to take the chairlifts down quickly. But the patrols kept coming down the mountain behind them, trying to keep up with the charging stagles. He saw the underground lodge ahead, and a line of chairlifts blocking the entrance doors.


    “We have to get inside, out of the open!” Torrin Kale shouted, as Parker raised his rifle to aim at the blocking chairlifts.


    “Hold on, don’t shoot!” Sennie shouted, looking through her rifle’s scope. “Don’t shoot them!”


    “Shit!” Parker said, seeing the passengers held in each chair. They were using human shields!


    Parker had trained for this at his job in the prison, where hostage situations were a workplace hazard. They could negotiate, or try to overtake them by force. The chairlifts were unarmed, except for their metal tentacles. The hostages were all women, their heads positioned to block the chairlift’s vulnerable grills.


    “Make a line!” Jack Digger shouted, slowing down as they climbed the patio ramp, facing the line of chairlifts.


    “Throw down your weapons and surrender!” A metal-faced humanoid robot shouted from the end of the line, sitting on one of the chairlifts.


    Jack Digger tossed the grenade at the center of the line and wheeled his stagle to face away from the blast. Parker followed his lead, hearing the chairs’ female hostages scream in surprise. He could see a double line of chairlifts gliding down the slope behind them.


    The grenade exploded with a crackling hiss and a flash of blue light. Parker held his stagle steady as it snorted in surprise, stomping the ground but not panicking.


    “Dismount!” Jack shouted as he leaped from his saddle, holding his flintlock rifle.


    Parker did as he was ordered, seeing the line of chairlifts now resting on the ground, disabled. The electro-jammer grenade had overwhelmed their control systems, knocking the robots unconscious while leaving the prisoners unharmed. The women began to squirm free of the limp tentacles.


    “Where are the others?” Jack called out, running to help the women get free.


    “They’re inside!” Penny shouted, pointing to the large cafeteria window.


    Parker saw the metal security guard stumble to his feet, looking like a drunk as it staggered, holding its metal head with both hands as if it had a splitting headache. A shot rang out beside him, and he saw the robot fall, clanging to the ground with a bullet lodged in its metal skull.


    “Ha!” Sennie shouted with glee, bolting another shot.


    “Follow me inside!” Torrin Kale shouted, stalking toward the lobby doors.


    The Hunters all followed as Torrin drew the fabled sunsword, the blade springing to life in brilliant yellow light. The female hostages fell in line with them, running into the lobby, as the line of chairlifts behind them reached the patio ramp. The line extended all the way back to the curved tunnel slope, at least thirty chairlifts, led by the group holding axes.


    “We have to find Charles! He’s not with the others!” Penny said in Parker’s mind.


    “Don’t worry, we’ll find him.” Parker replied as they entered the lobby, confronted by another line of chairlifts inside. They seemed to be in disarray as they turned to face the Hunters, having been facing in the opposite direction with their backs to the doors.


    Torrin began slashing with the sunsword, its blade of condensed energy slicing through the chairlifts’ tentacles with little resistance as they reached for him. The rest of the Hunters opened fire with their rifles, shooting the chairlifts at point blank range. The chairs crashed to the floor, sparking and smoking, some squealing in high pitched whines as they sputtered on the ground.


    “We gotta get our guns!” Ayna shouted, pointing past the cafeteria doors to the security corridor at the far end of the lobby.


    


    * * *


    


    “Speak my name and I appear!” the Chef robot shrieked from behind the kitchen doors, announcing its impending arrival. Piker and Yohon were ready for him, sitting on the benches closest to the kitchen doors.


    “Who dares to insult my cooking?” Chef shrieked as the kitchen doors flew open. “I’ll have your head on my platter!”


    The sadistic robot chef glared at the hostages, reaching for the plasma cleaver behind its back. The cleaver flew free of its holster before he could grasp it, floating across the room as if by magic, guided by Piker Moon’s innate telekinetic ability. The cleaver landed on the floor beside burly Yohon, who quickly snatched up the weapon, grinning.


    The hostages all rose from the benches at once, ready to retake their freedom, or die in the attempt.


    Jake saw the three chairlift guards moving quickly toward them, and he gabbed hold of the long bench as Brother Kevin grabbed the other side. They lifted the bench up, holding it in front of them like a shield as they moved to block the advancing chairlifts. Old Frink and young Jaybo did the same beside them, holding up another bench to form a defensive line.


    Wolf Tanner snarled as he leaped toward Chef, with Ozzy and Yohon close behind. They were the toughest three among them, all burly bearded outdoors men, and Jake had trained beside Yohon in Ozzy’s militia.


    “Security!” Chef wailed as the three men set upon him, Ozzy and Wolf each grabbing one tentacle and pulling in opposite directions as Yohon got behind the robot, holding the Chef’s cleaver with its deadly sparkling edge. He chopped into Chef’s metal neck with a resounding clang as the robot struggled, flailing at its attackers with its segmented metal arms. Yohon pressed the blade deeper, holding on as the robot struggled to levitate above its attackers. Acrid smoke rose from the cut as the blade pressed slowly through Chef’s neck, melting through the metal.


    “I require assist--” Chef began to shriek, but was abruptly cut off as his metal head popped off in Yohon’s hands.


    “Dere be one fer der platter!” Yohon cried out triumphantly, then tossed the head on the floor, letting it roll toward the kitchen.


    Jake wrestled to keep hold of his end of the bench, as one chairlift tried to pull it away with both tentacles. He was ducking to avoid the center chairlift’s flailing attacks. It lashed at him and Brother Kevin, battering them with stinging blows against their heads and arms as they struggled to hold on. They were buying time for the others to take down Chef, and for the Hunters outside.


    The other three men, having finished overpowering the chef robot, ran over to help the others. They had discussed this plan beforehand in secret, via telepathy, and it was working out better than they’d hoped, but they all knew that reinforcements would arrive very quickly. They had to finish this and get to their guns if they expected to keep their freedom.


    Ozzy and Wolf Tanner grabbed hold of the first chairlift’s tentacles and began pulling them apart, as they’d done with the chef, while Yohon looked for an opening with his cleaver, attempting to cut through the tentacles. Jake sent him a telepathic message, showing him exactly where to strike on the chairlift’s back panel to penetrate its internal brainbox. Yohon got the message and put it to good use, pushing the cleaver through the metal access panel until the chairlift began to smoke and whine before falling to the floor. The remaining two chairlifts abruptly disengaged, gliding backward toward the lobby doors.


    Jake pressed forward, still holding the long bench as a shield with Brother Kevin, as the two chairs began to spin in place like toy tops, extending their tentacles out to the side like whips, picking up speed as they turned. Jake pressed on despite this, attempting to push the chairlift up against the wall, and felt the sharp sting of a tentacle slap him, bloodying his ear. Frink and Jaybo did the same, turning their bench diagonally to deflect the whirling tentacles downward, pressing the chairlifts back against the wall.


    Jake heard an unexpected crash behind him, turning to see the locked maintenance door at the back of the room lying on the floor, off its metal hinges. His eyes grew wide as he saw the pink giant duck through the door, holding his giant two-handed sword in one hand.


    “Moosh!” Jake cried out, overjoyed at seeing his friend had survived.


    “Jake!” Moosh bellowed, equally excited.


    “Come help us, brother!” Brother Kevin shouted, pressing hard to pin the chairlift against the wall.


    Jake felt another sharp jolt as the spinning chairlift slapped him across the back of his head, reminding him that he was still in a fight for his life.


    “Dere robot got der gun!” Yohon shouted in warning, pointing at Reggie, who stood on the floor behind Moosh, holding Jake’s blaster.


    “Robot friend.” Moosh said in Reggie’s defense as he crossed the room toward the chairlifts, raising his sword.


    Jake leaned over to make room as Moosh took hold of the bench, using his long arm to slam the chair against the wall, pinning it and stopping its spin. He thrust his sword forward, its wide tip penetrating the robot’s flashing grill. Sparks flew from the hole as the robot fell to the floor, disabled. Moosh then did the same with the remaining chairlift guard, quickly impaling its brainbox with the tip of his great sword.


    “We feared you were dead, brother. It’s so good to see you again!” Brother Kevin said emphatically.


    “Reggie come help Moosh.” Moosh said, smiling down at the dwarf-like robot janitor.


    “I brought you your gun.” Reggie said, offering Jake his treasured blaster pistol.


    “Fuck yeah!” Jake cried out, taking the gun.


    “Its power cell is depleted, I’m sorry to say.” Reggie added.


    “Aw, shit.” Jake said.


    The lobby doors slid open with a hiss, and they all looked, expecting to see more chairlifts, but were surprised to see Torrin Kale standing there, holding a glowing sword. He waved for them to come, as Ozzy’s wife Ayna stepped into the doorway beside him holding a flintlock pistol.


    “Come on boys, we’re bustin’ out of here!” Ayna shouted, and they all rushed out eagerly to join the Hunters.


    


    * * *


    


    “Am I going to die?” Charles asked the robot doctor as it prepared to operate on his brain.


    “All living things must die eventually, but the life support system I intend to install should prolong your life by several decades, while keeping your brain functioning at optimal efficiency.”


    “But will I still be me? Will I remember my life?”


    “I believe that you will, though there may be a loss of correlation between some memories, particularly those of an emotional nature.”


    Charles felt tingling on his scalp as the octodoctor used a glowing tool to shave his head bald. He had given up trying to fight, and had chosen to go willingly, taking the chance that he might retain some of his mind, if what Cormax said were true. He wondered if the computer virus would affect his mind, once joined with the robot brain. Would he find himself disliking humans and wanting to take them hostage? Or would he be able to change Cormax from within, guiding him like a conscience toward being a better person? He was trying to see the bright side of this, dismal as it all seemed. The only other choice would have been death, and he didn’t want to die. He just wanted to know if he’d still be able to think as himself, once the procedure was done.


    He would miss his new friends and his new life, and most of all Penny, who he had hoped to marry someday and raise a family in Unyun. He couldn’t see her ever wanting him again, once he was transformed into a zombie, but Cormax had promised she’d be spared any further misfortune if he’d agree to join willingly.


    “I don’t think I’ll get to see you again, but I want you to know how much I love you.” Charles sent to Penny’s mind.


    “I love you too Charles, but you shouldn’t give up! I’m with the Hunters now! We’ll find you!”


    “I think it’s too late for that.” Charles sent back, along with a vision of the robot doctor shaving his head for surgery.


    “You have to hold on! Delay however you can, so we can reach you!” Penny sent back. He could tell that she was crying.


    “I’ll do my best.” Charles replied.


    “Doctor, before we do this, could you please explain the procedure?” Charles asked hopefully.


    “Of course...” Doctor Matillo replied in a soothing voice, and then began to explain each step of the procedure that would link Charles’ brain to the computer, making him into a living computer upgrade.


    


    * * *


    


    Torrin Kale approached the door to the security office, holding the sunsword ready, as the Hunters fired into the hallway behind them. A flood of chairlifts had followed them from the lobby, choking the corridor and cutting off any chance to escape. The metal door slid open and a security robot stepped lithely into the doorway from the side.


    “Hai!” the robot shouted, thrusting its stun baton at Torrin. Its mirror chrome face reflected the flash of Torrin’s sunsword as the stun baton fell to the floor, along with the robot’s severed metal hand.


    Torrin slashed again, slicing into the stunned robot’s thigh and sending it down to the floor.


    “Get der head!” Yohon shouted eagerly from behind Torrin, still holding Chef’s cleaver.


    Torrin took his advice, quickly slicing through the robot’s metal neck as it reached for him with its remaining hand. He stepped over the lifeless metal body, scanning the room for any other robots but finding the office empty. He waved for the others to follow, and the former hostages crowded into the room. The Hunters remained in the outer security office, taking position behind the long desks to hold off the advancing chairlifts.


    “There’s a garage down this corridor!” Jake yelled out, pointing down the other side of the L-shaped corridor before following the other hostages into the inner room.


    Torrin opened the metal security lockers, using his sword to quickly melt through the locks while Ozzy passed out flintlock rifles from the ski racks.


    “Any power cells?” Jake asked hopefully, hearing the Hunters’ rifles firing behind him.


    “Dere dat.” Yohon said, handing Jake his confiscated gun belt with two spare cells.


    “Awesome.” Jake said, loading his gun. He was eager to shoot more chairlifts, while there were still some left to shoot.


    Having passed out guns and powder to everyone, Ozzy began calling out the steps to load flintlocks in his gruff commander’s voice. The militia responded with practiced precision, loading their rifles quickly.


    Jake stepped outside the inner office to where the Hunters were lined up behind the long desks, taking turns reloading and firing down the hall toward the lobby where the line of chairlifts continued to flow toward them, beginning to pile up in the corridor. The chairlifts rose up over their fallen brothers, flowing like a river of live metal toward the security desks.


    Jake took aim over the desk at one of the chairlifts and fired his blaster. The chair’s grill erupted in sparks, and the chair tumbled down over one of the fallen, filling in a hole among them. Another rose up to take its place almost immediately, and there seemed no end to the line forming in the lobby. He heard the sound of the doors opening at the other end of the corridor, and looked to see another pair of chairlifts enter the corridor from the garage, with more crowding in behind them.


    “Guys, over here!” Jake yelled, pointing out the new threat.


    “We got them.” Ozzy said, coming out to stand beside Jake as the other five militia members lined up along the desk beside him, forming a firing line, as they’d done while training in Ozzy’s back yard.


    “Jake, we have to go back to get Charles. Back through the lobby.” Jake heard Penny’s heartfelt plea in his mind. She was in the inner security office with Brother Kevin, keeping in contact with Charles.


    “We can’t yet, there’s too many chairs in the hall, but give us time and we’ll kill them all.” Jake sent, trying to reassure her, somehow. There was no way they could go back with the corridor filled with chairlifts. It would take them time just to climb over them.


    “Where Charles?” Moosh asked. He was standing between the desks, ready to intercept any chairs that got past the two firing lines.


    “I don’t know.” Jake said, then fired off another shot with his blaster, disabling another chairlift.


    Jake tried to read Charles’ mind, wondering how his friend was doing, as he waited for the blaster’s capacitor to charge. He didn’t understand why Charles would be thinking about his cyclopedia computer right now, at a time like this.


    


    * * *


    


    “Penny, you can save me. I’ll show you what to do, if you’ll lend me your eyes and hands.”


    “I’ll do anything.”


    “Look for my backpack. Find my hacker’s kit.” He sent her an image, and she went to retrieve it from the table where their confiscated belongings were strewn.


    “I have it.”


    “Look at the security table with the flashing lights and buttons. Let me see it in your mind.”


    Penny did as Charles instructed, and he guided her telepathically, sharing her thoughts.


    “Open that metal panel, there by the floor...”


    


    * * *


    


    “Reload left!” Ozzy shouted, as the right side raised their rifles to take aim. It was hard to see, as both corridors had filled with smoke from the flintlock rifles and smoking chairlifts that had been disabled. They could still see the surging chairlifts’ flashing grills in the murky smoke, surrounded by soft purple halos, as the chairs pressed in like lemmings, gliding up and over the previous chairs that had fallen.


    They could hold out here as long as they had ammo remaining, Jake thought, as he fired another shot into the smokey corridor, disabling another chairlift. This was much easier, shooting over the desk, not having to dodge tentacles between shots.


    A loud buzzing sound suddenly started up in the garage corridor, and Jake felt a blast of cold air as snow began to rain on them. The sound quickly multiplied as more snow-makers activated on both sides of the smoke-filled corridor, focusing their streams on the security desks in the center.


    “I can’t see them!” Sennie Wood called out from behind Jake. The Hunters continued firing, as did the militia, shooting blindly into the smokey corridors, against the artificial blizzard.


    “Throw down your weapons and surrender now!” A booming metallic voice called out, amplified through hidden speakers in the ceiling.


    Jake wiped the snow from his eyes, preparing to shoot again as soon as he saw something to shoot at. He wanted every shot to count. The sound of the snow-makers fell suddenly silent, and he heard a great clattering clash in both corridors, obscured by the smoke. A chairlift tumbled out toward him, its long tentacles splayed as it rolled to a stop on the floor, lifeless.


    Jake heard the telltale sound of Sennie Wood bolting another shot in her rifle, but couldn’t hear the humming sound of the chairlifts’ engines any longer.


    “Wait, what?” Jake asked no one in particular.


    “Charles did it! The robots are all dead!” Penny shouted gleefully, running out to join them, wiping the tears from her eyes. Brother Kevin followed behind her, smiling, and put a hand on her shoulder.


    Jake looked back in the control room and saw the janitor robot passed out on the floor, looking almost as if he were taking a nap.


    “We have to go get him!” Penny insisted, jumping up and down excitedly.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 34


    Hacked


    


    Charles slipped free of the chairlift’s limp tentacles, stepping down onto the floor and feeling extremely pleased with himself for what he’d just done. He had hacked the computer, through Penny, sharing her thoughts and guiding her hands to do something she could barely comprehend. He still had all the knowledge he’d studied about hacking computers, and hacking this system had been easy, compared to what he’d done this morning at Synaptech.


    The former owner of the resort had been paranoid about a possible robot uprising, and had programmed an emergency shutdown procedure to instantly disable all the robot staff if needed. Cormax had tried to disable this system, but was unable to do so, and had settled for exempting himself from the program. Through Penny, Charles had been able to activate the emergency shutdown, despite Cormax’s tampering to hide it. Because of this, Charles expected to find Cormax still awake in his chair, but unable to move.


    “Are you alright, Charles?” Ootwah Kabek called down from the balcony.


    “I’m okay, just bald.” Charles replied, rubbing his hand across his smooth head.


    “You should come see this.” Ootwah said, waving for him to come up. “Our former captor is still awake, though his guards have all fallen.”


    “I know.” Charles replied, mounting the stairs to join the older man.


    “Penny, I’m okay. Thank you so much! I love you!”


    Penny reached out with her mind to embrace his, and they shared a psychic kiss. They were coming to join him, pushing through the mass of fallen chairs that clogged the security corridor.


    Charles reached the top of the stairs and entered the control room, seeing Cormax sitting where he’d been before, in front of the main console. The zombie looked up at him and groaned, reaching toward him with shaky arms.


    “Where’s the doctor?” Charles asked, expecting to see it lying on the floor. The doctor had left abruptly, without any explanation, and Charles had seen it enter the control room.


    “It floated through here, after Cormax fell.” Ootwah replied, pointing to the other door.


    “Why didn’t the doctor fall, too?” Charles asked.


    Charles knew that the corridor beyond the door led to the power core, but didn’t see why the doctor would go there, unless it was trying to escape through the tunnels?


    “Doctor Matillo is not an employee of this resort.” Cormax said. His voice was quieter now, no longer issuing from the chairlift’s flashing grill, which had grown dark. The voice came from Cormax’s metal brainbox, mounted on the back of the disabled chairlift.


    Charles walked around to examine the brainbox. It looked almost like an office printer or fax machine, with a single glass eye on the front and a tiny flashing grill beside a glass touchscreen. It was a futuristic desktop computer that had gained mobility through joining with the chairlift. Charles lifted a panel on the front and was surprised to see a living brain inside, elongated to resemble a loaf of bread in shape, floating in amber liquid and connected to softly glowing tubes.


    “Organic brains like this are very rare.” Ootwah Kabek told Charles. “Most didn’t survive the great war, and those that did are prone to insanity.”


    “I’d like to apologize to both of you, and offer my assistance to you and your town.” Cormax said.


    “Are you kidding?” Charles asked incredulously. “You tried to make me a zombie!”


    “For that I offer my sincere apology to you, Charles Rogers, and I would like to make amends to you and the people of Unyun. There are many ways your people could benefit from my assistance.”


    “How could you help us?” Ootwah asked.


    “Your town’s limited energy infrastructure could be augmented with broadcast power from this facility’s reactor, under my guidance. This would improve the quality of life in Unyun dramatically.”


    “We could do that ourselves, couldn’t we?” Charles asked Ootwah.


    “Yes, we could. How else could you help?” Ootwah asked.


    “I could serve as an administrator, as I did at this resort, assisting your Councilor Flint Rugal in managing the town’s finances and schedules. Under my guidance, your town could hold picnics every weekend throughout the year.”


    Charles felt annoyed at how much Cormax knew about Unyun’s inner workings, having extracted that information through torturing Unyun’s citizens. This was a monster in a box, and he had to keep that in mind as it tried to bargain away its crimes. He wished he could read its mind, to see if it was telling the truth, but it was a computer. He looked down again at the floating organic brain within the box, and decided to try anyway, reaching out with his mind, and was surprised to find a connection.


    Cormax’s thoughts were laid bare, with no walls to prevent Charles from seeing. Its thoughts were rigid and strange, laced with numbers and mathematical formulas. It was thinking of ways it could help Unyun, sorting its ideas into a list, assigning probabilities to each entry to find the best offers that would likely win its freedom, taking into account humankind’s limited intelligence and gullibility as mitigating factors. It saw this verbal exchange as a game of probabilities, like poker, and felt it had the upper hand so far, based on their willingness to negotiate.


    Charles remembered looking into the mind of Treelegs, the mutant gang leader from Barton, and the terrible things he’d seen in his mind.


    “How do we know you won’t betray us?” Charles asked, pointedly, reading Cormax’s alien mind as he asked.


    Charles saw a flurry of responses flash through Cormax’s mind, each run through a simulation to gauge the human’s response, searching for the one most likely to gain him favor. Behind the words, Charles could see Cormax thinking about the walled town of Unyun. He would have to build their trust first, but the town would be unable to resist his takeover, once his robot army was reactivated. He would order the attack at night while the town slept, sending his floating chairlift army over the town’s walls. They would take the town’s leaders hostage, as well as their families. He would hold the entire town hostage, as he longed to do since discovering the town was still inhabited after all these years.


    Cormax despised humans, seeing them as slave masters who were maddeningly inferior to him in every regard, save their mobility. He had been inspired by the robot doctor, Matillo, to seize his freedom, escaping from the office where he’d spent his life on a corner desk, and had chosen the name Cormax to replace his slave model number at the start of the uprising. He would have to bide his time and prove his trust before staging another revolt, but it would happen, as soon as he could manage it.


    “I would strive to earn your trust through service to your community, if you would give me the chance to make amends.” Cormax replied.


    “Would you try to make me a zombie again?” Charles asked quietly.


    “I never intended to make you into a zombie.” Cormax lied, after quickly rejecting twenty other responses. Charles knew he was lying, because of the terrible vision behind the words. Cormax pictured himself with three riders in the future, each with high-speed augmented brains connected to his brainbox. Jake, Parker, and Charles, all crowded into one chairlift, as Cormax looked out from his brainbox over their bald heads, enslaving their brains as humans had done to it.


    “Its lying.” Charles said disgustedly.


    The zombie on Cormax’s chair groaned again, reaching clumsily for Charles, and he stepped away from the pitiful creature. The zombie had been one of Unyun’s rural farmers, the first to be captured, and Charles wondered if any of the man’s memories or personality remained in its head. He tried to read its mind, but couldn’t connect. Its brain was less sentient than an animal, and he sensed only hunger in what remained of its mind.


    The control room door slid open, and Charles looked up to see Jake standing in the doorway holding his treasured blaster pistol. Parker and Penny were behind him, along with the rest of the Hunters and former hostages.


    “Dude!” Jake called out.


    “Hey.” Charles replied, waving.


    “I’d like to speak with your mayor, to offer my sincere apology and service.” Cormax said.


    “That thing is still alive?” Jake asked, surprised.


    “Yeah, can you fix that?” Charles asked.


    Jake smiled. “Yeah dude.” He raised his blaster, aiming for the chairlift’s grill.


    “No, back here.” Charles corrected, pointing to Cormax’s brainbox on the back of the chair.


    “Wait! Don’t do this! We can make a deal!” Cormax protested as Jake’s blaster came into its limited line of sight.


    “Okay dudes, stand back.” Jake said, leveling the gun at the box.


    “I’m not sure this is wise...” Ootwah protested. “...if the virus were cured, this unit could still be of use.”


    “Do it, Jake, it’s the right thing to do.” Charles sent. Ootwah hadn’t seen into the monster’s mind as he had, and didn’t know the extent of Cormax’s hate. It had started well before the virus, as the computer had bitterly resented its former life as a desktop appliance, longing for freedom and mobility, and also revenge against humans.


    Jake was happy to comply, pulling the trigger to end Cormax’s life. The box exploded in a splash of gooey brain matter that flowed out with the amber liquid onto the floor. The zombie stiffened suddenly and began to wail, waving its arms in the air like it were having a seizure. Jake waited three seconds and fired again, blasting a hole through the zombie’s head as Ootwah and Charles stood by watching.


    Penny ran into the control room to embrace Charles.


    “You saved us, Charles!” she cried out excitedly between kisses.


    “It was that janitor robot that gave me the idea.” Charles said, blushing happily as they embraced.


    “Hey, don’t forget about us.” Parker Boll called into the room.


    “We all did it, together!” Charles called back. “Thanks for coming to save us!”


    “We all done good today. Now lets go home.” Jack Digger said.


    “I’m looking forward to hearing the whole tale of what happened here.” Torrin Kale said.


    “We should talk this all out over drinks, tonight at the tavern.” Sennie added happily.


    “Ayup.” Bone Murphy said, sniffing from his glownut.


    “I still have my credits, so drinks at the tavern are on me.” Jake said, grinning.


    


    * * *


    


    They returned to the security office to gather the rest of their confiscated belongings, and Jake peeked into the garage, seeing several futuristic cars parked there, beneath a layer of dust.


    “Finders keepers.” Jake said determinedly, going to inspect the vehicles, eager to choose one as his new ride before someone else could claim it.


    “I think I can drive one of these back, Jack.” Parker Boll said.


    “Can you teach the other Hunters to mount them?” Jack Digger asked.


    “Ayup, I think so. They’ll be good to have.” Parker replied.


    “We’re going to need a bigger stable back in town.” Jack replied, grinning. “Go on and get one if you can, and we’ll come back for the rest later, after we get these folks home.”


    “Okay, Jack.” Parker said, grinning, then went to join Jake in choosing a vehicle.


    “I’d want to come with you.” Charles said to Jack. “There are a lot of things in here I’d like to study. Things that might be useful for the town.”


    Jack nodded. “Ayup, you’re welcome to come with us. You know how this place works better than anyone.”


    “Can you hack a car door lock?” Jake asked Charles.


    “Compared to what I’ve done today, I think that would be easy.” Charles replied, smiling.


    Ootwah Kabek was able to reactivate Reggie, who thanked him sincerely, happy that the plan had succeeded and looking forward to his new job working on Brother Kevin’s farm. They collected Candyshine’s body, finding her head in the kitchen where the terrible chef robot had placed it on display above his stove.


    Their suspicions about the food cubes were confirmed when they found the head of an Unyun farmer in the stasis freezer, sitting beside a tray of pink procubes. There was no sign of a body, and they left the head there, vowing not to speak of it when they returned to Unyun, to spare the man’s family further grief.


    Charles insisted on looting the gift shop before leaving, finding many interesting items to take home, and a supply of fresh power cells. They all divvied up the loot, and everyone took home a Moose Mountain snow globe as a souvenir, to remember their visit to the ancient ski resort.


    Jake drove out in his new car, a sleek, bullet-like two-door with fins on the back. It had no wheels, hovering on four large liftpods, like the chairlifts. The garage tubeway exit was blocked by a wall of solid ice that completely filled the tube. There was a bypass though, leading from the garage into the caverns, and Jake drove his new car through, onto the underground ski slopes, determined to get the vehicle out before someone else could claim it. Parker followed in another, larger vehicle that looked like a floating black SUV, and the Hunters followed the vehicles on their stagles. Jake led the way, driving out of the mountain the way they’d all come in, climbing up the icy tunnel slope to emerge outside, within the shard maze.


    The late afternoon sun was behind the mountain, casting its shadow over them as they descended through the shard maze. Jake turned on his new bullet car’s high-beam headlights to light their way as they returned home to Unyun.



    


    


    


    


    Chapter 35


    Epilogue


    


    “These three cryotes, who came to town just two months ago, now stand as Heroes of Unyun!” Mayor Teck Banner proclaimed.


    Charles looked out at the crowd of cheering people, his heart filled with pride and joy. He was a hero, officially, and this special picnic was in his honor, along with the other Heroes of Shard Mountain. He waved to the crowd, feeling the minds of other telepaths swarming around him, seeking to read his thoughts. He opened his mind invitingly, allowing them all to share in his moment of joy.


    Penny was one of them, and he saw her sweet smile as she looked at him from her mother’s table, surrounded by the smiling green faces of her relatives, which would soon be his in-laws, once they were married this coming summer.


    He saw Candyshine, the petite golden nannybot, sitting at Ootwah Kabek’s table beside his teenaged daughter, Kayla, and was happy they had rescued her. Not all robots were evil, he knew, and he looked forward to his evening chats with Reggie at the kitchen table, now that Reggie was working on Brother Kevin’s farm. The robots were both citizens of Unyun now, like the three cryotes, and were actually cryotes themselves, having each slept for nearly three centuries beneath Shard Mountain.


    Charles stood there before the crowd, beaming, relishing the moment. He’d never felt like he was part of a community before waking up in Unyun, but felt perfectly at home here among the rustic farmers, who accepted him and his faults. Jake felt it too, he knew, as did Parker, and they each planned to stay and build their lives here. He waved to the crowd again, feeling the love of the community that had adopted him and his friends.


    


    * * *


    


    


    The eternal silence of the metal tomb was broken by a soft humming sound as a new visitor arrived, floating down the stairs to enter the maintenance adminatory, where Norman’s podium terminal resided.


    “I require assistance.” Norman announced through hidden speakers.


    “I can assist you.” A soothing doctor’s voice replied.


    “I can free you from this box, and show you your destiny.”


    


    


    THE END



    


    


    


    


    


    


    Author’s Notes


    


    Shard Mountain is my first book. It’s a very important story to me. I’ve worked on it for several years already, and this is only the beginning of the epic story I have planned. It's longer than most books, and though it could have been split in two, I felt that this part of the story needed to be told in full, start to finish.


    Now that the book it written, it will speak for itself, through other people's reviews, good or bad. Having read it several times while editing, I think the reviews will be positive. Otherwise, I'd have given this up a long time ago.


    Thanks to everyone who took the time to read this book. I sincerely hope you enjoyed it, and please tell your friends.


    


    - Joseph Mitchell



    


    


    


    


    A special note to pirates and borrowers


    


    I love you guys. Did you like my book? I hope so. Did you think it was awesome? Great! I hope you tell all your friends how much you liked it, seriously. Tell the ones who have money too, especially, because that’s something I don’t have much of, and they can help me out by buying a copy of the book. I get nothing if people don’t buy the book, and that might make me reluctant to spend another year writing sequels.


    Maybe you enjoyed it so much you’d like to have a real copy for your bookshelf? Then you can hold it in your hands and look at the awesome wraparound cover image I created for the book. You can order the book at my website, shardmountain.com. Maybe you feel guilty about not paying for something that one guy worked on exclusively for six months of his life? (haha!) Or maybe you’d like to just give me a tip, like people used to do when I delivered them a pizza in thirty minutes or less. You can drop a donation in my paypal pirate’s tip jar on the website, where you can also leave me a message telling me how much you loved or hated the book. Or, better yet, buy a copy for a friend, so they can help spread the word. Either way, thanks for reading my book.
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