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Аннотация
After a decades-long apocalypse, the United States has become the Seven Cities of America.
Chicago, cut off from the other cities, ruled in darkness, is home to the scientist who created the virus. Hateful of humanity, hateful of himself, the dying scientist passes his knowledge on to his apprentice, who he believes will use it to damn all life to everlasting misery.
The apprentice, Harold, his own past stained with unforgivable acts, does not share his master�s hatred. But he wants this knowledge, and would shamelessly kill innocents to get it. But to what end, he struggles to realize�all the while wondering if humanity, worthless as it seems, deserves compassion more than he deserves omniscience.
As Harold struggles with his future and his identity, Chicago�s ruler, the host, learns of the knowledge he has. Harold is has to flee his home.
The host, Grakus, is on a journey of his own�to prove that humanity should never have existed, to guide it to its destiny of self-destruction. He will not allow Harold to thwart his delicate plan to do so.
But Harold will not allow the host to steal his decision before he�s had the chance to make it.
The Last City of America is a character-driven epic touching every corner of America, exposing every level of its beauty. The individual emulates humanity, and humanity�s faults are written in the individual. The two walk with one another into the final decision. Cities fall one-by-one to man�s ignorance. The world is ending. This time forever. Good and evil are reaching out to save it.
This is the story of how we will be remembered.


Matthew Tysz
THE LAST CITY OF AMERICA


HEPHAESTUS

I was sixteen when they said it was harmless.
I was twenty-four when they said it could no longer be ignored.
By 2025, everybody knew the name Hephaestus�a virus which made conception difficult for a growing number of people. My wife and I had it; at least one of us did. So did a lot of people we knew. The birthrate had dropped by half, but the full effects of this were not yet realized.
By 2037, the majority of job openings had grown impossible to satisfy, and the first in a long chain of American corporations filed for bankruptcy in November and didn�t last the winter. Families weren�t being made, houses weren�t being sold, property value was plummeting. Shareholders across the mortgage industry dumped their stocks for pennies. Homeowners were forced off their property for sanitation problems in the empty houses that surrounded them. My wife and I were relocated to a complex that could be more easily maintained. Houses covered in boards surrounded us.
With competition for jobs so rapidly declining, so too did college enrollment, followed by college tuition, followed by colleges. Soon you wouldn�t need to be a doctor to teach a person how to be a doctor. The �legitimate� doctors flocked to Baltimore, where an organization was forming to preserve their traditions. Desperately sick people the nation over flocked to them by the thousands.
The birthrate was still dropping. In less than ten years, the world�s population would be halved. Abortion and stem cell research were universally outlawed.
In 2046, thirty years after the virus was discovered, an assassination attempt was made on the American president. Under interrogation, the would-be assassin confessed that he had been hired by Lester Senco, the CEO of America�s last major corporation. A month earlier, Senco personally begged the president for a multi-billion dollar subsidy, and had been turned down. No evidence involving Senco in the attempt was ever found. The would-be assassin and five police officers were killed by an IED en route to trial. No culprit was ever found. Senco�s Chicago-based company went bankrupt the following year.
Many young people stopped working as the estates of big families funneled into what few remained. The government tried to get some of the money back, imposing heavy taxes on funerals and making social security harder to collect. Civil liberty unions in partnership with attorneys-at-law the nation over put heavy limitations on their ability to do this. The televised debates became personal and sometimes violent.
My wife was relieved that she could afford to bury her father, but we were both worried that money may no longer matter soon.
These were just a few of the matters leading up to the catastrophe of 2065. The country had become so recklessly decentralized and divided, so cut off from the world, that people stopped obeying the government altogether. Taxes were impossible to collect, the guilty impossible to arrest. People did terrible things to each other in the streets, in parking lots outside of schools, on sidewalks right outside of cafe windows. Some angry pundits suggested mankind didn�t deserve freedom. All of this came boiling over as Hephaestus was only beginning to show signs of slowing down. The government had no choice but to act.
And so, in 2066, the Founding.
The order was non-negotiable: all American citizens were required to relocate to one of seven cities and the suburbs that surrounded them. Their options were Sacramento, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and Chicago. The government sent the military to gather all the people and bring them to these seven cities. The first to arrive were allowed to choose their job and location. Every healthy person fourteen to seventy-two was required to hold an occupation. What was once known as the United States had now become the Seven Cities of America. The global market was no more; a world that was becoming integrated culturally and economically had receded to isolation among nations.
It�s an uninviting and perhaps superstitious notion, but I feel I must add that there was never a point where Hephaestus infected everybody. Just enough, it seemed� just enough to lead to this� To exactly this�
I was sixty-six when I was taken to Baltimore. They put me right to work. I made zoning maps for a local branch of the National Homeowners Association, which helped the city accommodate the flocking migrants.
In the summer of �68, I was diagnosed with cancer. I could still work, but the branch had the courtesy to ask. The Medical Establishment of Baltimore (flanked by my wife) argued with the NHA that I should not, and that asking was intimidation. I remember there was a big to-do about it. Made the papers. I ended the rebuttal when I finally decided to remain at home.
The cancer went into remission. By the autumn of �72, it was gone. I had my life back. Since I only had a month left on my work mandate, once again the company asked if I wanted to come back. Once again, I turned them down.
Now is the year 2113, and I am a hundred and thirteen years old. I have outlived my wife and everyone I loved by twenty years or more. The disease is still upon us, but not as it was all those years ago. The population has stabilized. The three cities to the west have their coalition, the three cities to the east have theirs. Each of these six cities is managed by a skylord. Chicago does things differently. I�m not sure how. No one goes there.
I�m probably the oldest person in my city, certainly the oldest I know, possibly the oldest in my country� what�s left of it, anyway. I am the only one who fully understands the history of the old nation, the old world, having witnessed the tail-end of it in my childhood. They don�t really teach children about that world anymore, and of course they have their explanations for that. They have their explanations for everything. As far as they�re concerned, the world began when the virus did.
There was a time, in the few years just after the Founding, when they strove to fulfill the demands of the past. But for better or worse, the past is dying.
And so am I.
Looking back at what I�ve written, it seems I had less on my mind than I thought. There were other personal things I had planned to include. But they�re not so important to me right now.
It would give me some comfort to be able to write onto these pages the history of the world, if only the shards of it I can remember, along with my personal commentaries, with the assurance that these pages will survive long enough, or be taken just seriously enough, to be read by someone. By anyone. But I don�t have that assurance. And I�m running out of time.
A young nurse hovers over me, longing to be somewhere else. Ninety years between us might as well be a thousand.
Outside the hospital window, my people press on.
May goodness find this broken land, before something else does.

MORGAN

He hated this, but he had no choice. His building needed it, and it was his turn.
�It could always be worse,� his elders liked to say. �We�re not in Chicago.�
In fact, it was probably the most thrown-about expression Morgan knew. People said it to remind themselves how fortunate they were.
We�re not in Chicago.
No one on Morgan�s street had ever been to that city, yet all seemed intimately familiar with the terrors of it. And these terrors got people through the day. As did stories of the Western Government, where there lived a terrible man called the Wizard of Seattle.
His mother would often recount a time when people told stories about a good city called Heaven, and how that was what used to get people through the day.
�Prayers have changed a lot,� she always said. �But they�re still about places no one�s ever seen.�
There was a time Morgan�s mother believed in a skylord named God who ruled the city of Heaven; now she doubted there was even a Chicago.
�All we have is here.�
Whether there truly was such a place as Heaven or Chicago, and whether they were as good or bad as legends told, it mattered nothing to Morgan today. He had to believe in something. He was scared. More than he ever was.
Today he had to go shopping.
The shadowpastors of Manhattan lived on Long Island, tilling and harvesting the fertile ashes of Queens. None were allowed east of the Cross Island Wall. The shadowpastors had to be contained: not too close but certainly not too far.
In return for the food, Manhattan bestowed a gift on their shadowpastors�the Long Island Market. The LIM. It sold none of what the farmers on Long Island produced and a small portion of what the factories did. The selection was supplemented by old world salvage, making it important to check the dates on perishables. Some of it was newly made, some of it was half-a-century expired.
So particular was Manhattan about the output of every farm that the landowners could only take enough for their own families. Everything else had to be sent immediately to the city. If inspectors caught a landowner giving an apple core away, or turning an unauthorized profit on a cornstalk, they would strip that man of his land and recall him to Manhattan to await his sentence. Depriving a city of its food was a crime against humanity. While this restricted landowners a great deal, it also gave them a great deal of power. They needed only point a finger and the worker they didn�t like was gone. Usually forever. Morgan worked for a good landowner. People were either for better or worse as far as that went. But everyone had to go to the LIM eventually.
Morgan had often been told how lucky he and his neighbors were to live within walking distance of the LIM, that people farther east had to plan the trip days in advance. One day, when Morgan was twelve, he spoke back.
�If the Market�s so great,� he had said, �why are you so afraid of it?�
The man with whom he was speaking then lowered his head and walked away.
Morgan Veil was a good-looking man of twenty-six, a strong but humble way about him. Some of the people in his building said that would make shopping easier. His mother wasn�t sure. She had him dress in dark clothes and gloves to blend in. It was said that the darkest thing about the LIM was its lights.
The closer to Manhattan, the more buildings stood untouched by the renovation that produced Manhattan�s farms. Morgan held his hands in his pockets as he walked a street just over a mile from his home, weaving through the long-forgotten buildings.
�We�re not in Chicago�� he kept muttering. �We�re not in Chicago�� He held his hands in his pockets like weights were pulling them inside. �We�re not in Chicago� We�re not in Chicago� We�re not in Chicago��
The streets were always filthy, but they got filthier as he walked. Everything got darker: the buildings, the streets, the water that flowed into a sewer up ahead. And there was this smell��the everything smell,� as Morgan had heard it called. Everywhere smelled like something: farms smelled like dirt, houses smelled like food, the streets smelled like sewage. The LIM smelled like all of it and more.
Now and then, Morgan spotted a rat headed in the same direction as he.
Then he saw it. It sat between two rotten buildings and in not much better condition. But it was big. A wide slab of crumbling road covered in weeds spread before it. Morgan crossed. Others were crossing from different directions, from other filthy streets, from alleyways, wearing clothes picked from dusty shelves and washed in buckets of second-hand water. They looked even more afraid than Morgan was.
A vehicle approached the building as he came close. A big vehicle. All those who approached the market alongside Morgan stopped.
Two men came out of the vehicle, rifles on their backs, pistols on their hips. Then another man. Unarmed. He wore black pants and a blue long-sleeved shirt with a black tie. Clean-shaven. Sunglasses. Morgan�s age.
He was an associate: a resident of Manhattan paid good money to keep the LIM in order. He looked out to the motionless, frightened band of filthy people. He straightened his name tag as two more armed men came out of the vehicle behind him. Then he turned and entered the building. The people outside proceeded behind him. Then Morgan.
The place was dark, but not as dark as he expected. He could see okay.
The few fluorescent lights that still worked were flickering in random spots across the ceiling of the store. There was more light coming in through the carelessly-patched holes in the roof, counters by the front door with lit numbers on them. Some were flickering. Associates with their blue shirts were standing at the counters, typing on computers as frightened shoppers passed through with their items. An old, discolored sign ran above the large front windows, overlapped by the dirt that covered every wall:
�THE ASSOCIATE AND YOU: FRIENDS FOR LIFE!�
Beyond the checkout lanes, shelves towered up and obscured the depths of the LIM in a maze of rusted metal.
Morgan looked around until he saw a sign that read �Courtesy.� Below that sign was a counter, where there was another blue-shirted associate. Morgan reached into his pocket as he approached it. The money was still there.
The people of Long Island used real goods when trading amongst themselves, but the laborers were paid in money, and money was only good at the LIM.
As he drew closer to the courtesy counter, Morgan passed a woman holding a toddler close. She was having a quiet argument with a man.
�I don�t have a choice,� the woman was in tears. �There�s no one to watch him.�
Morgan reached deeper into his pocket as the counter came closer, pushing the money aside for something equally important: a piece of paper given to him by the state. Relieved it hadn�t fallen out, he grabbed it and stood before the man at the counter.
Don�t look at them! Morgan heard his mother�s whip of a tongue crack inside his head. His eyes shot to the floor. He held the paper up, praying the associate would accept it. Nothing happened for a long time, his gaze fixed all the while on the chipped linoleum floor. Finally, he felt the paper slide from his hand. He sighed under his breath.
The associate reached under the counter and dropped a basket on the surface. Morgan was shopping for his whole building, so he had special privilege to carry one. Those shopping for themselves or single families could purchase no more than they could carry in their arms.
�Thank you, sir,� Morgan recited as he had rehearsed, took the basket and retreated into the maze, head down. He began his search for good food. This wasn�t the kind of shopping you needed a list for�it was the kind where you were ecstatic over anything you walked out alive with.
It wasn�t crowded in the LIM. From what Morgan could see, everyone seemed to have their own place to search. A web of beams spread just beneath the ceiling, from which bits of rotten plywood fell regularly. The �everything smell� began to subside, dominated by the smell of something that must have been sitting around for a very long time. His work boots hit the tile with an echo as the aisles passed him by on either side. He almost tripped over a rusty can. The can rolled unevenly, hit the base of a shelf. A rat crawled out.
He searched carefully, as he had been taught. He stopped when he saw a sign that read �PHARMACY� with the C and the Y flickering. Having studied the old world, he knew what that word meant. It was still in service. The heavier stuff was usually sold out. Even over-the-counter cough medicine was a good idea to grab if you were lucky enough to find a bottle. Fortunately, no one in Morgan�s building was ill. But somewhere, surely not a hike from this very place, somebody was. Somebody always was.
Morgan didn�t want to think about it. He didn�t handle anger well.
He kept his head down as he found the canned goods aisle. He only knew where he was because �CANS� was spray-painted in black across the dirty floor. There were hardly any cans there�and most of those were empty. The ones that were full had grime on them, but grime could be washed. The important thing was to make sure they were sealed. He picked up a can and checked it. It seemed okay. He put it in his basket.
He turned down the long aisle of empty containers and busted cans to a vicious scream. A woman was shoved. She took a rack of toothpaste with her to the floor. Two associates stood over her. A third was on the way.
�Maybe she has a permit for free tuna nobody told me about?� one of the associates asked the other.
�She doesn�t seem to have it on her,� the other replied. �Maybe we should speak to the manager.�
The woman stumbled to her knees. Her emotional pleas sounded like a drawn-out squeal. �I just wanted to see if it would fit in my pocket when I went home��
The closest associate struck her across the face with a closed fist. The associate last to arrive closed in on her. The others followed. �Let�s find out if it fits.�
The basket fell from Morgan�s hand. He grabbed his head and chanted to himself, �We�re not in Chicago, we�re not in Chicago�� He held on tighter and chanted louder and faster, pushing the sounds out of his head. Something heavy fell. �We�re not in Chicago we�re not in Chicago we�re not in Chicago we�re not in Chicago��
When he stopped, there was silence. When he looked up, the aisle was empty. Just an overturned rack and rusty shelves of empty cans.
It didn�t take long for Morgan to finish his shopping, taking any full container he could find, perishable or not. He fit what he could into his basket and found the checkout lanes.
He made it to the counter. There was no line. The cashier was staring at him. He looked down.
Wait until you are instructed� his mother had warned.
�Let�s go,� the cashier tapped on the counter.
Morgan took the items out of the basket and stacked them on the counter as fast and as orderly as he could.
�So I can see them all,� the cashier demanded.
Morgan spread the items out at once. The cashier looked at them for a moment. Then he turned on his stool, looked at his computer. Morgan watched as he typed.
BOXES: 7
CANS: 4
BAGS: 3

�One-twenty,� said the cashier.
Morgan handed him six twenty-dollar bills.
�Return your basket to the courtesy counter.� The cashier stuffed the money into a drawer. �You�ll then be permitted to place your purchases into your clothing.� He slammed the drawer shut and looked coldly at Morgan. �Have a nice day.�
�Thank you, sir.�
Years ago, a man had told Morgan he was lucky.
His body trembled as he made his way home.

BARNABAS

Power.
It�s a funny thing.
People look down on the people who desire it.
�Everybody wants it,� everybody says. �I�m looking for something better.�
Nobody ever stops and thinks about what power is anymore.
I was born forty years before the Hephaestus virus was noticed by the world. That makes me over a hundred and thirty years old. Impossible? Child, I�m a scientist�the kind that generals used to employ for secret experiments. I can push your DNA like overclocking a computer, if you even know what that means.
My name is Doctor Barnabas Vulcum. My nature is science; my science, nature. The world is my laboratory, and my variable is you.
It was I who made the Hephaestus virus.
Not that Hephaestus was ever very important, which I know must be hard for you to understand, but that�s because your mind is simple: it�s influenced by little more than headlines on papers and the leading story on the six o�clock news, all the prime-time specials and alerts interrupting my soaps.
No, the most important thing I ever did was realize who I am and what I want. When I did, I had the power to mold, shape and create on a scale you can�t imagine. But since you probably remain confined in the prison I put behind me long before you were even born, let me describe my passion in a manner you may understand�
Fucking the world.
When my team arrived at this city in the year 2010, we already had the foundation to send humanity down a bottomless whirlpool. But we began slow and very small.
Your empire imploded after a few short decades. You ran to your seven cubbyholes, bowing to the skylords of the East and of the West, to the host of Chicago.
Things changed too fast. Yet not fast enough.
Don�t you see? You pathetic fucks destroyed yourselves before I even had the chance. I hope you�re happy. But there were other things I set in motion, things I am too old to ever see. But when Harold takes over, you�ll see it. I just wish I could hold on a little longer to see it with you.
Would you like to know why I�m writing all this down�why a man as smart and crafty as I would openly confess these horrid crimes? I�ll tell you. And before you try and guess, it isn�t guilt.
In my hands, on this page, in these words that you will never know exist, is truth. It is closure to the madness you�ve suffered these past ninety-seven years�a piece of human history more important than the Gospel. And I produce it now so I can throw it in the fire and piss out the embers. Just like I did to the Constitution, to Gutenberg�s Bible, to the remnants of the Magna Carta, to every painting in France. Just like I did to you, to everything you were ever proud of.
But as I�ve said before, it was only the beginning.
You were lucky. You�ve only seen a fraction of my work, the things that I can make your body do. Your generation will never know that the reason your newborn slid into this world with its genitals in the right place is that I allowed it.
You�ve heard about the Wizard of Seattle. He lives in a magical tower far to the north of the Western Government. It was I who gave that man the right to call himself anything other than a dirty old man.
You think Chicago is so awful? How awful can it be? You created it, not I. And for the record, you�re not very creative.
Kansas City. Now that was art. The very sound of it should have you scrubbing your wife�s feces off the mattress.
But no. I chose Hephaestus instead. That was my greatest mistake.
Harold will rectify this in time.
All in good time.
Wanting power, truly wanting power, is not a common thing. Wanting protection is a common thing, wanting an escape, wanting pleasure, good sex. Power can provide these, it�s true. But when the soul yearns for power itself, the soul will find a way to take it.
Soon I will be gone, and Harold will take my place. You�ll like Harold, all of you. He�s special. He�ll screw you all far worse than Hephaestus ever could. And he�ll live far longer than I have.
So there it is�a historical milestone worthy of a showcase in the Library of Congress, or framed in any of the world�s most prestigious museums.
But my prostate�s acting up again so it�s time for a tinkle.

MORGAN

The anger didn�t hit him until he arrived home, and was pulling items from the LIM out of his pockets and into the cupboards of his building�s kitchen. It hit him hardest as he grabbed the can of tuna that the woman tried to steal before the associates took her. Or maybe she was telling them the truth. It didn�t matter. Whomever that food was intended for would probably starve.
This is how the world allowed itself to be for almost fifty years.
Morgan took a knife from the counter and slammed it into the wall. No one would ever notice the hole in a building like this.
He went back out onto the stoop and waited for his mother. She wanted him there when she got home from work. Wouldn�t be too long, and Morgan had nothing better to do.
It was early evening, and the sky was turning yellow over the decaying neighborhood where only three buildings were still in use. There also stood a shack built on a vacant lot out of boards that used to cover windows. A man and his young daughter occupied it. They lived well.
�Hey!� Morgan was startled by an unfamiliar voice. He turned. He recognized the face and blond hair. They belonged to a man Morgan�s age, maybe a bit younger. He lived in one of the other buildings with a couple of families. He carried a black backpack. �I saw you at the LIM today. You took the last can of olives. I had eyes for those.�
�Sorry,� Morgan kept his gaze ahead. �My mom likes them.�
�Nah, that�s okay. Maybe we can do some trading? Morgan, right? I�m Adam Velys,� he offered his hand and Morgan shook it. Adam�s grip was obnoxiously tight. He opened his pack. �I�ve got lima beans here. Both my parents are allergic and I hate �em to hell. Maybe your mom could use �em for soup. I hear Miss Veil can make a great eat outta damn-near anything.�
�She cooks well. Thanks.�
Adam Velys was wiry, like the rock climbers of the Appalachians, who collected water from the icecaps to trade from big trucks throughout the east. He had short hair, like the climbers did, a gaunt complexion, a black tank top and pack. He had an annoyingly bright smile, the kind a horse would laugh at.
Morgan and probably Adam had lived in this neighborhood since they could remember. They had never met because people from one building usually didn�t mingle with people from another except to trade. Morgan�s mother was considered sociable�she knew three out of the twenty people in Adam�s building, and four out of the God-knows how many Mexicans were crammed into the other. She also knew the man and his daughter in the cabin on the vacant lot.
�They like chess, the both of them,� she once said.
Morgan realized that he had never put that can of tuna in the cupboard, like it didn�t belong there. It was still in his pocket. He presented it to Adam. �Will this cover it?�
�Out there, man! My father loves tuna!� Adam put two lima bean cans on the stoop next to Morgan, and put the tuna in his pack. He seemed to hesitate as Morgan kept staring blankly across the road. �Was this your first day at the LIM?�
Morgan nodded.
Adam sat beside him on the step. �Some people want power so bad and just� don�t know what to do with it. My dad always says nothing good comes from power.�
They shared a silence Adam might have thought awkward, but Morgan didn�t care. In fact, he preferred the silence, whether Adam wanted to hang around or not. Morgan needed to think. Surely it was getting hard for Adam to keep a conversation with a man who had no interest in it.
�Anyway,� Adam shifted on the concrete step. �Pops hasn�t been feeling at his best lately. Bad back. So I�ve been taking care of most of his chores, like trading. You�ll probably be seeing more of me and the others. Probably for the better, right?�
Morgan nodded.
Adam tapped him on the shoulder and rose from the stoop. He whispered, �And that little angel over there as well. That�s Maggie.�
Morgan raised his head and looked across the ruined street at the decrepit apartments, where Adam�s building was. A girl was spreading grass seed. Morgan had seen her plenty of times before, just never knew her name. Maggie was a nice-looking girl�not the kind you�d kill to see dancing on a pole, but nice.
�Sweetest thing there is,� said Adam. �Thought so all my life. If there were a church nearby, I�d marry her for sure.�
Morgan put his head back down. �Does she feel the same?�
Adam shoved his hands into his pockets. �Nah, I�m sure she doesn�t. But she loves everyone. I�m sure if I begged hard enough, she�d love me too.�
A breeze came over them, and brought with it a small whiff of smell that Morgan would have never recognized before today. It even had the power to change Adam�s disposition.
The rock climber sighed heavily. �So, I�d better get going. Got a few things to do before dinner. I�ll see you, Morgan.�
Adam left and Morgan heard the sound of a vehicle. He knew it was his mother. Bella Myer, the local landowner�s wife, was the only person Morgan knew who owned a car. She was always nice enough to drive his mother home when they were done knitting for the day. It was a nice little employer-employee relationship they had, and it made things a lot easier on his mother.
The ramshackle station wagon sputtered onto their street, shaking its way in front of Morgan�s building. His mother would usually say goodbye to Bella with a smile. She didn�t this time, and Morgan was sure that Bella understood. She slammed the door shut and ran across the dirt lawn and broken walkway, her long brown coat dangling carelessly about her. She hugged him tightly, showering him with concern.
�How was it? Did they hurt you? Did you get a lot?�
�I got more than enough and I�m fine, mom,� Morgan hugged her back. �How was work?�
�You�re sure you�re okay?�
�They didn�t touch me, mom. It was quick.�
Lilliana Veil was a good woman, beautiful at fifty. She was a single mother since Morgan�s father died. She worried a lot, but always gave Morgan his space. But the moment it was suggested that her son be sent to the LIM, things changed.
�Alright,� she half-smiled. �Maybe they just like you.�
�Yeah.�
�Well,� his mother passed him into the house. �Get dressed. We have a big evening on the way.�
�How come?�
She turned, confused at first. �Oh! Oh, I�m sorry, honey, I forgot to tell you�all the buildings are having dinner together tonight. Casey�s son Adam suggested it.�
Morgan grunted when the door was closed. Eating with his own building was a pain as it was, especially when he needed to be alone. Well� it could be worse�
�At least we�re not in Chicago.�

HAROLD

He was forty but he looked younger: a tall man with broad shoulders, not a single gray in his raven hair. Many students would mistake him for a young orderly on those rare occasions they caught him out of his lab coat.
He sat, legs crossed, at the bedside of his master, listening to him speak. His master wanted to see him as often as possible to make sure he was ready. Because the master was dying. But the broad-shouldered, well-dressed apprentice couldn�t help sharing some of his attention with the room�s only window, and the city it displayed.
It was evening: time for the lab assistants to leave the university in white vans to seek material for testing, time for the skyline to glow like none of the other six as the last trace of daylight clung to the edge of the sky: a beautiful sight through the window of that small room.
And beneath the window, the master.
Over a century and a quarter old, the man in the bed was younger than he looked. The only thing his body kept from its youth was his teeth�aligned like a razor�s edge and unnaturally white. �He brushes with power and flosses with hatred,� some of the scientists would joke. Everything else seemed appropriate for a man ready to die: long thin hair that stuck to his face, sunken eyes, skin so loose it almost needed rubber bands to keep from sliding clean off the bone. He could barely lift a pencil anymore.
�Harold�� his whisper was hoarse. All the water in Lake Michigan couldn�t moisten his throat. All it did was flood the bedpan.
Harold took his eyes from the window, leaned forward. �I�m here, Doctor.�
His wall was filled with an incomplete mural of �fuck the world� written over and over again. Drawings of a figure grinding his hips against Earth accompanied the sentiment.
�I was just talking about you.�
�I know, doctor.� The old man had been rambling since Harold got there a half hour ago.
�Take my hand, Harold.�
Harold slid his chair closer to his master.
Only a year ago, Dr. Barnabas Vulcum was walking around like everybody else, active and in good spirits. But science can only negotiate so great a loan. When the body decides it�s due, things fall apart quickly. So here he was on his deathbed, his hand in the hand of his apprentice.
�They say I should have some of my strength back within the week,� the doctor took a deep breath and grumbled. �I�m not dead yet.�
Harold smiled for the old man. �The world is closer to death than you are, doctor.�
Barnabas rolled his head from side to side on his pillow. It was the only thing he could move to keep himself awake. Harold looked down at his shoes, his mind drifting.
�Have I ever told you why I chose you, Harold?�
Harold looked up. The master was nodding at him, his thin lips stretched in a glowing smile.
Harold closed his eyes, still smiling through the fatigue. �You�ve given me many reasons.�
�No�� the doctor slid a long, dry tongue over his lips. �I never told you how I failed. This world was mine to fuck and I let it fuck itself. But now the world is yours. I chose you, Harold, because you are creative. You can do things with what we have that even I can�t imagine. Promise me, Harold, that you�ll do something big in my name� that you�ll take what I�ve given you and condemn humanity in a way no man could have ever seen coming. Promise me to make the world your toy forever. Promise me, Harold.�
Of course, the good doctor had in fact visited these words on Harold a thousand times. Verbatim. So, for the thousandth time, Harold replied, as always with an assuring tone, �Enjoy what remains of your life, Barnabas, and know that I will make our legacy the center of the universe.�
�Oh, my Harold� You make me so happy.�
Harold rose from the bedside as Doctor Vulcum�s eyes rolled back in exhaustion, and the room was suddenly filled with the smell of urine. Harold stepped into the hall, signaled a nearby nurse to tend to the doctor, and returned to his office. His secretary was there.
�Did you want me to send that letter for you, sir?�
Marlena was a good secretary. She was stupid, but she remembered things and that was useful. While Harold could remember events from his infancy, he had completely forgotten the letter he wrote an hour ago.
�Just a moment.�
He sat at his desk. The letter was the only thing on it. Organization was the one thing he and his secretary had in common. He took the letter in his hands and looked it over, and he was satisfied.
Doctor Iris,
I�m glad you found the strength to write to me, but the questions you asked made it seem that you believe you will soon leave this world. I am sure this notion is merely a late symptom of your flu, and I am confident it will pass soon. Still, I am prepared to humor you.
Why am I here? What do I really want from this place?
You were an old man when I was born and now I�m forty, nurtured by men well past a hundred. And I have everything still to learn from each of you. That is why I am here.
But what do I want? I could ask you what you meant by that, and we could go back-and-forth. But you knew I�d know what you meant. You want to know what I�m going to do when Barnabas places the keys to Man�s destruction in my hand.
The answer is I do not know.
This world is uncertain of itself. Variables pull it in all directions when all it wants is to evolve. Into what, I do not know. Sometimes I wonder if the world and I are simply doomed to longing for that satisfaction until the universe takes us.
I worship knowledge, doctor, I pray to it every night like Christians to their cross. I want to know how far this biological manipulation can go, what sort of power can come from it, and use that power to push it even further, perhaps to unlock some great secret of the universe that man was never meant to know just to know it. I want to be immortal, so that I can enjoy this knowledge forever.
Why do I spend my life looking for answers to questions I haven�t even asked yet?
Here�s hoping the many projects to come will lead me to the answer.
Your friend,
Harold Del Meethia


MORGAN

He slid his tongue across his teeth in frustration.
Until now, he had only known Adam�s building by its exterior. Ugly. Tonight, he finally saw it from the inside. Uglier. And he was in the presence of over fifty people, trying to finish what his languid appetite would allow. The Mexicans to the left of him were smelly but at least they were neat�the opposite applied to those on Morgan�s right.
And everyone was loud.
There was a guy sitting at his right who had something important to say to him every second Morgan put something to his mouth. He hated talking while he ate, and this guy was almost as talkative as Adam was.
Adam, in a sweater vest and tie, was on the other side of the table bothering Morgan�s mother. Whatever. The only reason Morgan gave a shred of thought to him was because of how annoyed he was at this gathering the bouncy rock climber had apparently put together.
Still, it was a kind gesture. A lot of work goes into providing the volume, let alone variety of food placed before them this evening. Morgan was loath to respond to it with rudeness.
He grunted as he lowered his head and rubbed his temples. The guy on the right stopped bothering him so much after that.
Time passed as people finished eating and just talked, enough time that even Morgan had nearly finished his plate, and a man at the end of the table stood and called everyone�s attention. First, he thanked everyone�on behalf of him, his wife, and his son Adam�for being there. You�re welcome. Then he went on.
�My father-in-law always used to tell me that the key to survival is the self, but that the key to prosperity is others,� Adam�s father turned to his wife, who smiled at him. �Now that we have finally broken the ice among ourselves, thanks to my son��
Adam�s father was interrupted by a brief applause. Morgan scoffed when Adam smiled humbly.
��Now that we�re together, I think it would be to all of our benefit to spend more time with, and start looking out for one another� This includes, and I know it�s not something we like to talk about, but this would include our all-too-frequent visits to the LIM��
The table had been politely silent. Now they were fearfully so. Morgan noted that the latter was far more effective.
��We always need food here. And supplies as well. We need them constantly. A few families in our building have nothing. My wife and I are trying to cultivate some of the lands around us, growing produce from seeds the landowners have been kind enough to provide us with. It�s� coming along. Some of the food before you�and in you�comes from our garden. But even if we do succeed, we can�t grow medicine. Or clothes. Our only choice is always going to be the LIM. I propose that we begin our travels to the LIM not for one building, but for all of us collectively. And I propose we begin traveling there in groups. In groups, we can carry more food� and there may be less of a risk. Among the three buildings, at least one person travels almost every day. I�m sure someone is available to travel there tomorrow with my son and bring food back to us all. And we will decide as one how it will be rationed. Do we have anyone?�
Morgan grinned very slightly.
It amazed him how desperation could motivate a pack of recluses to treat everyone around them to dinner. But the proposal enticed Morgan in a different way. He wanted in. Something was pulling him back to that place he�d dreaded all his life. It was pulling him hard. And he already wasn�t scheduled to work the next day.
�I�ll go,� he said.
The people in the room turned and looked at him. He didn�t like that, but it was to be expected. They�d probably start clapping soon.
�You�ve just gone today, and for the first time,� said Adam�s father with a low tone. �Are you certain, my friend?�
Morgan was running his finger around the rim of his drink, trying to make a paper cup sing. �Yeah, I�m sure.�
�I think that will be enough to start. Thank you, Morgan.� Then Adam�s father sat down and joined the crowd�s applause.
The guy on the right patted Morgan on the shoulder.
Dinner ended and people started to leave, thanking Adam�s father as they did. Morgan sat patiently as the table emptied, left quietly when only a few remained. He stepped out of the building and walked across the small plot of dirt that lay before it, keeping his head down as the last thing he needed now was some type-A personality to run him down and talk about nothing.
�Hey!� a voice ran Morgan down as he reached the road.
He turned.
�I just wanted to thank you,� Adam came and shook Morgan�s hand. �You made everyone real happy tonight, especially my father. And I think it�s gonna be real great working with you.�
�Well, you�re welcome.�
�Hey, stranger!� another voice called to Morgan as he tried to leave.
Morgan turned and saw a blonde in a pink dress walking up to him. It was the sweet one� Maggie?
�I always knew you were handsome,� she said to Morgan. �But I never knew how brave you were!�
Morgan faked a smile. �That�s sweet of you.�
�Yup,� Adam put his arm around her. �And that�s all you�re ever gonna get from this one. Nothing but the sweetest, just like I told you.�
�My father would never let me go to the LIM,� said Maggie. �But I would go. To make things easier. And I�d love to go with you guys. I know I�d be safe.�
�You sure would, but we�ll be okay on our own,� Adam patted Morgan on the shoulder. �And we�re gonna get as much food as we can. Medicine too. I�ve been working on some ways to fit more items in those dinky baskets they give us.�
Maggie brushed a fallen leaf from her dress, looked out into the night, sighed, looked back at Morgan, smiling. �Well, I wish you both the best of luck. But I�m sure a pair like you won�t need it. I�d better get back before daddy gets scared. Goodnight, you guys.�
�Night, sweetie,� Adam lifted his arm to let her go.
Morgan said nothing. Curiously, he eyed her as she walked away. Nothing of interest back there either. Then he looked at Adam, who was already looking back at him.
Adam smiled as he glanced at Maggie one more time. �She�s the best, aint she?�
�Yeah,� Morgan put his hands in his pocket and turned away.
Adam was still smiling. �You don�t like to talk a lot, huh?�
�I love talking,� Morgan turned back. �To myself.�
�Well, what do you and you like to talk about?�
Morgan grunted. Eleven at night and this rock-climber was the same man he was at noon. Maybe a proper answer would end the conversation. �We talk about what kind of person I would have been in the old world. Then we�ll talk about how useless it is to think about. The apocalypse took away the rules. I�m probably freer now than I would have been then.�
Adam crossed his arms, smiled again. �Well, I think you�re both wrong.�
He was tired. �Oh yeah?�
�Temptation to do bad things is just as restricting as any law ever made, the way I see it,� said Adam. �With rules, it�s like� restrictions and temptation wash each other out. And all that�s left is you.� Adam put his hands in his pockets and turned his head to the sky for more words. �I think Old America was starting to fail at that balance. When society collapsed� it was like our parents had more say in how we should be brought up.� He looked at Morgan, shifting his weight to one leg. �I was raised well, and I think you were too. We�re in the perfect position to decide who we want to be. So, in a way you�re right about the freedom, but not because there aren�t any rules.�
Morgan hated being rude. And the only way to avoid being rude now was pretending he was interested in Adam�s lecture. But maybe, in a way, he was. He looked into Adam�s eyes from across the bit of road and ground that separated them. �And what do you want to be?�
�I don�t know exactly,� said Adam. �I�d love to be a daddy, if I can, with lots of daughters and a son. If that doesn�t work out, or whatever, I don�t know. But I live by what my father always says: that whatever you do, you do it for love.�
Bugs were stirring all around them: in the trees, the patches of crab grass, the buildings. Aside from that, the only sound in earshot was the sound of Morgan chuckling. �Love didn�t make this world,� he said. �It isn�t what destroyed it. And it�s certainly not the thing maintaining what�s left of it.�
Adam shrugged. �What do you suppose is?�
Morgan started home. �Someone with a twisted sense of humor.�

BARNABAS

One would think a villain out to destroy the world would feel some sense of satisfaction having done so, spending the rest of his days before a warm fire and a splendid view of his work. But if one imagined Barnabas Vulcum in such a setting�if one imagined any sort of contentment at all in this man who accomplished so much�one would be mistaken.
�I ruined it!� It was twenty-five, twenty-six years ago that Barnabas said this to his colleague, Dr. Iris. �So many things I could have done and I ruined it!� he paced the lab, passing old diagrams, data, layouts of his plans for the world.
Iris stood still, his lips flush against one another.
Barnabas was never satisfied. It didn�t matter what he did, he found a reason to not take pride in it. One time, the team had made an incredible breakthrough in their research, discovering how to make a virus form tissue like cells do. But they only happened upon this because Barnabas had botched the calibrations, leading to an altered formula. When Barnabas found out that this was the reason for the breakthrough, he destroyed the data and erased every traceable step of what they did to get it.
�Nothing should be that easy,� he had said.
It took the team six years to get that data back.
In his pacing through the lab those twenty-something years past, Barnabas came before his favorite diagram. It was his trademark. His seal. The man and the world�though it was really just a stick figure and a circle. But everyone knew what it meant. Barnabas stopped before it, gazed in admiration. He put his hand on it. �Have I ever told you what inspired this, Richard?�
Of course he had. Barnabas had told the story countless times, and he would tell it countless times again. Iris always hated it, but he didn�t want to anger Barnabas any further. �Tell me, Barney.�
Barnabas stepped back, but held his wide-eyed gaze at the icon. �I was by myself on the streets of Queens in the nineteen-eighties. Five years old, and I remember it so vividly, but I can�t remember what I was doing there. A high school. A chain link fence. A baseball field. Adolescents having a small game. Just a hangout. A boombox playing. They joked, laughed, cuddled and kissed. Some of them were dating, some were related, others had been best friends all their lives. Their relationships brought them together one beautiful summer day, the brightest of any I can recall in all my years. I knew, as I stood there, watching them, that I would be the one to take their smiles away. Five years old, Richard, and I knew my destiny. And then the opportunity came.�
There was usually more to accompany the story Dr. Iris so hated. Barnabas would take his audience on a tour through his observations of the success in his teenage years, sports stars and actors in his twenties, corporate tycoons and Wall Street barons in his thirties and forties. Then there came a time when Barnabas grew just wise enough to realize that poor people could be happy too. Of course, he didn�t word it like that; it was only Iris�s interpretation. Barnabas called it a machine through which all men�the rich and the poor, admirers and the admired�pass blindly, accepting their place, doing as they are told in the shadow of society.
But today, thankfully, the story ended where it usually only began, with a few happy teenagers enjoying their summer.
Barnabas turned to his colleague with eyes Dr. Iris hated looking at. Bright, demonic eyes. �Do you know what happened to those teenagers when my Hephaestus raped the world?�
Iris uttered, �What?�
Eyes wide and focused, Barnabas shook his head slowly. ��They Grew old and died.�
�But the world is miserable now, Barney, we��
�It wasn�t good enough!� Barnabas flipped a table filled with chemicals. Even at an age most people never saw, Barnabas was a strong man. �Teenagers across the globe spent their lives playing games and singing songs and fucking on the waterfront until they died smiling! I never got the chance to make them suffer!� Another table went over.
�But Barney,� Iris knew how to calm his colleague down. �Do you remember Kansas City?�
Barnabas stopped as he was about to take a yardstick to some glassware. All the muscles on his face gave way at once. He lifted his eyes to the vaulted ceiling, sighed. �Kansas City� Oh God� Kansas City.�
Iris continued. �Do you remember how the government didn�t even bother to rescue them?�
�That should have been the world, Richard��
�But it can be, Barney.�
�It�s too late!� Barnabas completed his task with the yardstick. �How could I have been so stupid! Oh, to be able to just reset the whole God damn thing��
�But you can, Barnabas,� said Iris. �Lift the virus. Let the population regrow. Let this event become nothing more than a bump in human history. Then things will get better.�
�Age will take me long before that happens. I need to find someone� someone who understands� someone who knows what it is to own them all.�
Iris had finally found a segue to a new topic. �Well, I�m not sure I�ve hit the mark as far as that goes, but I�ve recently enrolled a young student. Younger than we normally accept, yet there lies more potential in him than in any student twice his age.�
Barnabas dropped the yardstick and grunted. �Well, how old is he?�
�Fourteen.�
�What�s his name?�

HAROLD

Rush University was an elite school of medicine back before the Founding dragged the remnants of Old America to the Seven Cities. Today, Rush remained an institution that people gave everything to become a part of. It boasted a squadron of the most brilliant doctors in the world.
But its greatest feats were never boasted.
Ministrare per scientiam remained the university�s motto. Harold Del Meethia pondered it every night as he stood on Herb Tower, gazing at the sea of lights that captivated travelers for miles, lights that competed in an epic show with the full moon.
Chicago was a beautiful city.
Fortunately, most of the travelers knew what kind of place Chicago was.
Harold saw so much of himself in it. He could almost see his face reflected in the skyline. Willis Tower was flooded with light, the host no doubt dancing on its rooftop until the early hours of tomorrow.
The Chicago government was disorganized to laughs. Most dictatorships were. Most governments were. None of them really did survive the apocalypse, after all.
Harold thought harder as he gazed deeper into the city, hypnotized by the headlights dancing around the highest tower in the land.
At about this time, agents of the host were walking the streets, enforcing curfew, screaming obscenities through every open window for delight, the host dancing all the while high above them all. Some of these agents were collecting the children of citizens who failed to show up to their assigned rallies. It amazed Harold that there were parents who still made that mistake, even among so many. Their children�and there was always at least one�would march naked down the streets for hours starting midday.
God, but was that a beautiful skyline�
Part of the city�s beauty came from the Wall of the Host that encapsulated Chicago in a varying radius of up to three miles. On its own, the wall was nothing of appeal, but the lights were dazzling; blue beams shot from the metal husk to the stars every quarter-mile or so.
The wall had three great gates: the north gate at Kennedy Expressway, the west at Dwight D. Eisenhower Expressway, and the south at Dan Ryan Expressway. Nobody went near them, neither from within nor outside the wall. Every city had a means of keeping the skytakers of the city proper separate from the shadowpastors; only Chicago had an actual wall. And only in Chicago were the shadowpastors happier to be where they were than the skytakers.
Harold took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. A soft breeze swept from below. He was suddenly bathed in the smell of a clean hospital. He breathed it in and let it out slowly. He needed that.
Barnabas would be dead before long, and Harold had promised him something big. Was he the man to deliver it in exactly the way Barnabas desired?
He could be. He had been. But at an early age, Harold decided not to live by a method he knew to be incorrect. Would it serve him better to be good, to author and abide by some moral code? Or would it be childish to let any of that get in the way of science? Why destroy the world? Why save it?
Barnabas was difficult to understand. But being hard to understand didn�t make him wrong.
Harold was born in Pittsburgh, where he lived until high school age. When a doctor was to be trained there, his or her lessons began at that age and with an exam. Of that exam, there was only one question.
Why do you wish to become a doctor?
There were only two choices.
A�To help my fellow man: the individual and the world.
B�Other.
Those who selected option B were usually sent to Chicago if they showed competence. Harold was one of these. �Other� is an easy answer. The problem was, Harold still did not know what his version of the word entailed. He knew he was smarter than most men, and he knew he worked hard to make it into Rush, where all the secrets of the world were kept. It was the one place in Chicago where people lived without fear of the host; things tend to become easier in an autocracy when you promise its leader eternal life. Harold was proud to be the heir to an institution where that promise was only half-empty.
He set his elbows on the railing.
Through it all, one thing was clear�
Chicago was as beautiful as it was ugly.

GRAKUS

Indianapolis was an empty city, like all but seven others.
Its population that evening was one: a man in a brown leather jacket and a black scarf, cruising in a red convertible with the roof down and a grin on his face. The moon was so bright, he didn�t even need headlights.
He turned up the radio. His favorite song was on: static.
He came to a traffic light as he exited downtown on the intersection of Meridian and St. Clair. He was surrounded by a mall, a library, and what looked like an old church. In his mind, the light turned yellow, then red. He stopped. He looked around at the empty buildings and pothole-filled streets. The weeds rose high above the spider cracks. His grin sharpened.
The light turned green.
He drove.
For most of this man�s life, he lived in a tribe far away from the cities. They had taken him in when he was a child, left for dead by bandits who had kidnapped him. Thirty years ago? He was very young, sitting on the curb of an abandoned street in an abandoned town. He believed he had been kidnapped from a woman. His mother? Probably. He had one object on his person when the tribals found him. He kept it for a time, discarded it when he was still young. A lunchbox with �Charlie� scratched into the handle. His name? Probably.
He went by the name the tribe had given him. All the tribes across America, who despised civilization, used their own invented language. They called him �Always Grinning,� which, in their language, was �Grakus.�
They were good to him, the tribe. They taught him many things. But what Grakus was most interested in were things the tribals either couldn�t or wouldn�t teach: psychology (couldn�t), philosophy (wouldn�t), and religion (both). But above all, Grakus wanted to know what it meant to be good, and what it meant to be evil.
His childhood and much of his adulthood passed in that tribe. But soon enough, it became realized that he did not belong among them. So they cast him out, but gently. They told him that he belonged in the cities. For what purpose, they did not know. But the elders were sure he belonged there� in the man world, where freedom and oppression tugged eternally at two ends. That was where they sent him.
All his life, Grakus had a recurring dream. It was still and silent. The vision of a city: a white skyline rising over a smooth horizon, massive and glorious. The city was salvation. It was freedom. It was the future of man. The elders had difficulty understanding his dreams. They had difficulty understanding him. But Grakus knew what these visions meant. That was how in tune with his own mind he was, to have an open dialogue with his subconscious. Every detail of every dream and every thought he ever had�he understood its origin. He knew what he had to do.
And so the wanderer drove.
He pressed the gas as he got onto Interstate 65 out of Indianapolis. After a hundred miles of wasted farm land, I-65 would become Dan Ryan Expressway, then it was straight through to the city gate.
To Chicago.

ADAM

He leaned on Maggie�s doorway, smiling, waiting for her to notice him. He watched as she folded her clothes, grunting when she discovered a dirt stain on her favorite apron. But it didn�t sound like grunting when she did it. It sounded like an angel thinking deeply about something. She took a pair of shorts she didn�t like so much, flicked it with her tongue and put it to the apron.
�Hey there,� he said when his patience wore out.
She smiled. That wicked gal knew he was there the whole time, didn�t she? Adam shook his head and laughed. �I thought you might want a drink, maybe watch the stars a while.�
�I don�t think I like to drink anymore,� she said, somewhat satisfied with her work on the apron. �There are better things our efforts can go into getting.�
�Booze flows freer than water around here, lady!� Adam made his way into her room. �It�s one thing even the apocalypse can�t kill, my pops always says.�
Adam always lost his breath when he walked into Maggie�s room. It was unlike any other room in the building, probably the world. The walls on their own were as chipped and worn in this room as they were in any other. But even out of nothing, Maggie made her own little kingdom. It was neat and pretty and so innocent, dolls and bears and other stuffed animals of pink and brown and white on proud display all over. It was so Maggie. And he loved it.
�I hear Morgan Veil hasn�t touched a drink in his life,� Maggie tried to look more interested in her clothes than in where she was taking this conversation.
Adam folded his arms across his chest, shifted his weight to one side. He liked doing that�like the handsome people in those old magazines he admired since he was little. It made his chest sharper, and he liked his chest�though he�d never admit it, no less to Maggie. He smiled. �Maybe the poor guy could use a shot o� the really good stuff.�
�His mother says he thinks it�s purposeless. Maybe he�s right. It does more bad than good.�
Adam could go on talking about how it all depends on the person, that some people just make the wrong choices with what they have, but he didn�t want to turn this time with her into some lecture. And he would rather talk about Morgan anyway. He�d be working with the guy, after all. �His mother didn�t mention him much to me.�
�You didn�t ask.�
�What else did she say about him?�
Maggie put her clothes in a drawer, took a brush and ran it through her hair. �That he hides his feelings well� like he�s afraid of being hurt. He�s creative, but afraid to show that too. He probably has a lot of ideas for us like you do.�
Adam let go of his pose and put his hands to his hips, starting a slow pace around her room. �I guess we�ll just have to wring them out of him, won�t we?�
Maggie set the brush down on her night stand. �I guess we will.� she got up and hugged him tightly around his neck, kissed his cheek. �Be safe, okay? Look after each other all the time, and tell me everything when you get back.�
�Yes, ma�am,� he couldn�t squeeze her tight enough.
Adam left with his hands in his pockets. He crossed the dark hall to the stairs that led to his room on the top floor. The walls were broken, paint chipped, holes all over. The ceilings were gouged to hell by all those times the mold had to be scraped from them. But the furniture was nicely arranged, the shelves in the living room filled with books. The painting of some random landscape hung perfectly straight above the fireplace. And the view was great for watching over his community.
The workshop in the basement was making noise, a hum from where Adam was. It was the buzz saw cutting wood to fix the roof above Adam�s head. He could smell the burning sawdust. The building caretakers had planned on reducing the leaks for some time. But even they had other obligations: to the farms, to their families� to the LIM. They must have found a free hour tonight for an attempt. They worked hard.
As he crossed the hall, a chill came over his bare shoulders, which was normal: he wore that stupid tank top way too often. Always had to show off. He chuckled at himself. But it wasn�t a chilly night.
Adam knew he was a good man, and his father always said that good men can feel things other men can�t, and Adam felt something. And even though Morgan would be with him tomorrow, the feeling wasn�t good. He shook it. Just nerves was all. Any bad thing that could happen tomorrow would only be worse if Morgan wasn�t gonna be at his side. And he�d braved the LIM many times before. There was nothing to worry about now that there wouldn�t be for any other trip. And these trips were unavoidable. Just a part of life. Adam felt better after that.
But still� the chill lingered.

GRAKUS

The expressway was high off the ground, but the wall was higher. A solid gate ran across the road. It was a popular post because it had a view. Any place high off the ground was a good place for a Chicago soldier.
The lucky men on duty here this morning were sharing drinks and shooting at birds. Carcasses of all sorts of flying creatures filled the ground beneath their highway. Maggots gnawed the fresh ones. The flies were maddening. All the windows of every building in view were shot out. Elevation was nice, but boredom always crept up.
�We gotta make traps for these fucks,� said one of the guards, aiming at a bird but didn�t fire. �Set up a nice snare and watch them die.�
�Fuckin� Dodo bird�s gonna pop out of the trap you make,� said one of the others.
�You know,� said Iggy, the guard with the smart mouth, �I saw a bird the other day. It got hit by a car. How pathetic can you be if you�re a bird and you get hit by a car?�
�Fuck are you saying over there, Iggs?�
�Think about this a second,� said Iggy. �When a villain sets up an easily-escapable situation for the hero, I think that�s brilliant.�
�I bet you would,� one of the guards burped. �Dumbass.�
�No, think about it,� said Iggy. �If a trap is easy to escape and the hero fucks it up and dies, he has no one to blame but himself. I mean, it�s one thing for the villain to get the upper hand but to lure the hero into his own carelessness, like, that�s some serious ownage.�
The other guards looked at him quietly, awkwardly, until one of them said, �Why don�t you trap your tongue in your face,� and the others laughed.
None of these guards noticed the speeding red convertible until the man inside it noticed them. They stood, bewildered as the vehicle roared its way toward them. None of them had ever seen a traveler stupid enough to wander to Chicago�s wall. And this one had a very nice car.
Grakus could see their emotions as he approached the gate. Confusion and desire.
The car pulled up. The guards raised their guns.
Behind the windshield was a monstrous-looking thing with a dark mask as of a witchcrafting tribe.
�Out o� the car, hot shot! Let�s see those pretty hands!�
The thing inside complied, pushed the car door open and stood still before them, its black, wooden face with white carvings gazing on them, a suit of big colorful feathers shining in the dark red dawn.
A guard pulled out his radio. �Company at the gate. Repeat: Company at the gate. CP squad requested.�
They all planted their feet and gripped their guns harder when the strange thing before them started to move. He spoke a strange chant like some witchdoctor, pat his lap and clapped and danced in this strange, ritualistic, dark step. It grew louder, his dancing more dramatic, until it seemed like he was going to bring the sky down on them.
Then whoever it was inside this strange mask and suit stopped and laughed with a loud and hearty depth. �I�m just messing.� He whipped off his mask and threw off his suit in fluid motion to reveal a man in a brown leather jacket and round, red-tinted sunglasses.
One of the guards laughed.
Another guard stepped up to the man who looked like some retro aviator. �You don�t know where you are, do you?�
�On the contrary,� said Grakus. �I�ve been looking forward to seeing Chicago for some time.�
The soldier eyed him up and down. �Where�d you get the car?�
Grakus smiled like a generous king. �A gift to good soldiers from a city far away.�
�What city?�
�Do you really care to know, or do you just want the car?�
The soldier glanced at the car as others approached it, touched it. Then back at Grakus. �Who are you?�
A powerful sound made the ground vibrate. The gate was sliding open, a pack of soldiers, more heavily armored than the gate guards, passed through. Then came an armored truck with a nice big gun on it. The gun was manned by a soldier with a blue cap. Sturdy-looking man. The others made way for him as he climbed off the truck. The pavement gave a light shake when he landed. He had a short beard with sharp protrusions jutting down like tusks. �Commander Wilco� was printed boldly on his breast pocket. He had the look and attitude of a mercenary. But there was a dimension to this man that didn�t exist in the average merc�the determination in his eyes. He wanted something deeper than a mercenary did. He walked up to the stranger and asked him what his business was in Chicago.
�To speak with the ruler of this city,� said Grakus. �Is he in?�
Wilco shook his head. �You�ve got no idea where you are, drifter.�
The commander seemed to understand the possibility of this being a man not to mess around with. A small possibility, but a risk not worth taking. Not for such an important man as he. But neither would an important man see himself beguiled by a common looter who was too stupid to know where he was.
�Maybe,� said Grakus. �Or maybe I have a message your leader would be very upset not to receive.�
Wilco grabbed the much smaller man by his black scarf. �Drifters don�t speak to the host. I do. Any message you got goes through me.�
Looking up at the bigger man, Grakus, his eyes peering over his red sunglasses. �You�re a lot smarter than you sound. Has anyone ever told you that, commander?�
Wilco glared at him a moment, then let him go, spit on the ground, nodded to his driver. He returned to the gun on the roof of his truck as his men pushed Grakus into the back seat.
Soldiers piled in around him, each with a gun pointed at his head. But Grakus wasn�t looking at them. He looked out the window as the vehicle rolled through the gate. He couldn�t see much at his angle, but he didn�t need much. The shuffling feet of desolate pedestrians was enough to express the atmosphere out there.
There was a lot of work underway to turn those frowns upside-down.
By the time the truck stopped, Grakus couldn�t see people anymore. The soldiers guided him out. They had arrived at a tall building. �American College of Surgeons� was etched on a column near the entrance.
Wilco leapt from the truck as Grakus was cuffed. �We call this place the Kid�s Table,� he said into Grakus�s ear. �It�s where people go when they don�t behave.�
Grakus whispered back, �Leave me with the craziest head of lettuce in this building; I will always be the baddest little boy you�ve ever seen.�
Wilco nodded. �There�s this one guy I know� a couple of months ago, we gave him a prisoner to question. We needed information on a band of revolutionaries who don�t like our host. Eventually he cracked, but� shit, we forgot all about him. And this guy I know, he just kept mutilating him. Even after he screamed that he was ready to talk. He screamed for days. Died a few days after he couldn�t scream anymore.�
The soldiers took Grakus into the building. It was dim and smelly�no place for such beautiful women as these nurses. There were lots of noises aside from their heels clapping. There was screaming and begging all around. And squealing, groaning, gargling, mad laughter and� somewhere down some far corridor, singing. The soldiers took him to a desk. The woman there stood straight.
�Commander Wilco. It�s a pleasure, sir.�
�Likewise, sugar,� said Wilco. He shoved Grakus forward. �One for Teddles. I hope he�s got nothing to do. This is important.�
Men who looked like doctors entered the lobby with a stretcher, and Wilco looked on as Grakus was placed in it, strapped down tightly. A nurse with big breasts began to wheel him forward, trying not to look at him. She seemed sad and ashamed.
Wilco and two of his men followed close.
Grakus watched the ceiling pass above him�light after light down yards of rusty pipes and dangling wires, drops of God-knows-what landing on him here and there.
A few corridors later, they stopped. Wilco opened a door for the nurse. The patient and his followers entered through a wall of cool, refreshing air.
�Feels good, doesn�t it?� Wilco whispered to Grakus. �We like our patients comfortable.�
Grakus nodded. It was a comfortable room indeed. Cozy, in fact. Finished blue walls, a shiny floor, and not a drop of blood in sight. The counters were black granite on oak cabinets with a stainless steel sink. A bright window.
A man stood vigilantly still in the corner. Grakus could barely see him at his angle: white coat, blond hair, a strange posture.
�How are we today, Teddles?� said Wilco.
The man called Teddles did not respond.
Wilco put his hand on Grakus�s shoulder, extended his other hand toward the strange man. �This is Teddles. He�s our little torture man, isn�t he? Teddles, this is� I�m sorry, what�s your name, pal?�
�Charles Grakus.�
�Listen, Charlie,� Wilco leaned in, whispering again. �If you wanna tell me you�re nothing but a piece o� shit bandit, you can tell me whenever you want and we�ll take it from there.� He looked back up. �Teddles. When this guy shouts my name as loud as he can, you can stop. I�ll be right outside.�
Wilco and the others left, and it was only Grakus and the still, quiet man in the corner.
Grakus watched as Teddles turned, stepped toward him. He walked oddly, as though sneaking with a crippled leg. He held an arm over the lower half of his face. He came out of periphery, into view. Blue eyes stared at Grakus for a full minute.
�Why aren�t you like the others?� He said at last: a menacing voice with a mild lisp.
�I doubt I�m any different than you,� said Grakus.
Teddles shoved two fingers under Grakus�s scarf, pressing them against his pulse. He held them there for a moment. He looked confused. He held his finger where it was, and with the other, produced a blade, pointed it at Grakus�s eye. Grakus looked straight into it, his pulse unaffected, and the torture master grew even more confused.
�What are you smiling at?� Teddles asked.
�Why do you cover your face?� said Grakus. �You have nothing to hide from one as helpless as I.�
Teddles recoiled in shame, afraid that Grakus may have seen what he was hiding.
Abuse was an interesting thing. It had the power to turn a person into a cartoon. Walking through Chicago would feel no different to a sane man than were he visiting a world where people were incarnate in animals and chased each other with frying pans. All the city was mad with suffering, and everyone was different in their madness because everybody handled abuse differently. And it was Grakus�s guess that Teddles was particularly unequipped to handle it well. He was very smart, very emotional, dangerously sensitive and possibly autistic.
�Does it hurt, Teddles?�
At some point, something must have happened to Teddles to make him think that he had suffered some deformity. But all he obscured with his veil of shame was an uninjured, ordinary face. His eyes flared with rage at Grakus. He turned to a cabinet and began selecting tools that he then slammed onto a metal tray.
Grakus laughed gently. �Teddles. Come here.�
Teddles half-turned to Grakus, revealing the side of his face that wasn�t hurt.
�I have something for you.�
Teddles turned the rest of the way. He approached Grakus curiously.
Grakus was smiling kindly at him. �Reach around my neck, Teddles. Take my scarf and wrap it around your face.�
Teddles checked Grakus�s straps. They were still latched tight. He unwrapped Grakus�s scarf with one hand. He put it around his face. He looked at his reflection in the glass of one of his cabinets. The madness in his eyes lost their grip. He stood straight, and for a moment sounded normal. �It�s perfect.�
Grakus gave Teddles a moment to move around with his new device. �Someone must have been very cruel to give you a scar like that.�
Teddles closed his eyes, lowered his head into the scarf. �A bad man kissed me� It burned this crater into my jaw.�
A big stuffed bunny was sitting on the counter in the corner of the room. Grakus had kept it on the edge of his vision and in the back of his mind since he arrived. He set his eyes on it and asked Teddles, �Who�s that?�
Teddles set a pair of pliers into the cabinet between a taser and a soldering iron. He turned to where Grakus was looking. �That�s my Snugglebuns,� He walked over to the bunny, scooped it up in a tight embrace. �I can�t remember where he found me. He was always there. He said he liked me. He told me it was okay when I did bad things. He said I didn�t know any better. He gave me hugs when I was sad. He held my hand when the bad man kissed me. He was the only one who was ever nice to me�� he looked to Grakus. �Except for you. Why? Because you want me not to hurt you?�
Grakus relaxed his head, looking up at the bare, white ceiling. �If torturing me will make you happy, Teddles, I assure you, I can handle it. Either way, the host will want to speak with me sooner or later. Anything you do to me will be for the sake of Wilco. And you don�t care about Wilco, do you?�
�He�ll want you in here for a while,� Teddles pulled his gloves off. �How would you rather spend this time? Snugglebuns gets bored fast.�
Grakus shifted in his shackles, stretched his neck and got comfortable. �I would like to talk with you a little, but mostly hear you talk,� said Grakus. �I would like to know about Chicago, and I would like to know about you�the things you�ve learned in here. Things that the others never thought to have you reveal.�
Holding his bunny, Teddles pulled a stool beside Grakus. �What do you want to know?�
Grakus smiled. �Let�s start with these revolutionaries Wilco mentioned.�

WILCO

�Company at the gate.�
He had shuddered with anticipation when he heard those words. The whole city did. That tiny sentence was already sweeping like an epidemic. News was a precious thing in Chicago. Especially to the commanders. Especially to Commander Wilco.
There weren�t a lot of opportunities to get the host�s attention, especially low-risk opportunities. But when they did emerge from those dusty corners, they usually fell in the lap of one of the other commanders. Or the underhost. It was as funny as it was mad that all this sniveling shit named Grakus had to do was show up in his pretty red car and all the city wanted to meet him. And soon, so would the host.
That was how Chicago worked. All you had to do was two things: make the host happy, and make sure he knows it was you. If you could do these two simple things, no other skill you had or didn�t have made any difference. Wilco was good at one, not the other. If he were recognized for everything he�d done�every crushed uprising, every criminal plucked from hiding, every new method of keeping the people in line�he�d be commanding the entire city�s military instead of butting heads with idiots. But no. It was all about the host�s attention. And somehow, this stranger seemed to realize that.
Brian Wilco was born thirty six years ago to a politician and a prostitute.
Prostitutes unaffected by Hephaestus were often required by the city to trick their customers into getting them pregnant. Maternity leave was a precious reward. Upon conception, the father alone was responsible, condemned to death should anything happen to the mother before birth, or to the child before it came of age. One unfortunate prostitute had been assigned to Councilor Ron Wilco when her madam told her to �Steal the next seed.�
Usually, politicians were immune to such tricks. When Ron found out that a mediocre prostitute was expecting his child, he appealed to the host for an abortion. Far too entertained by the matter, the host just laughed in his face and slammed the door.
Soon after the child arrived at his home, Ron arranged to have the bitch who tricked him killed. But there was still the problem of the child.
Ron had an aide take care of his son for nine years. Brian still remembered her. She taught him to read, write, and communicate with authority. And she taught him war. She taught him what Chicago was without ever giving an opinion of her own. She was a cold woman, a precursor to life without a family.
September 14, 2113When Brian turned nine, his father sent him to officer training. Brian did well there. He was disciplined harshly, but never abused. And he was always respected for his talent for war and his passion for getting things done. He was nineteen when he graduated academy. Within his division, he retained his respect, and became its commander at twenty-five, albeit partially due to his father.
Wilco snickered as he remembered how his father always did what he could to capitalize on his son�s potential.
In the end, savvy only got the old man so far. The host had him killed only a few years back. It made Wilco wonder if being closer to the host was really what he wanted. Not that he had made any progress in that since becoming commander. That schizophrenic dancer wouldn�t even recognize Wilco if he walked into his office right now. But he was probably already growing impatient to meet Grakus.
But then, Grakus would be gone as soon as the host and the world grew bored of him.
Wilco turned to the door where he left that little bastard. Not a sound came from it. Not a sound in over an hour. Not a single yelp. Wilco had tried walking in to make sure Teddles was doing it right, but the door was locked.
So there he sat on that wooden bench, watching beautiful nurses pass him by in that ugly corridor.
Wilco never suffered abuse because he had a father who knew how to avoid it. No one else in Chicago had such a skill. Or such a father. The military had it easier, but even they only joined having tasted the alternative. Everyone Wilco worked with, ate with, lived with, everyone he ever met in his life was off in some way. He couldn�t put his finger on it. Some were completely bat shit, but even the ones who could carry on a normal conversation did so with an undertone of madness. Some tried to hide it, and in a way that made them even stranger.
�Commander.�
Wilco looked up. Approaching him was Rouge. Ironed black suit with a stark-white scarf, round glasses, a clipboard, and a team of doctors to agree with everything he said. As Administrator of Hospitals, Rouge was in charge of every medical facility within Chicago�s walls�except for the one at Rush University, of course. Like any citizen, Rouge wasn�t allowed in there. Wilco found this funny for a number of reasons.
�And what is so refined a man as Mr. Rouge doing at this table for kids?� Wilco always found himself speaking a little eloquently when he was speaking with Rouge, like he was reaching up to pull him down.
�The newcomer is drawing everyone�s attention,� Rouge looked at his shoulder as a drop from the pipes above landed on his white scarf. �The host has asked me to see if you haven�t botched the attempt at finding out who he is.�
Bullshit.
Wilco folded his arms, sat back. �I�m taking care of it.�
Rouge looked down at his clipboard, pretending to be looking at something more important than Wilco. He looked back up, squinted as he looked around. He walked to the door behind which Teddles was working. �Tell me you didn�t leave him with the freak.� He turned back to Wilco for an answer.
Wilco yawned.
Rouge worked hard to hide his nature from the people around him. But sometimes he got just angry enough for the savage inside to flare in his eyes. Teddles wasn�t a freak. Not by Chicago�s standards. Teddles was just retarded or something. But of the monsters Chicago produced, all of them were afraid of Marcus Rouge.
The proper madman put his hand on the doorknob, twisting just enough to see if it was locked. Pale, bony fingers that were red at every joint like permanent bruises. He looked down. �If Teddles kills him, the blame will fall on me,� he took a deep breath, spoke slowly. �Why couldn�t you just do your job? Hold him in a cell and get the underhost.� His fist shut tightly.
Wilco was silent. He always went silent when he saw Rouge�s hands. They reminded the commander of everything he didn�t have the right to forget. They reminded him that nobody aside from himself and his father was immune to Chicago�s abuse, not even those who would eventually make it to the top. In fact, the ones who made it to the top were usually the ones most in tune with what it means to suffer. Rouge was possibly the best example of a Chicago success story.
Rouge�s madness was rooted deep into his life, but if he were sane enough to analyze it, he would have identified his earliest memory of it at five years old. His brother, Jean-Claude, had just died. Fever. Rouge was devastated. His older brother meant everything to him. He tried hard to endure, as his brother would have had him do.
His mother didn�t try.
She had always been insane, Lady Rouge, but she kept her distance�at least from Marcus. From a distance she would watch them play for hours at a time. She was a single mother all their lives, but kept things in order. When Jean-Claude passed away, the fibers of yarn that held her together unraveled all at once.
She sat Rouge down at the late Jean-Claude�s bedside. She made him touch his brother�s body, put his mouth on it. She made him watch as she cut him open, scooped his fluids out with a coffee mug, made him drink. She stored the body in a freezer, and every meal would serve a piece of it to Marcus. She made sure he ate all of it, believing that her first-born son could live inside her second. When the corpse had been consumed in its entirety, she would sometimes call little Marcus to do a chore. Other times she would call Jean-Claude. Either way of course meant Marcus, but his mother would see one or the other. Sometimes she would tell Marcus to leave the room so she could talk to Jean-Claude alone. When Marcus found this impossible, she beat him.
Marcus would spend his adolescence and adulthood going only by the name Rouge, because growing up, it was the only constant. He acted like a man when he was around men, doing everything he could to present himself as normal. But there were no normal human beings in Chicago, least of all Rouge.
Doctors often found Rouge in tears as he chewed on the refuse of bio-hazard wastebaskets. And Rouge was present for nearly every birth in Chicago to eat what was left when the procedure was complete. It was even rumored that a gynecologist once caught him eating a stillborn.
Rouge took his mangled hand from the door, straightened his glasses. �We both could hang on the cross for your calamitous lack of understanding.�
Calamitous lack of understanding? Wilco thought. Did you steal those words from one of your rejection letters?
Ten years of Rouge�s life was spent trying to make it as a doctor. Ten more were spent trying to get into Rush University; ten unsuccessful years trying to reach the one place that could free him from Chicago. After all that time, thinking he was making progress, he received a letter from the university politely asking him to stop trying.
Tempting as it was, Wilco never brought this up out loud.
A stretcher carrying a screaming man came flying through. The two men kept staring at each other as it passed between them. Water flowed through the pipes above them. A buzz saw started whirling somewhere far away.
Rouge stepped forward, tilted his head down as he held his stare across the hall at Wilco. Light from a bulb on the ceiling flashed across his glasses, turning them into lights of their own. �I�m waiting for some strategy, commander.�
Grab a placenta sandwich and calm down, there�s my strategy. There was always that special time of day to torment a psychopath. And there were special ways of doing it to Rouge. But there were places Wilco wouldn�t go. And there were reasons he wouldn�t go there.
Aside from being the most twisted in the twisted city of Chicago, there was another thing that distinguished Marcus Rouge from his peers. Through everything, Rouge was the only one who ever fought back. He knew he deserved better in a city of people who gave up thinking they deserved anything. He gave everything he had to make himself the man he knew he could become. And he failed. Many times. Over many years. Finally, when everything he was willing to give was gone, what was left belonged to Chicago. Had he been born to Wilco�s father, he probably would have been underhost by now, but then that would have meant he�d have died a long time ago. But then, maybe not Rouge.
Secretly, Rouge was the only man alive Wilco had any respect for.
�The only reason Teddles should kill the man is if the man has nothing to say,� Wilco reclined on the bench, �in which case he was never worth the host�s attention. The underhost will buy that explanation and take it to the host himself. If the host doesn�t like it, it will be the underhost on the cross, not us. Fair enough?�
Rouge turned a page on his clipboard, rolled his eyes, and led his entourage away.
Wilco let his head rest again when they were out of sight. He turned to Teddles� door.
Still not a sound.

HAROLD

Young people like to question. But they can only question what they are presented.
They weren�t forcing him to do this. They weren�t coercing him. They didn�t scare him. If Harold didn�t feel that doing this would help him advance in knowledge, he would gladly defy them all. He�d defied their intimidation tactics before, even as a teenager. He was here because he wanted to be. He was doing this because he wanted to.
The obsession to learn had driven Harold to many hobbies. The difference between right and wrong was just another thing he would have to come to terms with someday.
Doctors older than Hephaestus stood around the edge of the circular auditorium, looking down into the center. Harold was on the stage, arms folded. Across the stage was his subject: a middle-aged woman bound upright against a gurney. A lab assistant was standing next to her.
�I now instruct the assistant to inject the subject with the contents of syringe A,� Harold announced to his audience.
Rush University was just a pot. The tree that grew inside it had been transplanted many times, watered by generations of men who called themselves the Transeternal. There were about forty of them today. Most were over a hundred years old.
The subject was not gagged, however distracting her pleas for mercy were. (Her sounds needed to be scrutinized as the demonstration continued.) She begged Harold to let her go back to her family. She begged the young lab assistant, in whose eyes Harold observed heavy guilt. Harold had worked with him before. Nice kid. Very useful. He felt bad for his anxiety.
Begrudgingly, the lab assistant obeyed, and injected the syringe into the screaming woman.
Barnabas was not the founder of the Transeternal; he merely inherited it. The history of the Transeternal stretched back much further. The men who maintained it kept no track of this history, because they regarded their work as eternal. No names were kept, no events recorded, no dates marked. All they kept was the knowledge they discovered.
�The parasite is now settling in the subject�s brain,� said Harold to the latest generation. �Soon she will feel pressure underneath the skull, as her immune system tries to kill it.�
The woman cried loudly. The assistant wiped her tears with a cold wet cloth. She asked, squealing, what was going to happen to her. Harold looked on.
The success of the Transeternal was the great mystery. One great discovery was an evolution of a discovery made before; The discovery made before had evolved from the discovery made before that. But there were gaps in the Transeternal�s advancement, which occurred more often the farther back in the chain of evolving knowledge Harold searched. By the time he reached the beginning, he had no idea how he got there.
Who knows what these scientists on top withheld from one another, who knows what they illicitly divulged to their apprentices? Among Harold�s own inferiors could well have lain pieces of the puzzle he didn�t even imagine.
It was whispered down some of these lines that deals with the devil had been made to make the clandestine Transeternal as powerful as it was. Of course, there were no records concerning this. It was also said that the devil himself would one day come to take back what was his�to guide the Transeternal into a new reality. That, of course, was another thing you wouldn�t find in the lab manual.
Harold scanned the rows of shadow-covered doctors looking down. Doctor Iris was looking away.
Barnabas made every decision concerning Harold�s future from fourteen to forty. But the true teacher was Richard Iris. It was his patience and Harold�s determination that bonded the two through more than twenty-five years. But all that time, there was something that the teacher was hiding from the student. Harold was sure of it.
The woman stopped crying and started convulsing. Her head pushed back against the gurney. Her eyes fluttered. Her limbs shook so hard the leather straps looked like they might come lose. Harold told his assistant to hold her. The assistant grabbed her arms. Her eyes flared. She tried to bite him.
�The subject is now induced in a nightmare-like state,� said Harold. �A moment ago, she was afraid of me, the syringe, the bindings around her arms and legs, of arbitrary prospects of the future. Now, she is afraid of the floor. And the walls. The lights, the chairs, her own skin. Adrenaline is coursing through her. Her sense of judgment is gone. You might call it a high� a fear high. Her conscious is overwhelmed and her brain overloaded by every negative thought it can manifest, an intense version of what had been referred to in the old world as �generalized anxiety.� No relief, no peace, just panic. The subject becomes defiant to reality itself, attacking everything that moves.�
The subject salivated copiously, growling like an animal.
One of the doctors cleared his throat. �This is astonishing work, Doctor Del Meethia. I wonder� what have you learned from it?�
Harold instructed the assistant to gag the subject. After a brief struggle, the screams were muffled. �What I have learned from this latest project, doctors, is that there is so much more that can be done to a human than sterilizing their genitals. As a student, I have been given tools by the Transeternal and on a whim created this. With a few adjustments, I could turn this woman into a flesh-eating zombie. And I think the only reason Barnabas didn�t do it himself is because he didn�t think it would have been original enough.�
The doctors around him laughed as though he�d told a joke.
Harold knew there was more. And the Transeternal knew he knew it. Whatever it was, he could get there on his own. But why bother when these men could save him the time? The only reason he agreed to this review was to convince them there was no point in hiding it from him anymore.
�You developed this concoction on your own?� one of the doctors asked.
�Of course, Doctor,� Harold called back. �Why? Do you find it possible that I used some hidden research of yours?�
The doctors laughed again, and the lights came on. The doctors started clapping. That must have meant they weren�t going to answer his question. Some of the doctors walked out, some remained in the outer-reaches of the room, scribbling notes. Some came down to inspect the subject, assaulting the lab assistant with questions, who just kept pointing at Harold. One of the doctors came to Harold directly. Unfortunately, it wasn�t Doctor Iris; Iris was long gone.
Doctors approached him often to congratulate him. None to offer insight, none to expand on his ideas or correct his methods. Just a quick handshake and sentiment.
Harold watched the last doctor leave the room. He looked across the stage. The woman had struggled herself into exhaustion. His assistant was beside her, awaiting orders.
�Here,� he pulled the cure out of his pocket, tossed it to the assistant. He didn�t believe in waste.

MORGAN

They left early for the LIM, but not too early. You wouldn�t want to be there when the cranky early morning staff arrived. And you definitely wouldn�t want to be the first thing they saw. It was better to get there around ten, when they had finished their coffee.
Morgan wasn�t a morning man himself; he never reached his peak until the sun went back down. But Adam never gave himself a break, he�d just� talk. And talk. And when Morgan wouldn�t talk, Adam would ask him something, like if he was scared. A lecture was probably waiting on the other end of whatever answer Morgan gave, so he ignored him.
Rats passed beneath their feet as the two men came to the end of an alleyway that opened to the sight of the LIM. They crawled from all directions toward it, just like the people did. Morgan stood still and watched them, the people and the rats.
Adam touched him on the shoulder. �You scared?�
Morgan stomped on one of the rats. He wiped its guts from his boot onto the road.
Adam grimaced, then smiled wryly. �Why that one?�
Morgan looked at him. �Why not?�
Adam shrugged.
They started across the pavement. A gull came down to rest on what remained of a chain-link fence. It flew away as a man with a colorful, puffy jacket rode in on a bicycle. Morgan watched the wheels crush small boxes and cans as they held balance toward the store.
Adam started talking again. �We�ll get the essentials first, then worry about the minor stuff. My parents would really like some coffee back in the building.�
�Are you kidding me?� Morgan�s first display of emotion since the two met. �A can of coffee takes up half the basket.�
�Well, like I said, man, we�ll see what we have when we�re done.�
�Any room I have left goes to more food. I�m not turning one trip into two because mommy and daddy want a cup of coffee.�
Adam�s face changed. Now he looked like a man prepared to defend himself, but not wanting to. �It makes things easier on everyone.�
Morgan stopped as they came to the entrance. He looked Adam sharply in his eyes. �And food makes everyone live. Which do you prefer?�
Adam frowned, turned his head down, avoiding argument. Morgan led him inside, walking fast. Adam rushed to catch up so that they could be side-by-side when they reached the courtesy counter. When they did, they saw that the associate who should have been standing there was behind it�on the floor�selling food to a woman in exchange for a service. The woman was silent and humiliated, the associate uninterested in discretion.
Morgan stood still, watching them. Adam tried to avoid the sight, almost as disgusted and embarrassed as the whore beneath them.
It wasn�t unbearably long before the transaction was complete and the associate withdrew from his half-naked partner, who grabbed her purse and stumbled to her feet.
�Ginger cunt,� the associate growled.
Clutching her purse to her chest with one arm and holding up her torn pants with the other, the woman scurried out. The associate put his hands on the counter before his two customers. Morgan and Adam presented their permits, and the baskets were distributed.
�Thank you,� said Morgan.
Adam said nothing.
They walked shoulder-to-shoulder through the darkness of the LIM, their path illuminated in some spots by a lit sign or that every-so-often working light. They held a tall posture but were startled by the slightest sounds. Adam jumped to a gunshot that rattled the shelves from the other side of the store. They kept walking.
They came to the cereal aisle. Adam�s eyes lit up when he spotted a box of corn flakes. He turned the box over to check the expiration date. His expression deflated.
One aisle over, and the two were surrounded by cans. They began the search. Morgan took the opposite side as Adam to hasten the search, but then Adam came and followed him. Morgan grimaced but he didn�t feel like arguing again.
When they were halfway through, having found only one tiny jar of tomato paste, a woman entered the aisle with items in her arms. She stood straight, head up, like they were. Then a little girl with a big, pretty dress walked in behind her. The woman turned quickly and knelt beside the girl. She began to store the small bit of items she held into her daughter�s big dress.
Adam left his place beside Morgan, approached them, looking out for the associates. He set his basket to the floor and knelt. �They�ll kill you both if they catch you.�
�Then my baby will die quickly,� the mother calmly and matter-of-factly replied. �I won�t watch her starve.�
Adam paused, looked around. He took his jar of paste out of the basket and snuck it into the girl�s dress. The aisle became darker when he finished. An associate guard was standing over them, his rifle pointed at Adam.
�So what�s going on here?� the way the guard asked, it sounded like he already knew.
Adam stood slowly. His demeanor changed. His eyebrows rose casually as he looked the guard in the eyes. He smiled with half of his mouth and said, �Hundred bucks to touch her kid. Pretty little piece o� toddler, aint she?�
At first, the guard seemed disgusted. But then he just turned away, shaking his head, chuckling.
Adam slipped the woman, still on her knees, a hundred dollars, and rejoined Morgan, glancing at him as though for a reaction. But Morgan gave him nothing; that was a stupid fucking thing to do, and he would not encourage it.
The search through the aisle marked �CANS� yielded nothing after that jar of paste. It was unusual. Everyone knew the LIM was not a buffet. Still, just one can? So early in the day?
A few full boxes came out of the snack aisle, and they found a can of chopped meat there. Adam was overjoyed as he laced his fingers around it, his smile beaming in that dark place. But they had nearly exhausted their options and their carts weren�t nearly full.
�How is this possible?� said Morgan. �It can�t be like this every day.�
�Every once in a while,� said Adam. �But look at it this way� at least there�s room for coffee.� He smiled sweetly. Again, Morgan gave him nothing.
They started in the direction of camping supplies for one final shot at food, cutting through the furniture department: collapsed sofas stained black with dirt, splintered tables covered in dust, crooked shelves adorned with empty beer cans. The only thing anybody got from the LIM�s furniture department was a joke about actually buying something from it. The only ones who ever used it were the associates on break. A guard was sitting on it now, a gun pointed loosely at two people: a man and a woman, on their knees in front of him. Morgan and Adam stopped. The kneeling pair were throwing money onto the floor.
The guard finished what was left of his beer and stood up. He dropped the gun midway between himself and the kneeling man. �You�re not gonna take a stand for your woman? If you�re fast enough, you can shoot me before I even pull my rifle out.�
The kneeling man looked away from the gun. He was crying.
�Are you always so afraid?� the guard walked over to the kneeling woman. �Even when you leave this place?� He yanked her by the hair, making her face the ceiling. �I hear you people hide under the bed when you fuck.�
Morgan turned his head to Adam�s as the guard played with the woman�s hair. �Where�s your chivalry now?�
Adam stammered. �What do you expect me to do?�
Morgan stepped forward. Adam tried to stop him, grabbed Morgan�s jacket and pleading in a hushed but desperate tone. It was too late; Morgan was already there.
Adam retreated.
The guard turned.
Morgan threw his fist against the guard�s face. He felt a crack. The guard fell to the floor. Morgan turned to the kneeling couple. �Get out of here, cowards.� He picked up the pistol as the two crawled and scattered away. He put it in his belt.
Adam ran up to him, trying to keep quiet in a violent panic, looking all around for witnesses. �Someone could have been watching!�
Morgan turned sharply. �Do you wanna be next?�
Adam sighed and calmed down. �We�we better go.�
�Lead the way.�
The two left the furniture department and rushed to the registers. Adam�s basket had just hit the counter when an associate and two guards approached.
�You,� the associate was pointing at Morgan. �Come with me.�
Morgan was afraid. He turned to Adam without looking him in the eye, placed his basket down in front of him.
Adam whispered, �Run.�
Morgan shook his head. �Pay them and go home. Don�t wait for me.�
�Hand �em over, asshole, let�s go!� the cashier barked at Adam as Morgan was escorted to the back of the store.
They took him to a pair of doors with an �ASSOCIATES ONLY� sign, circled in black spray-paint. Behind the doors was a tight hall, brightly lit. They passed a break room where employees ate, stopping at a door further down. The associate banged hard. The door was unlocked and the group entered. He couldn�t begin to guess what all the box-shaped machines were for. There was a small open door leading into a dark room in the back. A voice came out. �Do you have him?�
�Yes, sir,� the guards shoved Morgan into the office. It was dimly lit red. The associate closed the door behind them, and the guards sat Morgan down in front of a desk where a chubby man with a round, balding head was peeling a hard-boiled egg.
�What�s your name, kid?� he asked.
The response was brisk. �Morgan Veil.�
�Pretty cool name,� the man at the desk took a bite out of the egg. �Do you know why I just had two armed guards bring you back here, Morgan?�
�Because one wouldn�t have been enough.�
The man spat bits of egg and slapped his leg as he laughed. �Yeah, no doubt, no doubt.� He downed the rest of the egg. �Not a lot phases you, Morgan, am I right? I wonder what you�d think if I told you there�s gonna be an uprising tomorrow�right here at the LIM.�
Morgan�s eyes narrowed.
The man pulled up a trashcan, wiped the eggshells into it, folded his hands over the desk. �At this time tomorrow, an enemy of the state is going to walk into this store and call his followers to arms. They�ll shoot every associate they see and attempt to make their way to this office. If they do, they�ll kill the manager and his assistants and take the LIM for themselves.�
It was obvious to Morgan that he was being given some sort of an assignment. �So who is this enemy?� he asked.
The man leaned back in his chair. �You.�
The guards around him chuckled.
�My name�s Rick,� the chubby man continued. �I�m one of the assistant managers here at the LIM. There are two others, both of them as bad as our boss. Aside from the abuse you�ve seen here, they�ve been responsible for hoarding most of the food we get in from Manhattan and selling it on their own at higher markup. You and I both stand to gain in the event of their resignation. Do I have your attention so far?�
Morgan nodded.
�For the past year, I�ve been looking for people who have the balls to bring their abuse back on their abusers. I have more than a hundred right now�more than I need. Up until now, I�ve been frustrating myself looking for someone to give the signal and fire the first shot. Some of them are willing, but I need someone I know won�t choke at the last minute. Up until now, I thought I was gonna have to settle for one of them.� Rick pulled a gun out of his drawer and slid it across the desk to Morgan.
The gun was beautiful, its metal crisply reflective.
Morgan looked at Rick. �If the job is so important, why don�t you do it?� He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear how Rick would make it sound.
Rick held a blank stare back at him. �So if anything goes wrong, you�re fucked and I�m not.� One of the guards laughed, but Rick stayed serious. �Make no mistake, I wouldn�t be doing this if there were any risk to my life. The question is, will you?�
Morgan picked the gun up off the desk. It turned the dim light from the desk lamp into a brilliant red glow sliding up its edge as he turned it in his hand.
Growing up as part of just another generation of people with nothing more to live for than servitude, Morgan carried a weight that nobody else ever seemed to. Everyone around him had a burden of some kind. Fear, helplessness and all the primitive behaviors that come with survival. Morgan had anger.
He looked across the desk. �How do I know you�re not setting me up to fail?�
�The same way you know you won�t fail: you don�t.�
�And if we do fail, you can just try again next year.�
�Next month if I can manage it,� said Rick. �Would you do it any other way, kid?�
Morgan glanced around the room. �Will these tough-looking guards be here to help us?�
The tough looking guards sneered and cackled, and Rick said, �For what purpose? No, these tough-looking guards are gonna be sick in bed all day tomorrow.�
�As will you?� said Morgan.
�Nope,� Rick shook his head. �I�ll be here to take control when the fighting stops.� He stood. �So what�ll it be, Morgan?�
There was silence. Except for the distant screaming of a guard at a customer.
Morgan�s eyes fell once again on the radiant weapon in his hands. He was taken by a sudden and unfamiliar feeling of contentment with himself. Still looking into its polished reflections, he nodded.
�Yeah.� His eyes rose. �I�ll be here.�
Rick smiled and thanked him, but reminded him that it was his people who should really be thanking him. He also reminded him exactly what time he had to be there and exactly what he had to do. Eleven o�clock. Fire the shot. Survive, if possible. He handed Morgan a few clips of ammunition and sent him out.
Morgan hid the gun in his jacket. He kept to himself as he walked back to the front of the store and out under the sun once again, where Adam was waiting for him.

ADAM

He sat on a bike rack with his head down. His eyes had gone bloodshot by the time Morgan walked out of the LIM. Overjoyed, he ran and hugged him.
Morgan grunted. �I�m fine.�
�I couldn�t have done it, man,� Adam tried not to cry. Morgan brushed his arm away. �I couldn�t have told your mom��
�You don�t have to,� said Morgan. �Let�s go.�
Adam threw his backpack on as he followed Morgan, still sniffling. �So what did they do� do you wanna talk about it?�
�Just told me not to do it again.�
�Wait. That�s it? They didn�t hurt you?�
Morgan shook his head. �I don�t think they liked the guard I hit.�
�Oh!� Adam laughed a little. �There you go. Or maybe the manager liked you!�
��Maybe he did.�
Adam never found trouble in giving anybody due credit, whether he liked them or not. So it was easy for him to admit to himself that his admiration for Morgan was growing deeper every day. He was anxious to get closer with him. To do that, he had to communicate, say something to get Morgan to open up. Adam was good at that, and would never accept that he had met his match.
He slid aside one of the shoulder straps and rubbed the skin and muscle underneath it. �It�s good to have the rest of the day off from the fields though, isn�t it?�
�The fields aren�t so bad.�
�Oh, I know, I just mean� now that we�re out of there, and� Maybe we could do something together.�
�Like what?�
��I don�t know.�
Silence.
Farmers were paid as they came. All you had to do was show before the sun came up, and you were given a tool. At the end of the day, you turn the tool in and get your pay. A farmer could show up any day he wished�no hiring, no firing, just show up and work. Only the supervisors were expected to show up every day. If they didn�t like you, you might not get paid no matter how hard you worked. It was your building that made you get up every day, your building that ran the schedules for time-off and LIM visits. Your building decided everything. If they didn�t like you, your life could be in danger.
It often bothered Adam how cold the whole system became, and he was gonna bring it up with Morgan then� but maybe not. Morgan just� wasn�t a talker. He ended up just mentioning that he had never taken Morgan�s can of tuna from the back pocket of his pack. Morgan didn�t answer.
For a second, Adam feared that Morgan may have disliked him, but that couldn�t have been it�they hardly knew each other. No� this was just who Morgan was, and Adam would have to figure out a way through it.
Morgan Veil was like a comic book hero: strong, brave, dark. It would take a lot of work to bring him to embrace the brighter side of life, but Adam was confident.
Then that uneasy feeling came over him again. It was stronger than it was last night. Just as it was beginning to fade, it stung him deep in the gut when Morgan said he wanted to go back to the LIM tomorrow. ��We need food constantly,�� he reiterated Adam�s father�s words.
Adam forced a laugh. �I don�t know if I can keep up with you, Morgan. Maybe we should find another person to go with us this time.�
�If you don�t want to do it, I�ll go myself.�
�Nah, I�m your man!� Adam smiled as he groped Morgan jokingly. �Big, strong handsome man protecting me!�
Morgan seemed to cringe. Obviously not the best joke. Adam backed off and they were silent the rest of the way home.
That feeling� it wouldn�t go away�

GRAKUS

The host of Chicago should have been fat, but his insanity gave him plenty of exercise.
Like many throughout the city, especially those with the luxury to enjoy trivial news, the host grew curious about the newcomer named Grakus. After a few short hours of Wilco�s stalling, Chicago�s ruler-for-life demanded Wilco send the newcomer to Willis Tower immediately. Grakus was shoved back inside a truck with a begrudging hand.
He stepped out from the truck in the place where he was wanted; the truck peeled off as soon as his second foot landed.
He was on a marble landing, looking up at the towering black of Willis Tower. At the base of this great headstone to freedom and decency was a quiet lineup of a hundred guards, their guns pointed at him. In the center of the lineup was the curious host, known to many as the dancing man.
Each guard looked on, each as curious as the next, all as curious as all the city, all the city as curious as their host. And for a quiet moment, Grakus stood on the marble landing opposite them, allowing them to wonder what he might do next.
Grakus smiled, and began to move.
It started with a steady swaying of his head, which became rhythmic. A few silent seconds later, his shoulders followed like they were taken up in the same wave. He kept smiling, looking at no one and everyone.
The host and his men looked on, too curious not to pay attention.
His feet gave in, but not to the wave above, but to a rhythm of their own. He spun on his heels and stepped and tapped and spun as his arms swung his upper body with a madness that made perfect sense. Dancing fast, he advanced slowly toward the lineup.
The host did not hide his pleasure. Like a child, he smiled and swayed in place, eyes affixed as though by twine to the dancing stranger.
All of this happened in silence, but not dead silence. Indeed, the silence itself seemed to have a voice, like some subtle pitch hidden deep in the ears, pulsing to the steps of this advancing stranger who danced at the end of a hundred loaded barrels.
He stopped before the host and bowed, and the host clapped with a delighted smile.
�Who is this man so versed and fine?� said the host, his every syllable sharp and forceful, as he looked down from the few steps to the next level of the landing.
The host was an older man, rivers of white in his dark, tangled hair. He wasn�t so old that a sack of wrinkles should have sat beneath each eye, but the sacks were there. He looked like a thinking man whose thoughts were thickly clouded.
�I shepherd the dance, my lord,� said Grakus, looking up. �I came to speak with you.�
The host wore a look of amusement and skepticism. He looked out over his guards, then down over Grakus. �My office is on top of the tower. I will leave you now and you will meet me there.�
Grakus was escorted inside by all of the host�s guards. They entered an elevator large enough to accommodate them all. The lights flickered, and Grakus pondered.
Administrators were always in and out of Willis Tower either conspiring with one another or appealing to the Underhost for an array of things, as it was in politics. The city council�men who tailed their names with words like �esquire� and �the third��convened daily to decide on what was right or wrong: decisions that would then be carried out by no one. Most politicians had reporters to go out into the city and search for relevant information. They were around as well, either receiving an assignment or completing one. All of this was sprinkled with the secretaries who seldom knew where they needed to be, scolded by superiors who didn�t either. Above this charming bedlam was a weapons factory. Above that, many empty floors. Above those, the office of the host, where Grakus was seated. The guards took place along the windows and walls, their guns still drawn.
The office was enormous at three floors high. The walls were filled with giant posters of dancing people. There were singles, couples, crowds, discos and waltzes, wild rock stars and dignified ballerinas. Windows ran from the white carpet to the vaulted ceiling. They provided a view of Lake Michigan worthy of none other than the host. The only furniture was a desk; on one side was Grakus; on the other, the Host of Chicago.
The host showed strain in his face like he was struggling to think, then seemed frustrated. He looked around. �Get out,� he said to all the guards. �All of you.�
The guards filed through the doors without hesitation.
The host then seemed to breathe a little easier as he returned his attention to Grakus. �They say you are a wanderer. What do you say that you are?�
Grakus smiled. �What do you think, my lord?�
The host sat with his right hand over his heart like he was making a pledge. His other hand sat flat on his desk. He eyed Grakus up and down, who sat patiently. They had been speaking for a while. Grakus explained to the host what it was like outside the cities, how the tribes operated. The host was fascinated by these stories, and asked many questions. Grakus answered every one, whether he had the right to or not. He answered immediately and with certainty, whether he was certain or not.
�You know many things,� said the host at last. �I am sure you knew the perils of Chicago before you came here. So why did you risk it? You could have gone anywhere.�
The government was a lot more in control than this building made it seem, but a lot less centralized. Power did not come from the party going on downstairs, it came from the host. But the host did not control the city directly. He simply adjusted each man�s level of control like a king and his lords. Except that it was only some of these lords who had military power (the commanders, such as Wilco). Others had domestic power (the administrators). The two powers never coincided. Not officially, anyway.
How did Grakus know all this? Observation. From his arrest at the gate, his visit to the Kid�s Table to his arrival here in the office of the host�Grakus already knew everything he needed to know. For now. Could he have been wrong about some of it? Maybe. But Grakus knew that he was a smart man, and this was his best. And the best of a smart man was never a stupid place to start.
�You are wise, my lord,� Grakus wore an admiring smile. �A wanderer travels with no destination other than to learn the world. I know the world. And I have a destination. I am sent by a great city to help you rule yours.�
�What city?� The host seemed evasive to Grakus�s eyes.
�Hell.�
The host drew back very slightly, like he suspected there may have been some truth to the answer. He squinted with one eye. �No man has ever advertised himself to me with talk of bad things.�
Grakus laughed heartily, leaned back in the chair. �Hell is just a city ruled by a man who wants to do things his way. No different than this, just a little bigger.�
�Except that Hell is said to have powers,� said the host, shielding his fear with skepticism. �Show me.�
Few would have guessed that the host was as mad as anybody else in Chicago, at least at first glance. Maybe it was the exhaustion: the host danced every night and got little sleep. Maybe dancing was his escape. Everybody in Chicago seemed to have one. Alcohol and power weren�t always enough. The host had found a way to contain his madness in a box. It was just a matter of knowing how to open it. And when.
Still reclined comfortably, Grakus spread his arms, opened his hands, moved his head around. �Do you see an injury on me, my lord? Do you see any indication that I had been questioned by the one called Teddles?�
The host�s eyes widened. �They sent you to Teddles?�
Grakus smiled. �For hours. We became friends. He even let me hold his bunny.�
The host took his hand away from his chest for a moment. He looked across his desk, thinking. He put his hand back in place, looked back at Grakus. �Hell or not, you can do things others can�t. Perhaps you will do these things for me.� He picked up his phone, summoned a man named Studebaker. �Vladimir Studebaker is my underhost. He entertains me. He knows things. He helps me run my city. He will inspect you, and I will make a decision.�
Yes. Teddles had spoken briefly of the underhost, and gave Grakus the information he needed to make this process much shorter, and far less risky� not that risk on any level could deter a man like Grakus.
The role of underhost was domestic. Every aspect of Chicago that didn�t have to do with the military was run by an administrator: an administrator of roads, an administrator of shops, schools, hospitals and so on. The underhost was the administrator of administrators. But the most important thing for Grakus right now was that he had come to understand the relationship between the underhost and the host.
The underhost was a spiritual adviser to his lonely superior. He gave the host security. He gave the host answers. The host found comfort in this, but there was one problem.
The host always felt a disturbance in the back of his mind�an unending discomfort�something the underhost could only suppress for so long. Usually, an underhost would be killed after a year or two. Studebaker occupied the seat for nearly three. But his career was destined to end the same way. Each man�Studebaker especially�thought he had the power to be the one to hold the seat forever, perhaps even ascend to host.
�And even if they didn�t have those kind of balls,� Teddles had earlier told him, �they still think being underhost makes the pain go away. Everyone thinks a high chair makes the pain go away. I think it�s just a chair.�
Teddles had impressive insight for a lunatic. Grakus had plans for him. Grakus had plans for everyone. But right now, Grakus had a plan for the underhost.
After he and the host stared at one another in a moment any normal person would have found uncomfortable, the sound from an elevator rang outside the doors, and the doors opened.
Vladimir Studebaker was a fat man with a suit, tie, and a nose ring. He was wearing a hairpiece. The hairpiece was oiled. He stood by the host and shook his hand. He looked at Grakus, who sat motionless. �This must be the mysterious man everyone�s talking about! Look at him sitting there. All mysterious!� Studebaker twirled his hands and fingers around, articulating mystery and magic. The host seemed to like it. �Have you come to dazzle our host with tricks? Come then, stop trying to look so impressive and show us a trick!�
Survival had replaced sincerity. Grakus could see that right away. Studebaker�s words were like signs pointing in all directions. His lies were armed with a smile sharp enough to cut through the fat of his cheeks, a smile that never seemed to leave his face.
Grakus smiled politely. It was time to open the box. �What is the secret to happiness, Mr. Studebaker?�
The underhost lowered his hands. His smile faded, eyes grew ponderous. �Secret?�
Grakus crossed his legs, nodded. �Your job is to make the host happy� so you must know the secret.�
The underhost smiled. �I see you haven�t spent a lot of time in civilized society.� He set his hands on the desk across from Grakus. �Shadowpastors may be the fools to fall for your philosophizing, but you are in Chicago. Secret to happiness? Honestly, what attempt is that to cajole the men who run an empire?�
Grakus sat back, his leather jacket creaking in the silent room. �Everybody wants to be happy. Not everybody is. How can this be if everybody knew the way to happiness?� Grakus turned his head, looked into the eyes of the host. �If this man you call your underhost knows the way to happiness, and knows how to do his job, you must be happy. You must go to sleep at night excited for tomorrow, thinking warmly about everything you have. Is this what your nights are like, my lord?�
The underhost drew back from the desk. He gave a laugh that was as fake as his hair. �The host is the happiest man in Chicago! I wouldn�t have been where I am for so long were that untrue! Would I, my lord?�
�He can�t tell you that,� Grakus was still looking at the host. The host was still looking at Grakus. �Only you can. It wasn�t his talents that kept him with you for so long. It was you. You were so tired of looking for more, you decided that you�ve reached the border of happiness. That it just doesn�t get any better than this. But my lord, you can�t imagine how great happiness truly is because you�ve never felt it. This man couldn�t give it to you, even after three years. Nobody could. But they are not from where I�m from. Have they ever truly helped you? Has a single one of them ever given you a real answer? Was it too much to ask for? Because they kept it from you. This entire city has kept it from you. Give me the chance and I can give you what you should have had from the moment you were born.�
Underhost Studebaker laughed again. This time he came to the host�s side, laid his hand on the host�s shoulder. �Wilco said he was a bandit. Who knew the bandit came to steal my job!� The underhost laughed with his tongue as much as with his throat, hacking and hurling.
The host sat still, his eyes on Grakus. He said softly, �the bandit has succeeded,� and the underhost stopped laughing.
The host pulled a filleting knife from under his desk. He rose stiffly, turning only when he was on his feet.
The former underhost evaded slowly.
�Three years I�ve sifted through freaks to replace you,� the host stepped toward his inferior. �I don�t know which I wanted more�to get rid of you, or to play with your fat.� He twirled the knife in his fingers. �All I knew was that, when the time came, I would get to do both.�
Studebaker pleaded as the host came closer. He reminded the host what a good servant he had been. He started singing a song about friendship. The host lunged forward and took a slice. The underhost ran with his arm around his gut.
Studebaker was too fat to outrun the mad dancer. So the dancer played with his hunt, chasing him in circles around the office, taking a slice every now and then. The trail of blood grew thicker as the hunt grew slower. The host began strafing around him, slicing him all over. Studebaker made his way for the door. All the while, Grakus kept his gaze through the glass wall behind the desk, overlooking Lake Michigan.
Desperately, Studebaker sputtered information about rebels. The host never ceased.
�You can�t� I won�t let you� I worked too hard� I gave� Everything�.� A gurgle, and then nothing.
The host took his time long after that, leaving Grakus in silence. Then he returned to his desk, blood all over his hands and a splash across his face. He slid the knife back beneath the desk, and placed his hand back over his heart.
Grakus licked his thumb and wiped a smidgen of blood from his jacket. �Why do you do that?�
The host looked down at his hand. �To make sure my heart keeps beating right. It�s a lazy heart. Sometimes it slows down. So I have to speed it up. I can only trust it when I�m dancing.�
�And killing.�
�You figure out many things,� said the host. �It will be good to have you as my second. And just in time, if what he said about the rebels is true.�
�There are rebels in every government,� said Grakus. �I came to this city fully expecting that. I�ll find them before they have the chance to surface.�
�Good,� the host took his hand from his heart. �I will let the administrators know who you are immediately.� He stood, extended his hand across the desk. �Welcome, underhost.�
Grakus stood. Each man used both hands to shake. The host squeezed hard. Not in dominance, but in need. He held on to Grakus for a long moment, just smiling at him, feeling him, holding him.
When Grakus had his hand again, it was covered in the fluids of his predecessor.
It was difficult not to laugh.
It took patience to yield this outcome, but not very much. The ultimate outcome�that would take patience. Something would get in the way, no matter how easy it should have been. But Grakus had time to tend to that. This had been a most savorsome treat. The sweetest part about it was that it wasn�t Grakus or his skills that made it so; this city would have given anything for the love it needed, and anybody could have given it. But the righteous cities far away just couldn�t be bothered. They were afraid. And unsure. And way too busy.
Now they were too late. The Samaritan had arrived.

ROUGE

Part of being the administrator of hospitals meant seeking out and dealing with those individuals and secret institutions practicing medicine outside the authority of the host.
Normally, Rouge didn�t care. In fact, he had special deals with certain underground pharmacies and abortion clinics. So long as open-market drug-trading was illegal, there would be an illegal market for it. Instead of resisting this inevitability, Rouge took command of it, which provided him with influence he could use to advance his career. This resulted in his becoming the notorious �Emperor of Needles,� an unidentified drug lord that all the commanders were trying to impress the host by apprehending.
The insignificant affairs that occurred outside his periphery would usually remain overlooked. But sometimes an affair would take place that could not be tolerated. Such as the one he approached this afternoon with his agents. This operation� call it a beggar�s hospital� ran in the name of one they called a mother. A blessed mother.
The miniature hospital was located in a shipyard warehouse. Chicago criminals did so love their warehouses. They were seldom used, and the government had more interest in controlling their people than in the abandoned facilities on the outskirts of their realm.
Rouge straightened his round glasses and ran his hand down the soft silk of his white scarf. He led his agents inside. They wore black leather jackets and heavy hoods that went from shoulder to shoulder like cobras. People saw them and panicked. Rouge gave the order and his agents got to work immediately, arresting the ones that looked important and shooting everybody else. Standard procedure.
Most of the medical apparatus was set up in truck-sized shipping crates sealed with curtains. Rouge�s agents flushed them out, tossing oxygen tanks, beds and bags of blood among countless other things onto the floor. Illicit doctors, nurses and patients tripped over them as they ran.
Moments like these reminded Rouge of one of many of Chicago�s little ironies.
He might have enjoyed this raid if he were not from Chicago. But if he were not from Chicago, such a raid would not be possible. It was a simple rule: of all Chicago would ever give you, you were allowed to enjoy none. You became a part of Chicago, and you wouldn�t allow yourself to enjoy anything. Not unless you had somehow dodged Chicago�s abuse. Not unless you spent your whole life never having to look over your shoulder and still found your way to worm into power.
Not unless you were Brian Wilco.
Commander Wilco was an acupuncturist of timing. He evaded rationally, struck tactfully. And his sanity, his� normality� was a model for those who wished to emulate it.
Of course, all Wilco knew in regards to Rouge�s opinion of him was that he wanted Wilco dead. This was also true. Rouge�s hatred of Wilco sometimes manifested into physical pain.
The worst part was that Wilco deserved everything he had. The best part was that he deserved more, and wasn�t getting it. Watching Wilco stagnate in that place where he had some but not all power, wrestling with eight other morons, was satisfying to observe. And perhaps, one day, Rouge would give a hand in taking everything Wilco fought everyday for. Every bit of it.
But there were more immediate priorities.
As his agents proceeded their search for criminals and contraband, Rouge began a search of his own throughout the Christian establishment. In the open facility, it didn�t take long to find something interesting. On the back wall of the warehouse was a shrine: a cross with a man on it. Rouge approached. He looked out as the criminals were gunned down or arrested or both. He looked back at the crucifix.
�They would die for you,� he said to it. �But it isn�t you I came for.�
Since childhood, Rouge had been poked in the brain with a premonition. It was so subtle that he sometimes doubted if he even did feel it. And he didn�t know what it was, only that it involved something big happening. Good, bad? He didn�t know. He expected good. Personal, city-wide, larger? He didn�t know. As a young man, he hoped it meant acceptance into Rush. That opportunity had gone, but the feeling only got stronger.
One of the criminal doctors, a brave one, came out of the chaos after Rouge, grabbed his jacket and brought him to the ground. An agent quickly restrained the man. Rouge got up. He dropped the scarf back over his coat and grabbed the doctor by the collar. �This scarf is handmade, dip-dyed, and woven with a design that took nearly five years to produce. If I had another, I�d gladly place it in your coffin, but I don�t.�
�You�ll join your mother soon,� the doctor growled.
Rouge smirked, released his grip and straightened the doctor�s collar. �Take him to the Kid�s Table. I believe Teddles is in.�
The doctor was dragged away, screaming. Rouge waved goodbye.
The premonition was strong today. All day. The newcomer had crossed his mind, but only because of the hype kicked up around him. But hype died quickly. The mysterious wanderer was surely dead by now.
There was a door close to the crucifix. It led to a small office. On the desk in the center was a small statue.
�There you are,� Rouge grinned as he walked inside. He was flanked by a big man with a sledgehammer. He put his hands on the desk, his face an inch from the face of the statue. He studied it. A woman with a blank stare, her hands in prayer, her feet on a snake.
�Look, Bauler,� he said to the big man, backed away from the desk. �She�s stepping on my foot.�
Bauler raised his hammer over his head. It came down on the statue with a dead thud. The statue was unscathed.
Rouge�s expression melted. �Tell me you can�t even strike a woman.�
�It�s cast iron, boss,� said Bauler. �Probably no one wanted it to break.�
Rouge cocked a brow. �Indeed.�
�Check that one out, boss,� the big man pointed his hammer at a second relic. It was a life-size model of the human body, with detachable organs. On the pedestal was written in big letters: �PROPERTY OF RUSH UNIVERSITY.�
Rouge turned from the statue of the lady, which hadn�t even moved from the impact. He took the hammer from Bauler. This was something he wanted to smash on his own.
As he approached the model, he imagined it were Barnabas Vulcum, the fucker who couldn�t take one more student. Just one more stupid, forgettable, insignificant student among hundreds. Better yet, he imagined it was Harold Del Meethia�the golden boy of Rush, whom everybody there loved and admired and respected.
Rouge was one of the few people outside of Rush who knew the identity of these people; Vulcum was nice enough to let Rouge be their messenger boy for the host. A consolation prize.
Rouge brought the hammer straight down into the skull, then swung it across the face. The model was knocked down, its head no longer usable. He hovered over it, raised the hammer again, smashed the head again. Then again. His glasses slid off his face. He screamed as he worked his way down across the body, seeing someone new with every swing.
He wished the model were more life-like. Blood would have been nice.
�Sir,� an agent appeared at the doorway.
Rouge caught his breath, straightened his scarf and put his glasses back on. �Yes?�
�News from Willis Tower, sir.�

HAROLD

He finished the letter sent by Rouge.
The administrator of hospitals had begun by saying he had good news and bad news. Truthfully, it was bad news diluted in uninteresting news. Rouge had begun with the uninteresting news. A newcomer had arrived. The underhost was killed. An underhost was chosen.
The other news was that the rebels had returned.
If Harold were inclined to care at all for politics, he would say that the only thing worse than a fascist is an anarchist. Fascists were easy to control; anarchists required a tier of imagination that Harold�praised as he was for his creativity�simply didn�t have. He was the best he knew at manipulating individuals, but the masses was a different matter. And the masses wanted change.
Good news either came or it didn�t�bad news always came. And when it did, it came from Rouge.
�What did it say?� came the slow, dry voice of the old man on his deathbed. �It wasn�t from the reject, was it?�
�Oh, you know Chicago,� said Harold. He crinkled the letter into a tight ball and trashed it. �What matters is Rush.�
�What matters most is standing here before me.�
Harold smiled. He listened to the low music flowing from a CD player in the corner of the room. Aside from intellect, one thing Harold and Barnabas had in common was their love for classical music. Or at least music without words. �Rest now, doctor.� He turned as Barnabas let his head relax. He walked into the hall.
The afternoon nurse got up off the bench by the door and stepped in. She seemed happy to get away from the flirtatious man of over a hundred forty sitting next to her. The man got up. �Harold,� he greeted.
�Dr. Iris!� Harold hugged him.
There was a level of concern in Iris�s otherwise cheerful demeanor. �Have you read the letter?�
Harold rolled his eyes. �We�ve had uprisings before.�
Iris shook his head. �This one�s going to be different. Chicago�s been good to us, Harold. But soon it will fall apart.�
Harold looked down. He had heard talk of moving before, but not so soon. And not like this. He figured another three years at least. Even that wouldn�t have been enough. He was as attached to Rush as he was to its founders. And it was bad enough to watch old age take them one-by-one. Now some petty spiff between people who didn�t even know what Rush was would force it to shut down.
�How long?�
�I�d say as soon as good ol� Barnabas leaves us,� Iris said as gently as he could. �I have everything we need prepared in a duffel bag beneath my desk. I left some room for any other data you may need to add. As soon as we�ve said our last goodbyes to Barney, we have to go.�
Harold crossed his arms. �We need to squeeze as much out of our studies here as we can.�
�I know,� said Iris. �That�s why I�ve prepared one last experiment before we leave. For years, we�ve tested patients from Chicago�s hospitals. I want to see if our information will be consistent with subjects from a different part of the country. Most of them will be dead, but I want at least a few live samples. I�ve sent three convoys to check the morgues and hospitals in the eastern cities: Pittsburgh, Baltimore and Manhattan.�
�I know what the eastern cities are,� Harold grimaced bitterly.
Iris put his arm around him. �I know this is going to be difficult, Harold. But everything important is coming with us.�
Harold looked at the plain white walls. �I didn�t realize my home was unimportant.�
�I�ve been here longer than you, Harold. I can handle it.�
�I grew up here.�
�Oh, Harold, wait until you see the west!�
Harold didn�t want to. Transplanting a tree always left roots behind, slowing growth. A bunch of brainless rebels against the armies of a psychotic megalomaniac were going to take his roots away from him. How was this possible?
Iris laughed. �You�ve pouted the same way since you were fourteen years old, Harold. Look at that puss on your face!�
Harold turned away from a concerned Dr. Iris, his hands in his pockets. �Anything good for lunch?�
�Eastern,� Iris called back. �Anything with flavor, just stay away from the rice� gave me all sorts of damn gas. And remember, Harold�there�s always gonna be more out there than in here!�
Harold heard him, but didn�t respond. He never understood what people meant when they threw that word around. More. More what, knowledge? What �more� was Iris talking about? Something worth sacrificing his home for? No. His home belonged to him.
Harold was the smartest man in Chicago. Surely he could find a way to keep both his home and this �more� Iris was talking about.

ADAM

The sun was straight above them when he arrived with Morgan at their street. The feeling of relief he still couldn�t get over was topped with the joy just to be home again.
A lot of people out there would agree that this was the crappiest hovel on earth, especially those skykissers. But the only thing about his home Adam would change was Manhattan�he�d get rid of it. The skyline dimmed the stars. While he was at it, he�d take everything else away: the farms, the factories, the LIM. Just him and his street in an empty world. What a life that would have been. Adam chuckled softly. The apocalypse happened and he still wanted people to go away. For a second, he forgot that Morgan was walking with him. He faced him.
�Okay, so what we�re gonna do is start eating together all the time, all three buildings�just like last night,� he explained to Morgan. �Ya know, give us all a sense of communion.�
Morgan was tired. Adam couldn�t blame him. �What if someone wants to eat alone?�
�Oh, well, he certainly could�� Adam smiled. �But we�d miss him.�
Adam started to think as Morgan went silent again, concocting new ways to get Morgan to talk. He chuckled again. Morgan was a social ground hog; he�d have to yank him by the head when he peered out of his hole. He�d get him, and learn a valuable lesson of patience in the process. See? They both stood to gain from this relationship.
�It shouldn�t have to be this way.�
Adam turned and paid close attention. Yes! The groundhog was out. He laughed. �You really hate our system that much, huh?�
�You can do what you want with our food, that�s not what I�m talking about,� Morgan looked to the sky. �It shouldn�t have to be that we suffer for it.�
�I know that, Morgan. I�d love to change things. I think about it all the time.� Adam got in front of him, walking backwards. �But the way I see it, there�s always gonna be something stopping you from being happy. You have to let yourself��
�People shouldn�t have to risk a bullet just to keep from starving.� Morgan�s feet crunched loudly into gravel.
�I know that. But if you�re smart, you can��
�And all anybody on this island does about it is drop to their knees and figure out how to deal with it. Like the cowards they are.�
Adam scratched the back of his neck, walked forward again. �Well� to be honest with you, Morgan, it sounds like you�re just looking for things to be angry about.�
Morgan turned his head to him, and gave him a kinda scary look. Adam had seen eyes glow, almost catch fire out of the ugliest rage. But he had never seen eyes darken. Morgan stopped. �I�ll trust your father to do what�s right with that food. I hope he enjoys his coffee.� He turned to his building, his hands in his pockets.
Adam frowned, suddenly feeling like shit. If Morgan didn�t hate him before, he did now. Tomorrow, Adam would get up early to make sure Morgan didn�t leave without him for the LIM. That would set them straight for sure.
He leapt up the stoop and into his building. He held a smile, as he always did when he came home from the LIM. In the kitchen, his father hugged him. Then his mother. They were always so relieved to see him. Adam always made a point taking as little time at the LIM as he could, including the walk to and from. His parents were the hardest-working people he knew, but when he was at the LIM, they shut down. When they finally recovered, he told them everything that happened, as he always did.
�He�s something else, that kid,� said his father. �I�m glad he has your back, but make sure you protect him also, son. I lost enough friends to that place.�
Adam assured his father that he knew what he was doing, and his father said he knew, just that he worried. Adam said he knew. �How are the crops?�
�The land around here is a lot richer than we thought.� Dad left the table, crossed the kitchen. He reached over his wife into the cupboard for some cookies. �It may be enough to build an entire farm. So long as the city never finds out about it, we may be able to support ourselves� and once your mother learns how to cook, we�ll really be in business.�
Adam�s mother threw a radish at her husband�s head.
�You see?� his father smiled. �The poor woman can�t even hit the pot.�
�I hit the pot, alright,� his mother laughed.
Adam smiled. �I�m asking cause� I�m gonna go back to the LIM tomorrow.�
The smiles were gone, and Adam felt bad again. �Morgan suggested it.�
Adam�s father touched his wife on the shoulder, and she continued cooking. �Three days in a row, Adam� I�m not sure if your mother and I want you going that often.�
�I know, dad, but I�m always gonna go eventually� might as well get better at it��
�Dennis already volunteered to go� bring him with you, okay?�
�Okay, dad.�
Adam�s father walked out of the room. Adam sat at the table, thinking. The water on the stove began to boil. His mother finished peeling an onion and came to him. Her hands always smelled like something when she put her arm around him. Today, it was gonna be onions. �I understand you, Adam,� she almost whispered. She did that when she wanted to be heard. �But you can�t make this an everyday routine. It�s not only about the risk, it�s about us too, your father especially. He can�t take it every day. Go tomorrow and do what I taught you: keep your head down, be polite, give them what they want, take what you need, run home.�
�I will, mom. I always do.�
Mom smiled, took her arm away. �So how�s Maggie?�
Adam smiled back. �She�s good, I guess.� He never felt comfortable talking to his mother about Maggie, but mom never cared. Over time, he had sort of gotten used to it. Maybe he�d open up more once the relationship climbed out of the silly crush it was.
�You need to talk to her about your feelings. I know she�ll listen.�
�I know, mom.�
�Have you thought about what we discussed the other day?�
Adam�s mind went silent. Mom had a way of bringing up the most difficult topics like it was nothing. He�d rather talk to her about Maggie than talk to anyone about this. His parents hadn�t told him until recently�they didn�t want to get his hopes up.
There was one way for a shadowpastor to leave his labor and become a skytaker. One way, and it was more or less subjective: genes.
�You�re a handsome man, Adam,� his mother said. �You�re strong, and you�re healthy. If you go to the admissions office and appeal to them with Maggie, I know they�ll let you stay. In the cities, there are courthouses to process marriage. I know your father would prefer a church. Maybe they still have those. Manhattan has everything.�
�It won�t matter if I�ve got Hephaestus, mom.�
��There are ways of checking, Adam.�
Adam still remembered how nervous Maggie became waiting for her cycles to begin, terrified that the virus had taken her motherhood away from her. He remembered comforting her through it, and how overjoyed they both were when it finally happened. Now, more than ten years later, it was Adam�s turn. And he couldn�t do it. And there were other problems�
�I don�t know if I�d wanna go anyway, mom,� he understated.
�I know, honey, but you can�t risk your life here if there�s more for you elsewhere. And there is.� She got up and returned to her cooking.
Adam looked up above the sink at a framed picture his father had taken years ago. It was a black-and-white of their street in the evening. It was his favorite. He looked back down and sighed.
Mom still just couldn�t get it. He didn�t want more.

MORGAN

He was growing to dislike that stupid rock climber by the day.
Morgan sat on his bed. The gun he had taken from the guard he knocked out was sitting in his desk drawer. The shiny one he got from Rick was in his hands. Until today, Morgan�s earliest memory was enjoying the trip with his mother through Manhattan, out onto Long Island. Now, it was walking into the bathroom late one night as his father�s head exploded.
It was places like the LIM that made his father shoot himself. That and cowardice.
And in these memories of his, Adam�s words stuck in his head like a sinus infection.
�You�re looking for things to be angry about.�
Morgan�s eyes were motionless at the metal in his hands. His father�s death, his contempt for Adam Velys and his hatred of the LIM all shown in the reflection of a gun; a life spent kicked around among herds of useless cowards who accepted their place as slaves.
How was it possible to not want more?
Knocking at the door.
Morgan put the gun in his desk. �Come in.� He was expecting his mother. She probably found out through Adam that he planned on going to the LIM a third time, and had come to beg him not to.
The door opened. It was Maggie Blake. Morgan stood.
She was wearing an aqua blouse with yellow flowers, her hair in little pig tails. �Hey there, Mr. Morgan.� She shut the door behind her. �How are you?�
�I�m well. And you?�
�I�m fine, thank you,� Maggie stepped shyly toward his bed and sat. He joined her. �I never got a chance to say how proud I feel to have someone like you around. Even Adam isn�t as brave as you, and I always felt safe with him around. All the buildings talk about you, and how grateful they are.�
�Thank you.�
Maggie looked down as she played with her dress. �I used to watch you, you know. As we were growing up. I still remember the first time you went out to work the farms. I waited all afternoon for you to get back.�
�I never knew that.�
Maggie slid her hand over his, caressed it with her thumb. �Adam told me you think the world can be mean� When I was upset about something, or scared, he�d stay with me. It always made me feel better.�
He turned his head up to her, ready to thank her no. But then Adam Velys sprung into his mind. And instead of telling her he wanted to think alone about tomorrow, he turned the light out and drew her in. He was clumsy with his clothes, and she was reluctant, as though articulating through body language that this was not what she intended. But she didn�t fight him.
He took her in his arms, squeezed, pressed his body flush against hers to no complaint.
It hurt for young girls, but she would hold her silence as he pressed her face down into his moldy mattress, engorging her with his body, paralyzing her.
He conjured Adam bouncing up and down on her, cluelessly trying to please her, hoping for babies, thinking she was his, her legs spread all the while to all of Manhattan.
She only spoke when it was over, something he would have never expected to hear at that moment. She asked him if he was okay. The question made him feel strange, a dizziness came over him, but it soon passed.
He held her tightly as he drifted into sleep.

ADAM

Frowning, he knocked on her door a third time. �Maggie?� he opened it slowly, looked around. Where else could she be? Maybe she was baking with her mother. She should be back soon if she was. Adam walked inside.
He rarely got the chance to look closely at the kingdom of dolls that filled her walls and furniture. Partly because he didn�t want to seem invasive, but really because he�d be busy talking to her. Some of them were given to her by her mother and aunt, many by her father who used to seek them out in abandoned homes and shops. She loved them all. It was a magnificent collection.
Only one of them was from Adam. But it was the one she loved the most.
When he was thirteen, Adam made a special doll for her twelfth birthday. A goofy thing. He still couldn�t figure out what creature he was aiming for� a monkey, or person, or an over-decorated egg. His favorite shirt went into crafting it, among other things he liked. He used his pillow for the stuffing, and went without a real one for almost two years. When he was finally done, he gave it a big kiss, and gave it to her. She fell in love with it immediately. She put it on a shelf above her bed, where it remained. It was the only doll on that shelf. The first time she kissed him was when he gave it to her. He still remembered how wild it was. A cloud came over him and his eyes went numb. He did everything he could since then to earn that from her again.
He reached high above her bed and brought the thing down, stared into its big, crooked eyes.
Wow, he definitely overdid that tongue. Crap. He never realized he made her a horny lima bean man.
He laughed, pressed the soft thing to his chest, relaxed on her bed, noting how small of an affect Maggie�s tiny body had on the mattress. It was like new.
He remembered the last time he was in this bed. It was a while ago.
Maggie had fallen into a depression waiting for her cycles, waiting to find out if Hephaestus had taken her dreams away. She was losing sleep, which only made it worse. Desperate, her parents pleaded with Adam to make her feel better, any way he could, and to keep at it if he failed. One of the things he tried was a sort of sleepover. He talked with her, made her laugh, made promises he had no right to make. He cuddled with her as she slept, smiling for the first time in months, that silly egg-man thing with the stupid tongue looking down on them from the high shelf.
He rarely thought about doing much more with Maggie than her wild kiss. Farther than a kiss, and Adam would be expected to provide something he was terrified he couldn�t.
Maggie wanted to be a mother more than anything. If she finally decided to love him in the way he loved her, after all this time� and he couldn�t give her that� then maybe he had no right to love her at all.
The only way to be sure was to check. But he was too scared. But how long could he put himself through not knowing whether or not he deserved her? He put it out of his mind. The topic came far too often lately, and he had enough. He wanted to think about Maggie without the complications his love for her invited. Just Maggie.
His face sunk into her pillow, and he breathed her scent in deeply. His eyes closed, and he let himself fall asleep, the doll still perched in his big arms. He knew she�d wake him when she came back. And he wouldn�t mind if she didn�t.

GRAKUS

The host, poor man, he needed attention like a toddler with autism. Confused and uncertain, so in need of something to hold on to. Very much in common with the city he ruled�never given the time nor the dignity to figure out who he was.
A man is given time in this world to study himself. Some men struggle with this until they grow old. The lucky one discovers who he is early on. Grakus knew for a very long time who he was�as far back as his memories could take him. How? Was it luck? Grakus didn�t remember. He didn�t care. What mattered was what he had learned.
Grakus was not the only person to be cast out from his tribe, but he was the only one not to receive a clear reason why. The elders realized this, which is why they let him go with some of their greatest treasures, such as the clothing and the red car. Most of these were already spent, but more than made up for.
Grakus knew that if they hadn�t cast him out, he would have left on his own. And he would have ended up in the same place. Chicago needed him. He needed it. He inferred a lot before he arrived here, and staked his life on many of these inferences. But now he didn�t need inferences, skilled though he was at drawing them.
He had Teddles.
Grakus could see him at any time to learn something new. When it came to the people of Chicago, Teddles knew almost everything. Equally incredible was how the government found most of what he knew to be irrelevant.
Were Teddles to discover a small bit of information that could bear no meaning on its own, Chicago disregarded it. If information from four tortured people each provided a quarter of something interesting, something critical, the state would never know. Meanwhile, the information Teddles gathered mounted to a divine awareness in his photographic mind. The simple act of putting it all together gave Grakus information that the host could never imagine. He learned that there were more important things than some ridiculous Rebellion.
There was this place called Rush.
It seemed that the scientists in this university had mastered, or were close to mastering, the manipulation of the human gene.
Grakus never doubted that someone was responsible for the apocalyptic Hephaestus virus. And as he learned more and more about Rush, he began to develop a theory. If he was right, coming to Chicago was an even better idea than he thought.
The only flaw in this theory was that Rush only existed as it was since the early 2060�s, more than forty years after the virus spread. But Grakus found a way to address this flaw.
About ten years ago, a man was kicked out of Rush. He didn�t like their practices�apparently, big surprise, Rush experiments on people�and this man had tried to change things. They dropped him on a street outside the university as a citizen: unable to leave Chicago and no longer immune to its government. He started telling everyone what Rush was doing. Nobody cared. But he did draw someone�s attention�a man named Rouge.
Rouge had Teddles torture the man for information. The man�Marshal Grim�told Teddles everything he knew. Teddles told Rouge. Rouge didn�t care, he just wanted to torture someone from Rush.
Now, Marshal worked as a bartender in the metropolitan area, a place called Manhattan�s Bar. Grakus decided to visit the bar, walking through its glass door with a hooded coat, scanning for a man who fit Marshal�s description. He spotted him almost right away. Mid fifties. Terrible acid scars on his cheeks. He smiled at all of his customers.
Grakus�s acceptance speech was still being played on the television above the bar. He told his guards to wait outside.
He took a stool and asked Marshal for a sample of the oldest wine he had. Marshal returned with a smile, assuring Grakus he�d happened on �the best of the Seven.� Grakus thanked him, raised his head to expose his face, cocked his eyes toward the television. Marshal looked briefly at the rerun of the new underhost�s speech, then back at Grakus.
�Your lordship��
Grakus hushed him with a finger to the lips. Marshal asked him if there was anything he could do for him.
�Tend to your other customers,� said Grakus. �Come back when I�ve finished my drink.�
Marshal nodded, stepped away. Grakus took a sip of the wine. Not bad. He may just buy the bottle. He looked around. The bar was filled with people who were� could you call that smiling? Probably not in any other city, but in Chicago, simply walking straight could be considered a smile in its own Chicago way. The host had to keep a few people happy�rather, not miserable�to prevent an all-out revolt. Apparently, he needed a few more.
Grakus took the last sip, and Marshal was standing there before the glass was down. He had the bottle with him.
Grakus smiled. He held out his glass. �I�m here for good wine� and good information.�
Marshal poured. �You want to know about Rush.�
�Well, now I know why they accepted you! I already know why they kicked you out. What I want to know is who �they� are.�
�Is there a private place you can take me? I�ll go.�
Grakus slid his eyes to either side, smirking. �These people didn�t care the first time this matter was brought up, and that was ten years ago.�
Marshall looked around. His expression fell. He nodded. Grakus asked him how old this home of the most elite science team in the country was.
�Not as old as the science team itself,� said Marshal. �They call themselves the Transeternal. I don�t know exactly how long they�ve been around, and I don�t know their history before they came to Chicago. They arrived a little over a hundred years ago, led by a man named Barnabas Vulcum. He was still alive when I was thrown out.�
Grakus glanced at his wine, took a sip.
Marshal put his hands on the bar and leaned forward. �The reason I wanted to speak in private is because there�s something I didn�t tell the public.�
Grakus took another sip.
Marshal leaned further. Nobody seemed to notice. �I think the Transeternal was responsible for the Hephaestus virus.� Then he drew back and looked around.
�Wow,� said Grakus. He eyed his glass. �That is quite a theory. Why did you never go public with it?�
�I don�t have hard proof,� said Marshal. �But I have evidence. If you want, I can bring it to you.�
�That won�t be necessary,� said Grakus. He set his glass on the bar under some money. He took the bottle. �You�ve told me everything I need to know.�

HAROLD

Rush was the only place in the city with news that didn�t come directly from Chicago. Sometimes he�d watch with a meal just to see what the other cities were up to.
He arrived at his office just after six o�clock and sat his meal on the desk, scanning the news for something interesting, and something caught his eye. It held him there past eleven. And it had nothing to do with the other cities.
Naturally, it took a very complicated problem to make Harold have to clear his schedule to solve it. He knew his way around a lab, and had mastered some of the most complex principles man had ever known like anybody else mastered breakfast. He spent most of his life in bed with mother nature, making her do things she didn�t want to do. If a problem were so pervasive that he couldn�t begin to solve it, the problem had to be unsolvable, the hypothesis defunct. Harold taught himself to recognize such a problem before wasting any time on it. Tonight, there were two problems he couldn�t begin to solve. But he couldn�t accept that they were unsolvable.
For the last five hours, Harold was puzzling over a man�a man who had been in Chicago a single day. A nobody. This evening, Harold was watching his acceptance speech to the title of underhost. The speech was not recited from a teleprompter, or pages on the podium. It wasn�t mad rambling. It was like this man knew he was going to be standing there before he even arrived in Chicago.
When Harold was first informed that a new underhost had been named, the matter was easy to dismiss. It must have been some wacko the host picked off the street. But the man wasn�t crazy. At all. That was proof enough that this underhost� Grakus� was not a local, and he wasn�t. He was a complete outsider who wandered in. But he knew exactly what he was doing.
Harold would never allow a silly trick by a crazy dictator to beguile him. He wanted answers.
Earlier that evening, he called his secretary to have the pretty red car Grakus had arrived in confiscated from the soldiers at the south gate. He had some lab assistants search it. They phoned him at his office for a report on what they found: nothing. No plans, no maps, no supplies. It was just a car. Even the gas tank was empty.
After so many hours on it, Harold looked at the cold dish on his desk and laughed at himself. Look at the fine evening he had wasted over such a silly thing. How could he expect to figure this out if he didn�t have all the facts?
That was the thing about being stuck in one place. Sometimes it was hard to collect data. But only for the useless experiments, and that�s exactly what this was. So what was there to do but laugh at how much time he�d spent on it? Let the host have his tricks. There were more important things to worry about.
Harold stopped laughing.
Why was Dr. Iris so afraid of this new insurgency? If the rebels were in large enough numbers to make a difference, they would have acted by now� unless they were waiting for something. But what? And how would Iris know about any of it? He was no rebel. He could barely lead an uprising against the university chef and his oppressively dry potatoes.
Harold wondered for a moment whether he should talk to Argyle.
Max Argyle was a patient of Harold�s, but perhaps experiment was a better word. Another Chicago psychopath, this one maybe a step or two more extreme than the average. Argyle was Harold�s thesis statement on how the environment impacted the mind harder than gene manipulation ever could� and more than it could ever cure. Argyle was so insane, Harold had trouble associating him with a human identity. He had to give him an odd nickname to match his odd behavior. So he named him Teddles.
Many times over, he tried to shake Teddles from the imprint of insanity Chicago had planted on him, and grew frustrated as he continuously failed. But actually, he was succeeding at his statement. He concluded that healing came from within, that it was a choice a person had to make. The older doctors were proud at how baffled they were and, while they did not fully understand Harold�s discovery (Harold didn�t either), they accepted his statement.
Teddles went on to become a celebrated torture master, collecting information from those unfortunate enough to be found in possession of it. Harold decided a visit to the Kid�s Table would probably be a waste of time. Any useful information Teddles had, the city had probably already used. He�d figured something out.
Harold turned his head up to the screen. Grakus�s speech would circulate until morning.

MORGAN

Adam spent most of his breath chatting with this fat guy Dennis on their way to the LIM. Lucky�Morgan wasn�t in the mood for small talk himself, neither was he in the mood to uphold his code of good manners.
So far, this had been his fastest trip to the LIM. At least it seemed that way. Hours of walking were swallowed in moments of thought and there it was. The Long Island Market. Silent. Dark.
They stopped. Morgan debated whether he should give Adam or Dennis his spare pistol. Would either of them even think to use it? Morgan shook his head slowly.
Adam grabbed him by the shoulder. �I feel it too, man. It gets worse every day. Something bad�s gonna happen soon. We should get this done as fast as we can. And not come back for a while.�
�Adam�s right,� said Dennis, squinting in the sunlight as he caught his breath. �This rat trap�s getting edgier by the day.�
Morgan looked at the other people crossing the cracked, weed-ridden lot of asphalt. There was a larger number of them than there had been during Morgan�s past two visits. And very few of them were women. None of them were children. They didn�t look as helpless as they usually did. They stood straight. They were focused.
Morgan followed Adam and Dennis. They got their baskets and started into the archive of empty cans and boxes.
Morgan observed every customer carefully. They acted normal, wandering about for something worth purchasing. But they were focused on something more than the scraps displayed in front of them. Every sound seemed to spook them. One man was browsing a sparse selection of glasses on a rack near the pharmacy. Every time he tried a pair on, he wiped his face of sweat. A woman stared at a can with no label. Hauntingly still. Just staring. People were scanning shelves over and over again. Waiting.
Some of the guards looked like they detected the ambient nervousness. They whispered among themselves, glancing at the customers as they did. Some of the customers tapped each other on the shoulder, glancing at the guards.
Morgan stopped when he came to an aisle where a young guard was flirting with a busty blond associate. He walked into the aisle and stared at the couple conspicuously.
�Hey man,� Adam rushed behind Morgan. �What are you doing?�
Morgan watched the blond associate point in their direction.
The guard turned. �You cats got a problem over there, or what?�
�No, sir,� Adam called back. �We were just looking around.� He pulled at Morgan�s shoulder.
Morgan reached into his open coat and drew the shiny pistol from his belt. He pointed it at the guard, aimed at the guard�s head. He fired. The gun launched from his hand and onto the floor. He scrambled after it. He picked it up and pointed it back at the guard. The guard was lying on the floor, gargling blood. Morgan had missed his head and struck his chest, the bullet punching straight through the Kevlar. The pretty associate screamed.
Morgan barely heard Adam�s voice, terrified behind him. �Morgan��
Morgan turned slowly, eyes to the ceiling, as gunfire started popping, lighting the store from corner to corner like a thunderstorm at night. The rusty shelves vibrated. Empty casings fell to the floor in a sound like wind chimes. People screamed words of independence and vengeance and panic. Morgan barely noticed he was facing his companions as he reveled in it. This must have been the first time Adam saw teeth in Morgan�s smile.
A voice echoed through static over the loudspeaker. �All associates�all guards�kill everyone who isn�t wearing blue! Repeat�kill everyone!�
A guard ran into their aisle. He pointed his rifle at Dennis�s back. Opened fire. Blood splashed through Dennis�s obtrusive belly.
�Dennis!� Adam caught him.
Morgan raised his gun and fired at the guard. The guard went down and so did Morgan�s gun once again. More guards were coming. Morgan drew his smaller gun. He didn�t even feel himself pull the trigger. The gun just fired, hit one in the neck almost right away. The other one took a few more shots, and probably wasn�t even dead when he hit the floor.
Morgan picked up the gun. He ran to the end of the aisle, a gap before another set of aisles began. His head swung rapidly left and right. To the left, a customer threw a can at two guards and was split in half by shotgun fire. Sparks flew from the shelf protecting Morgan.
Adam tackled him back into cover, landing on him. Morgan tried to push him off. A Molotov swung from another aisle across theirs, smashed against the top shelf directly over them. Adam covered Morgan again. Morgan hardly noticed the flames. He had to get back up. He had to get back out. He threw the bigger man off and ran back to the edge.
Adam grabbed his shoulder tight and shook it fiercely. �Morgan! Tell me what�s happening!�
�Shut up!� Morgan didn�t wipe the spit that flopped against his chin.
His shiny gun was holstered, his smaller, tamer one gripped tightly in both his hands. He peered around the shelf. The two guards with shotguns were firing down another aisle. He took one of them out and hid. He peered back out. The other had already fallen. A woman ran frantically past his aisle, disappeared into another. Morgan shot the guard who ran into view after her. The guard slid to the floor at Morgan�s feet, tried to crawl away. Morgan shot him in the head.
The sound and flashing lights of gunfire began to slow. Morgan feared what that might have meant. He left his barricade and Adam followed. His only chance of survival was to kill every blue-shirted man or woman he saw. He encountered one in an aisle filled with tupperware containers of all colors, a ten-yard smear of blood behind him. He grabbed a shelf with one arm, trying to get to his feet. He fell, bringing the shelf of containers with him. When he saw Morgan coming, he tried to fit his extra clip into his gun.
Morgan tore the clip out of the associate�s hand and kept running. It fit into the smaller of his own pistols. The shooting was minimal now but his head was spinning. He couldn�t draw enough air into his lungs and he couldn�t silence himself as his throat heaved for it. When he finally found his breath, there was silence. No gunfire. No shouting. Even Adam wasn�t making any noise.
Morgan looked around, standing in a clearing toward the back of the store near the furniture department. No survivor, associate or rebel, was in sight.
A voice sounded throughout the store once again. This one was different.
�Alright guys�the manager is dead. Check every aisle and make sure no associate ever fires a weapon at you again. To the first shot�if you�re still alive, thank you. If anyone sees one of our own injured, or in need of�� the message was cut off by gunfire, and a handful of armed customers rushed confidently passed Morgan toward the ASSOCIATES ONLY doors. There was a concentrated gun fight. It ended fast. Customers were still standing. Others were gathering in the electronics department, checking under the counter there. Some were climbing the shelves around the store and looking out.
Morgan turned and walked down the nearest aisle back toward the front of the store, vigilant of any hostile survivors. He heard two shots in different parts of the store before Adam begged once again to know what was going on.
�I�ll tell you when we�re out of here,� said Morgan. �Just stop talking for five God damn minutes.�
�Can you at least tell me if it�s over?� He was almost crying.
Morgan just walked faster. He kept his pistol drawn�maybe the baby would take that as an answer.
Another shot, followed by a cheer.
Morgan heard his name�a call from far behind. He stopped, looked behind him down the narrow aisle. Assistant Manager Rick was walking toward them, casually dressed. Morgan didn�t take a step to close the distance, just waited. When Rick arrived, he gripped Morgan�s hand with a big smile and thanked him for the victory.
�You set this up?� Adam said to the ranking associate.
�Yes,� said Morgan, smirking. �And now he�s gonna make it all pay off.�
Adam�s face was red. �You let those people die so you could take over a store?�
�You don�t understand,� said Rick. �Things are gonna change around here now. With me in charge, there will be more food on these shelves. No one will be mistreated, however misbehaved they get. Food will be cheaper��
Morgan let Rick go on as he receded back inside his head. Maybe this guy would do well by the people who rely on this place. Maybe he would not. Either way, things would surely be better. At least for a while. But what guarantees were there? Rick didn�t have to keep his promises if he didn�t want to. And why would he want to?
Morgan had a different idea.
Rick�s speech was cut short as the butt of Morgan�s pistol thrashed against his forehead. The bottom shelf rattled as the back of Rick�s head landed on it. Morgan didn�t kill him right away�he wanted to hear Adam lecture him.
�What are you doing!� Adam shouted.
Morgan pointed the gun at Rick�s face. �With this man gone, we won�t have to take any chances. The LIM will be run by us.�
�Wait, wait! Oh God,� Rick held his hands up as if that would protect him from a bullet. �Please. I understand what you�re doing, but please. You can�t do this without me. I want things to be better. If all the managers are dead, the state will replace us themselves and you�ll be right back to where you started. You don�t want to do this, p-please!�
�If the state tries to take the LIM again,� said Morgan, �we can shoot them too.�
�Morgan,� Adam grabbed Morgan�s arm. �Let�s go. We have enough food at home for a while. If he wants to run the LIM, let him. Don�t get any more involved in this. It�s not who you are.�
A sensation came over Morgan that began behind his eyes, disorienting him, and surged throughout his body. Every word in Adam�s lecture provoked an appetite more ravenous than he ever realized. He felt himself fall deeper into it. He wanted more. �Killing him can save a lot of lives in our land.�
�It won�t,� Rick was shivering. �I understand you. But without me, the state will replace everything. It will go back to the way it was.� He looked at Adam. �Tell him!�
Adam came closer, speaking low. �Even if he�s lying, you can�t just murder him and say it�s for the better. I know you�re angry, and I can help you if you just let me. But it�s not up to you to decide��
Morgan turned. He put the gun to Adam�s head and pulled the trigger. The clip flashed. The bang echoed. Blood splashed on a shelf. Adam�s eyes rolled back. He landed on the floor.
Morgan threw the pistol away as he turned back to Rick. He took the shiny one from his belt. Plenty of ammo left. Rick�s eyes bulged open, veins spread. Morgan suspected it was the loudest that man screamed in his life. He fired. Rick�s head exploded. This time the gun stayed in Morgan�s hand.
He left the aisle slowly, two bodies spilling blood behind him. He walked out into the checkout lane, where all the Rebels were assembled. They looked to him. Rick must have told them about the one who would begin the revolt, because when they saw the shiny gun in Morgan�s hand, they began to cheer. Morgan holstered it and raised his hands to calm them down.
�Up until today, our only hope for a life free of fear was a dissenting manager who wanted power. His rebellion succeeded, but he will not lead this store. No one from the cities will.�
The rebels looked at one another in a brief moment of confusion.
Morgan continued, �We are the keepers of these lands. Its crops are nurtured by the bodies we�ve taken years and endured countless unaided sicknesses to strengthen. Our factories prosper on the love we have for our families. As of these historic moments, we no longer slave for Manhattan. Now we can work, assured that our relentless labor won�t fade to the unending demands of a city we can never be a part of. Now, all of our production will be consumed by us. If Manhattan is lucky, we�ll have enough left for them. If we do��
The crowd cheered. Morgan raised his hands. �If we do, we will sell it to them and we will collect the profits.�
Morgan let the crowd cheer for a minute, then continued. �There are lots of guns in this store. Grab the baskets behind the courtesy counter, and take as many as you can. Then come back and get more. Distribute them among your families, your neighbors. I will send a letter to the skylord. I will tell him Long Island is no longer a servant to the state. If he resists, any dog he sends into our lands will meet the same bloody end as every scumbag employee in this building!�
The crowd roared. They raised their guns in the air. Morgan subdued his aggravation as some of them wasted rounds in the excitement.
�I have led you into rebellion. Now I will lead you through the remaking of our Island. We no longer answer to Manhattan. Manhattan answers to me.�
Some of the bigger men came and acted as Morgan�s bodyguards while the crowd mobbed him in reverence.
He looked around, smiling.
Like the poor rock climber whose mess lay in aisle six, Morgan had a feeling he wouldn�t be returning home for a long time.

ANGELA

She looked like a woman from a different time�long before the Seven Cities. She had straight, dark brown hair to her shoulders. Tanned skin, arms embroidered with tattoos. Thick green pants with many large pockets, and a small tank-top that covered little more than her sizable chest. As far as she knew, there was no one to watch her as she walked the desert road. But she still walked like a woman: her back straight, her eyes on the horizon.
Angela Mesa was born twenty-five years ago in Baltimore, the city of doctors and technology. Her father was the administrator of the Medical Establishment�Baltimore�s most powerful seat before skylord. Angela had hardly known him by the time they parted ways.
�He has responsibilities to his people,� her mother, another pioneer in medicine, would dryly tell her.
That was the problem with her parents, they were boring. A cynic would say that�s why she never went back. And the cynic would be right.
When Angela was ten, mom and dad put together a plan with the skylords of Western cities to establish hospitals there, managed by doctors trained in Baltimore. Angela went with her mother on a long drive across the country to oversee the operation. There was a special route they had to take. Angela didn�t understand why at the time.
They were in Nevada when their car was stopped by a group of men with guns. They smashed the windows, dragged her mother out of the car, swept the trunk of all their food and equipment, poked a hole in the gas tank and sped away with mom. Angela still remembered the smell as she sat alone in that car. Mom always came back when she left� eventually.
The sun was going down as she continued to wait for them to bring her back. The water left in her bottle was almost hot enough for tea. She opened the door, stepped out, stood on an empty road that went for miles into nothing. She pushed the door closed and started into the nothing.
Even now, Angela could feel everything she felt then, like she was walking side-by-side with her ten year-old self. She knew now how to handle herself on such roads as these, but back then she nearly died. She remembered the hunger and the thirst, the exhaustion. The sickness in her tiny stomach as she gradually realized she would never see mom again.
The desert mocked that little girl as the hottest day she�d ever known switched quickly to the coldest night. Weariness tugged harder at her mind, pulling it from her body. She walked like a zombie, zigzagging off the road and back on, tripping often, each time finding it harder to get back up. Something grabbed her, guided her. She obeyed. Her arm came over a man�s neck, and she was lifted, taken into a cool place. She passed out.
The men woke her as they carried her from the giant truck and into their home. They gave her cold water and boiled ham, then let her sleep. Angela had met the outcity mercenaries.
For ten years, she lived at a place called Battle Mountain. The mercs there taught her survival: how to take things apart and make them better, what you can and can�t eat in the wild, how to drive. And they taught her to fight: close-combat, small guns, big guns. Once they even let her fire a rocket-launcher at a tree.
Angela had a natural talent for medicine, and a natural urge to heal. She considered cooking a part of that talent. Maybe she couldn�t whip up a banquet for the skylords, but she could make almost anything edible. And the mercenaries appreciated it.
She fast became a part of them, and they a part of her.
The enemy of every mercenary was a tribal. It was the tribals who had refused to become a part of the cities. It was the tribals who took her mother. They assembled in great numbers in the West: The Mojave Desert, the Rocky Mountains, the Great Plains. They were not united as one, just as the mercs were not. But as the mercs were allied in one purpose, so were the tribes: to reign in the West and destroy civilization, the �Failed Man.� It was the purpose of the mercs to reign in the West and kill tribals�a purpose Angela much preferred.
When a child of the mercs came of age, they were taken on a raid. Being a girl made no difference; when Angela reached thirteen, it was time she made the acquaintance of battle. This particular tribe, toward which the vehicles of Battle Mountain rolled one humid evening, were located within five miles of where her mother was taken from her those three years earlier.
Angela was given a close but well-protected position to observe as the mercs raided the village. They captured the tribal elder, and brought him before her. She recognized her mother�s worn and blood-stained coat on his back. They gave her a revolver. She killed him, and the mercenaries proceeded to execute every tribal left in the camp. She returned to Battle Mountain satisfied. For a time.
It took only a few months after this event for Angela to realize her desire for the men who had taken her in, but some years passed before she began to act on it.
There were two types of mercenaries: the ones who were a part of a larger coalition, and the ones who lived independently on smaller outposts. Although the latter bore the nickname �rascals,� they all lived more or less in peace. Both the rascal mercs and outcity mercs realized that the only enemy they could afford were the tribes.
The rascals were the ones Angela was most interested in.
The outcity mercenaries had a network, cooperated with one another�or as much as different nations do�and recognized one another�s sovereignty. The rascal mercs were not a part of this network. They had no procedure, no tradition, and no respect for either. They did as they pleased. The only thing they had in common with the mercs was that they killed tribals.
She was twenty when she left Battle Mountain for the first time, and began to travel throughout the safer parts of the west. She never lost touch with them, and her bedroom remained undisturbed whenever she returned, rare though her returns had become. She spent a lot of her time from bed to bed with rascals who lived as they pleased, who answered to no one. Tough, muscular, enjoying life. They turned her on, and they enjoyed her company. One of her best nights was spent on a man with rigid abs who kept his pistol strapped to his naked thigh the entire time.
Never was she referred to as a bitch or a slut. No man ever groped her or even looked at her with rudeness as she walked among them on their bases. Even if she wasn�t a Battle Mountain-trained death machine, they respected her, especially the rascals. In the event that any such groping was done, it was by her. Sometimes she would stop a man to inspect him. Sometimes it made the meeker uncomfortable, but they always obeyed. When Angela took a man, she chose him, controlled him. She snickered as she looked back on the things she�d gotten the toughest of warriors to do.
Many mercenaries had begged her to stay with them, some on their knees, some in tears. Sometimes it was hard to say no. But she always did.
There was one glaring problem with Angela�s hobby: she didn�t have Hephaestus.
Abortions were never pleasant, nor was the emptiness she�d feel for days thereafter. She avoided the need for them when she could. But sometimes, after a good night with a good man, her breasts would stiffen, her appetite would change, nausea would dominate her mornings. It had gotten to the point where she could feel the change inside her almost right away. Sometimes, however careful she was, someone just wanted life that badly.
But she tried not to think about it like that.
Growing up with the mercs, coming into womanhood, learning who she was, she looked to the east every night, wondering why the urge to go back wasn�t stronger. But the reasons should have been obvious: the lands between the east and west were dangerous, some in ways the mercs didn�t even want to talk about. Her mother was dead and her father didn�t care. She loved the mercenaries. Still, she felt guilty that she didn�t want to go back.
Maybe somewhere in that little pile of circumstances, there was a valid reason to go home.
As far as her appetite for men was concerned, mercenaries were great partners. But even since her desires first surfaced, there was something inside her they couldn�t reach. She didn�t know what it was, and it angered her that the place she loved so much couldn�t satisfy it. It took more than a decade for the itch to grow so intense she knew she had to do something, even if she died finding out what she needed. She had to go back to Baltimore. It wasn�t Baltimore she was longing for, at least she didn�t think so, but it was where her search had to begin. Maybe she would end up back with the mercs. Maybe not. But she had to know where she belonged.
She left a note for the mercenaries at Battle Mountain. She didn�t tell the rascals. She didn�t want to go to every place she frequented, look into the eyes of every man she loved, just to listen to them beg harder than ever. She didn�t want to endure the temptation of bringing an escort. This she had to do on her own. Most of them would never know why she wouldn�t be returning for so long, if ever. That was something she did have to endure. So she said goodbye to them in her heart, a single tear, and started east. She had thought about asking some of her friends for a vehicle, but that didn�t seem right. Maybe she�d cross a trader�s route, hitch a ride. Or maybe she�d just walk.
Now, she was in� probably Wyoming, if she was reading the map right, far outside her normal radius of travel.
She kept to the map for the safer roads, avoiding the red markings, which meant tribal territory. And there were parts of the map that were torn out. She stayed far away from those. She was confident her pack full of supplies would last her long after she found a food and water source of her own. She survived hundreds of miles traveling the west throughout her life on conservation and knowledge. And that was the desert. She�d hit much more fertile land soon.
She�d have to avoid Colorado to be safe from the tribes, heading north through the Dakotas, avoid Minnesota, cut through Iowa, then cross through Illinois until she reached the farmlands of Chicago, where she would find food. The only trick to that was staying away from the city itself. That was one thing the mercenaries didn�t have to teach her.
Angela put her map away, clutched her backpack, and made sure her buck knife, her guns, and her ammunition were still strapped to her legs.
Suddenly, she didn�t feel like skipping over Colorado.

THE REBELS OF CHICAGO

Long ago, shortly after America was reborn, there was a great production�to connect all seven cities through a subway network. The cities in the West would connect to one another directly, as would the cities in the East. And all the cities would connect to Chicago at a grand and luxurious complex called the Unity Link. When the hands of the host had closed over Chicago, the production was delayed indefinitely. The Unity Link was still there, heavily under guard. The tunnels went for miles, letting out in small stations far away.
One man had made a promise to many that he would see that network completed.
Calum Sentry walked into his office to escape the noise and lights of the rally. In a warehouse already filled with crap, the dancing people, flashing lights and booming music was like squeezing the Chicago skyline into a closet. It was the sign of youth�the best sign a rebel could ask for. He should have been out there enjoying it with them. His office, up a rusty staircase in the back, was small and beaten-down, suiting for an aging warehouse manager. A splintered desk iced with inventory charters. A broken television across the room. Calum had put his foot through it some time ago.
�I can�t keep up with these young people, Evers,� he said to his aide, who manned the door.
�Try raising four boys,� the thirty-something year-old Evers replied.
Chicago�s government may have been absolute, but it was absolutely disorganized. And corrupt. The only real challenge in gathering a large group of people against the host was fear. But as people started to realize that suffering came with or without obedience, things changed. A new generation, who adored what little freedom they could scrounge from the gutter, was entering adulthood. The rebellion was growing larger.
It wasn�t just the young he attracted. There were many parents out there also, who put their children at risk every time they came to these rallies�a risk that he would never know.
It wasn�t enough.
His men counted five hundred at tonight�s rally and were expecting at the next one. But even if he had a thousand, what was there to do but let them run unarmed against Chicago�s army? Over the past few weeks, Calum was slowly beginning to realize that it was more than just people he needed.
What muffled sounds made their way from the party into his office went silent in his mind. A sharp pain struck his right ear. He didn�t wince or raise his hand to it. He had felt this many times before. All the horrible noises that damaged his hearing as a boy would return to him in the silence. Even when he needed an escape from people, just to clear his head, he could never be alone. There had to be at least one with him to keep the silence at bay. Even when he slept. Always at least one.
Calum sighed. There was sure to be a line outside his door in minutes. Some just wanted to thank him for his enlightenment, others wanted to suggest a plan. There were some who even wanted him to confer blessings. One allusion to the Lord in a short speech and he�s pope. Well, his holiness�s office was far from hidden.
He told his aide to keep the fans out for just a little while longer, until the rattling in his ears subsided. He fell into his chair, opened a drawer in his desk. A single object lay inside: a toy train, his late father�s first gift to him.
�Whenever you want to escape, you can get on your little train,� his father had told him. �And you can go wherever you want. Do you understand?�
Calum grabbed the toy and held it in his hand, thinking about his father.
�Do you understand?�
He put the train away and shut the drawer. He brushed his hand against his graying whiskers. �All right. Let�s begin.�
As the party carried on in the warehouse, Calum spent the night acknowledging gratitude, conferring blessings, offering advice on personal problems, hearing advice on battle plans (mostly trash, but he would never say so).
The party calmed in the early hours. There was a short break in visitors, but he knew they�d be back. The party people would leave, and the early birds would arrive. He took the opportunity for a cup of coffee. Maybe what he really needed was alcohol. But there were things he just couldn�t handle. He learned that lesson long ago. Coffee would be just fine. He offered a cup to his aide.
�A loud one, sir,� said Evers, taking the warm mug.
�The loudest yet,� Calum took a sip, walked to the window. The moon was beautiful.
Evers leaned out the door. �Ah, early bird on the way, sir.�
�Well, no need to shorten coffee break,� Calum set the mug on his desk and poured another for his guest and sat.
A man walked in, smiling. He shook Calum�s hand enthusiastically, thanked him for his efforts. Calum was usually good with faces, especially a smiling face. But he did not recognize this man. He was glad to see someone in Chicago who liked to smile. He bid the gentleman sit. �And who might you be, newcomer?�
The gentleman sat. �As you seem to notice, sir, I haven�t been here long. I�ve come to offer you a different kind of assistance than the others here. A kind you�d regret turning down.�
Calum slid the extra mug toward his guest, steam rising between them. It seemed this man hadn�t been chosen to join the rebels, but had chosen them on his own. �May I ask how you came to find yourself a part of our cause, friend?�
The gentleman brought the mug to his mouth and smiled. �You really don�t recognize me, do you, Mr. Sentry?� He sipped his coffee while Calum tried to place his face. �I wonder how the leader of the Chicago rebellion keeps up with his enemies without a working television?�
Calum tilted his head toward his aide, who was still standing by the door. �Mr. Evers keeps me informed through better sources than Chicago News Network.�
The gentleman set the coffee on the desk, and turned his face toward Evers. The aide took a good look at him, and froze. His mouth opened, eyes widened, coffee spilled.
�S-sir�� said Evers, ��That�s the underhost.�
�Please,� the gentleman turned back to Calum, crossed his legs. �Call me Grakus.�
Calum was terrified. But he tried to be as direct as he could. �If you want to help us� why don�t you just kill the host? I hear he trusts you.�
Grakus laughed. �How many people rule Chicago, Mr. Sentry?�
�It�s a dictatorship,� said Calum, hoping the underhost would get to the point fast. �There is one.�
�Wrong.� Grakus held up his fingers. �There are ten. Nine commanders. And me. The nine hold the power, I make the decisions. The only thing stopping them from killing me is the host. The only thing stopping them from killing the host is their competition with each other. The host coordinates it. He can take one commander�s territory and give it to another. And should one commander ever misbehave, there are eight others who would see it as an opportunity to destroy him and gain his property. So they strive to please the host because there is no other way to gain power. It�s been this way for many years. But if the host were to die suddenly, as you suggested, things would change. First, the commanders would kill every domestic leader in the city, starting with me. They would carve Chicago, seizing every resource they could find, secure their territory and we�re back where we began. Except now, there are nine hosts, street-to-street warfare whenever one gets angry at the other.� The underhost leaned across the desk. �Case in point: the potential dictators need to be wiped out in one stroke.�
Calum turned his eyes to his aide, told him to shut the door. He leaned in to meet Grakus, steam from the coffee moistening his whiskers. �How?�
�The competitiveness I mentioned,� said Grakus as he played with the steam from his mug. �An opportunity to crush a notorious rebellion like yours can drive the commanders against each other. I can set it up so they�ve weakened one another well by the time they reach your ranks.�
Calum took time to think, and Grakus let him. For a whole minute, Calum sat back, looking at his desk, looking at the drawer that held his train.
The underhost just stared, motionless.
Finally, Calum returned the gaze and said, �Weakened or not, we�ll still have to fight them eventually. Even if we did have the munitions, we don�t have nearly enough men.�
�I can supply you with both,� Grakus replied immediately. �More followers from the streets, and guns. Funny thing about being the underhost: I don�t control the military, but all of their stored hardware is run by the Munitions Administration. And guess who runs the administrations.�
�Still�� Calum shook his head, cupping his mug tight. �The entire Chicago army�?�
�Impossible, I know,� said Grakus. �I�ll still need a commander on my side. To clean things up. I�d have him step out of the competition while the others tear one another apart. I would use his army to bring the battle to a close as you pick the commanders off from a fortified position. The battle ends, you and I select a new host.�
�And who will that be?� Of course, Calum already knew the answer to that.
�Darn, now you figured out why I�m helping you,� Grakus snapped his fingers.
Grakus was obviously a typical politician. At least, typical in terms of the East and West. Not insane, but clearly selfish. Calum could live with that. There may well be problems between them when Chicago was overthrown. But by then, the Chicago military would have been weakened. Besides, what could go wrong accepting Grakus�s offer that couldn�t go wrong rejecting it? Nervous as he was, Calum didn�t find the decision difficult.
He stood. �Well, Mr. Grakus. It�s gonna take me some time to process this.�
�Take your time, sir.� Grakus rose and shook his hand. �Just remember how long we�ve all been waiting for this, and how much suffering is taking place with every moment we wait.�

ROUGE

The administrator of hospitals had the most pristine office in Chicago. Stark white carpet, cherry oak walls, Brazilian walnut desk with a surface so reflective that everything on it had a twin. A grandfather clock. A hutch with statuettes. Everything in the office was manufactured before the Founding, putting them on a market of higher demand than heroin.
Today, it was especially clean.
A framed painting of his own production, portraying the disciples eating Christ as he hung on the cross, had been taken down. It wasn�t classy. His jar of tongues, collected from the lovers of rivals for proud display on his shiny desk, now occupied a low drawer.
He had to make things proper because the underhost was proper�much more so than the last underhost. Even the man�s guards were as clean as surgeons, and they were classy enough to keep their guns concealed beneath their ironed wool suits. Very impressive.
Rouge had stood when the underhost entered, sat when the underhost sat: straight up, their hands at their sides.
The endurance of sanity held in this Grakus�s eyes, just as it held in Wilco�s eyes. But this man held an even greater endurance. His eyes were certain, accurate, content. Rouge began to wonder if the propriety was genuine. The suspicion was easy to miss, and surely everybody else had missed it. Still, the company was enjoyable.
The underhost began by informing Rouge that he was exploring the administrations to acquaint himself with his new responsibilities. He opined that healthcare was the most important one. He was very political, like Studebaker before him: a lucky man trying to stay alive.
�I understand drugs are often stolen from the city�s hospitals and clinics into a rather lucrative drug market,� he looked at Rouge almost accusingly. �It�s said that many inside the hospitals are assisting in this thievery, paid off by the drug lord, um� the Emperor of Needles, I think they call him?�
This matter had obviously been brought up many times with Rouge. By the host, his various underhosts, by the commanders. He gave Grakus the same auto-response he gave the rest. �I can�t directly oversee every item in our inventory. But the commanders can stop these items from fueling organized crime. The fact that they don�t is neither my responsibility nor my problem.�
Grakus smiled. �I�m told you actually sent an assassin after one of them. The commanders.�
�Allegedly,� Rouge corrected.
He remembered it well. At the time, the plan seemed perfect. The assassin was talented and experienced, but Wilco was a little better. He not only intercepted the assassin, but got him to reveal who had hired him, although the latter may have merely been an educated guess on Wilco�s part. The distraught commander appealed to Underhost Studebaker to have Rouge dismissed from his office. The host was so amused by the matter that he instead dismissed the case. Wilco was livid, and no doubt stricken with a paranoia that clung to him even still. Rouge considered it a victory.
Grakus took the conversation down a more personal path. He asked Rouge how he came into this field�if it had been his first choice. Rouge hesitated, said no. Grakus didn�t press. He asked Rouge what motivated him, what he ultimately wanted for himself.
�I doubt the underhost has the time to take a philosophical survey on all of his administrators, your lordship��
�Grakus, if you please.�
�Grakus,� Rouge looked deeper into the underhost. His smile faded to a frown, descended to a scowl. �Why are you here?� Everyone in Chicago, Teddles himself, was afraid of the look Rouge was giving Grakus just then.
Like the rest, Grakus was indeed frozen. He didn�t even twitch. Soon, he would glance at his bodyguards just to make sure they were still there. Then he�d check his watch, avoiding eye contact, emphasize how busy he was and wrap this meeting up.
Like clockwork, Grakus glanced at his guards.
And the guards started leaving.
But Grakus did not. He sat calmly, smiling at Rouge.
Rouge continued his deep stare, but it was like looking into a tunnel. Silent and deep, the tunnel just stared back. The last guard left and the door was shut. He noticed the ticking of the clock, which he had forgotten since the conversation began.
�You have an insight my inferiors tend to lack,� said the underhost.
�I�m impressed you�ve sensed it so quickly,� said Rouge.
When his mother died, she left young Rouge with what remained of his own life. They were shards. They were few. He gave them all to Chicago. In turn, Chicago completed him. He was an organ: neither the heart nor brain, but something the body couldn�t live without. And now some man, who knew as little about Chicago as Chicago knew about him, was underhost. And he was luring Rouge into a trap.
�I�m here because I want to make use of it,� said the underhost. �Such as the hosts and underhosts before have not.�
�Liar!� Rouge forgot his love for propriety. He sprung to his feet, knocked the golden desk lamp over. �Nobody sees anything here!�
Grakus received the words, ignoring the outburst. �But I am not from here.�
Rouge clenched his fist around a paperweight, so tightly that his arm trembled. �You don�t know a thing about who I am.� He didn�t try to hide his willingness to make the underhost stop smiling.
�I know that crazy people like to call you crazy,� said Grakus. �I think they needed to feel like their lives weren�t so bad. So they leaned on you.�
Rouge held on to the paperweight, but his arm stopped trembling.
Grakus continued, �All your life, you worked harder, climbed faster, than anybody around you could imagine. But every foot you rose, somebody was above to push you back down. Every piece of ground you sunk your fingers in to gain, someone was there to take that away and punish you for even trying. You could only go so far, Marcus. No one in the Seven Cities was ever asked to endure what you�ve endured. That is why the people leaned on you for comfort without even realizing it. Because you were the only man who could bear it.�
Rouge remembered his manners again. He pushed his tie straight, fixed his hair, put the lamp back in its place. Sat down. He avoided eye contact with Grakus.
All he ever wanted was for someone to believe in him, to look up to him, to depend on him. He had his brother. His brother was everything. His brother went away and he had nothing.
�And through everything, nobody could see what I see just by looking at you. You�re better than them, Marcus. You�re better than every single one of them. I came to your office because a rebellion is coming to Chicago, and I need someone who can take my place should anything happen to me. And should anything happen to the host, I need someone to take my place when I ascend to take his. After all this time, Chicago will finally realize how badly it needs you, Marcus. Will you help me?�
Rouge was losing his breath. His face reddened. His eyes were glassy, watering. He wiped them quickly. Damn. This wasn�t proper at all. He couldn�t control his breathing. He couldn�t speak. His anxiety grew. His lordship was waiting for an answer.
Could it have been true� Could it have possibly been true� that after everything he�d done, that being the man he was, Rouge had the right to be happy�?
He felt a hand on his shoulder. Grakus was kneeling beside him. �Mommy would want you to turn me down. The host would want you to bow your head and carry on with your duties. Chicago would have you forget you ever had the chance to discover all you have the power to become. I am not Chicago, nor am I interested in what Chicago wants. You aren�t either, although you�ve convinced yourself you are. Please, Marcus, take some time. Think about it. I�d like to talk with you again. When you�re ready, send for me, and I�ll be here. Take care, my friend.�
Grakus got up, pushed his chair back in, and left.
Rouge let his head fall, and began to cry.

WILCO

It was hardly a commander�s office. He mainly used it for storage. Paperwork and ammo boxes stacked high. Evening light shown through the blinds. A fan turned slowly above his head. Dinner for his men was on the kettle in a nearby building. The kettle was enormous and the smell carried far. Far enough to make the men of other divisions envious. He was hunched forward on the couch, his blue cap in his hands. It was the first time he ever sat there just to clear his head.
To lead a nation�s army was what he wanted since his life began. Now, he had that opportunity. And it was given to him by the man he tortured yesterday.
An hour ago, Wilco was in a parking garage inspecting his vehicles. He was the only commander who would stoop so low. He didn�t trust his men to do it. The only automotive knowledge anybody seemed to have in this city was how to make a bong out of a muffler.
He walked from one vehicle to the next, as he did every couple of months or so, spending ample time on each one. As he worked beneath the hood of his favorite Humvee, someone startled him. He bumped his head, looked up. Any one of his men would have radioed in if they saw someone walk into the base, especially if it was the underhost.
The underhost was smiling.
Wilco reached for his sidearm. It was gone.
The underhost raised a pistol: Wilco�s sidearm. �It�s an appropriate gun for a man like you. Doesn�t pack such a powerful round� but it�s accurate. You don�t need a powerful bullet to kill someone, just the knowing where to put it. You�ve got that, don�t you, commander?�
Wilco slammed the hood shut, grabbed a white rag. �Now I see why people say you can do anything,� He wiped his hands. The rag turned black. �Swiping a man�s gun while he�s changing his oil. Very impressive.�
�Actually, you were checking the pistons when I took your gun. You should change that engine soon, I hope you know.�
Wilco chucked the rag in a bucket. �How did you get in here?�
Most people did things to remind you they were human. They�d wipe their brow, scratch their head, clear their throat, wet their lips. The underhost did none of it. He stood still, the gun pointed haphazardly at Wilco. �I think you�d rather know what I want.�
�I already do,� Wilco took another rag out of a sack, started wiping the Humvee�s radiator. �You want me to look you in the eyes when you pop me off.�
Wilco heard the sharp echo of the underhost�s laugh before he heard the laugh itself. It seemed to bounce off of every car, every concrete wall and column, and came to Wilco�s ears from every angle in the darkness. When the underhost was done laughing, he asked, �Do you really think a man who can do anything would opt for vengeance on a man who�s done nothing all his life?�
Wilco kept wiping. �Charlie, right?�
�Charlie�s fine.�
Wilco put some extra effort into a particularly defiant smudge. �I�m the best commander in this city, Charlie. If you�ve got any sense of observation, you�ll learn that soon.�
Charlie smiled. �But I already have.�
Wilco stopped wiping. He dropped his cloth, rose to his feet, looked Charlie in the eyes. �What do you want?�
Charlie lowered the gun. �You are the best commander any host will see for generations. Yet this host never favored you in the ten years he�s had you, never cared for you, never even uttered your name in conversation. And aside from your talents, you�re one of the few men in this city who isn�t out of his mind. If the entire Chicago military followed you, Chicago could expand. Over the mercenaries. Over the tribes. Over the cities.�
Wilco fanned himself. �Please, before my heart melts� maybe you�ve got an eye for things. But so long as the other eight commanders are alive, I�ll settle for this destiny. It�s better than everybody else�s around here.�
�But the other commanders are going to die. In the rebellion.�
Talk of death didn�t sit right with Wilco when it didn�t come with an explanation. The underhost spoke of the future as though backed by some level of control no human being should have. Wilco set aside his superstitious worry. �You found the rebel leader, didn�t you?� His brows dropped pensively. �What did you promise them?�
�Guns,� said Charlie. �Um, let�s see, able-bodied men off the streets� Oh, and enough ammunition to level the city. Your eight colleagues will fight them while I persuade the host to have you and your men reinforce the tower. Both sides will hack away at each other. As the battle winds down, you clean up the mess. All of it. The rebels and the commanders. I�ll take care of the host, and the military will be yours.� He approached Wilco, offered him the gun. �Does this appeal to you?�
Wilco held out his hand. The gun landed in it. It was still loaded.
Wilco smiled, half malicious, half relieved. This madman had to die now before he took the whole city with him. The underhost had turned when Wilco pointed the gun at the back of his head.
�Oh, just one more thing before you make your decision,� Charlie turned back. He didn�t even glance at the gun that was scratching his nose. �Marcus Rouge takes over in the event of my death.�
Bewilderment hit Wilco first. Then fear. His lips parted, eyes relaxed. He lowered the gun, and Charlie walked away.
It was only when he realized he had no choice that Wilco considered the proposal. Charlie would betray him, or Charlie would keep his promise. Wilco would die, or Wilco would rise.
Situations involving the possibility of death were commonplace for a seasoned commander. Wilco stayed alive by avoiding these as best he could, but that also meant never rising to the top, never gaining respect or power as the other commanders had. It kept him awake through many nights, wanting to take these risks, but wanting to live. But now, this Grakus had left him with no choice. And in a strange way, Wilco felt good about it, sure as he was that it wasn�t going to end well.
Then again, it takes a brilliant man to do what Grakus had done so far. Maybe he really did see Wilco for everything nobody else ever had. Or maybe he was only convincing himself that his place in Grakus�s game was anything more than just that.
A knock at the door startled him from his memories. One of his lieutenants. �I�ve been looking all over for you, sir. Dinner�s ready.�
Wilco got up from the sofa, put his cap back on. �Thanks.� He followed the lieutenant out the door, the underhost still clinging to his thoughts. Wilco still didn�t like him, savvy as he was. But maybe, in time, if Charlie didn�t betray him, he would. Who knows?

HAROLD

He was not a sentimental man.
He had a goal in life. Desperate as he reached for it, he didn�t even know what it was. But he knew that knowledge was the way to achieve it. And knowledge was achieved by anything from scraps of paper to human life. It was all a means to an end.
Many would find it hard to imagine that such a man would have a personal secret. Certainly, there were things he just never bothered to tell anyone, and situations where falsifying information gave him an edge. But no student nor doctor at Rush University would have guessed that there was something this man just didn�t want people to know, that there was something he was ashamed of.
Harold was a sociopath.
He was diagnosed at seven years old. He had the capacity to love whom he chose�that was what the nice doctor told him, for whatever it was supposed to really mean. Seven years old; that�s when they told him that natural love was something he would never understand.
Why was this on Harold�s mind now? Because everyone in Chicago bore the scars of a troubled past. And Harold needed to blend in. Because today he was walking among them.
He had left the university an hour ago in dark clothes, stacks of cash and little bags of drugs stuffed in every pocket of his jacket. He paid a visit to the Kid�s Table, but Teddles wouldn�t tell him anything about a rebellion, saying that the underhost would be displeased.
It sounded like Mr. Grakus was clamping down. Hopefully the commanders were as well. At any rate, Teddles was not an option. But that was what the cash and the drugs were for.
Even with these petty resources, Harold had to figure out on his own who, of the city�s million, would speak openly about rebellion in an absolute dictatorship. It was like any other problem. Sort the data� find the first step�
He needed someone. Someone without children to fear for. Someone the government wouldn�t care to monitor or threaten. Someone nobody would expect to be involved in a rebellion. Someone Harold could have speedy access to.
He needed a prostitute.
He clutched his jacket closed and walked down a busy street of dark, expressionless pedestrians.
Chicago wasn�t shy about its brothels. They made excellent business, being in a city where the one thing everybody wanted to do was forget. Their lights flared with a powerful array of color, usually igniting the entire block. And the ladies were cheap. At least, the uglier ones were, but a fantasy of any world was prettier than the world in which they lived.
Harold kept his eyes in front of him as he searched, though at times he couldn�t help but glance left or right at his �fellow man.� Blank faces, mechanical behavior. Helpless lab rats, according to his elders. But Harold didn�t see the helplessness of lab rats. At least lab rats tried. In the streets of Chicago, he saw the helplessness of corpses. Never to fight back, never to think on their own or question their environment. Never to feel what life is. Corpses.
He passed a large mirror along an office building. Chicago put them in places where Willis Tower was obscured. They ensured that the tower could be seen from anywhere in the city. Sometimes, especially at night, it was hard to tell whether you were looking at the real one or a reflection.
Old music echoed in the canyon of skyscrapers.
Harold was a born problem solver; he never felt guilty losing sleep or missing a conference over an unexpected challenge. But some problems were unsolvable, and he never felt guilty moving on from such problems: like Teddles, or people in general. He often puzzled trying to understand human behavior. But if he puzzled for too long, or became frustrated, he�d conclude that man is simply irrational by nature, an unsolvable problem. Man is a child with no sense of who he is and no interest in finding out, constructing a society around subservience to basic functions and instant gratification. The apocalypse destroyed that society, and man strove fruitlessly to build it back up exactly as it was, never vying for an alternative.
A strip of light from around a corner caught his glance, a concentration of corpses shuffling slowly into and away from it. He shoved his way through and made it to the street that was alive with prostitution advertisement. One building, covered in multicolored lights, blasted the sound of a woman in climax through a giant stereo. The street was filled with naked whores dancing to the music. The front doors of the main building were big. A moderate crowd was walking in. No one seemed to be walking out.
He followed the conveyer belt of horny corpses through the entrance and into an enormous room. A giant, golden staircase. Blood-red carpeting. Black curtains. More women dancing, these ones beautiful.
There were many circular desks in this room, small groups of women standing in the center of them, corpses walking up to them. In the center of the room was a much larger desk with one woman standing at it. Large, older, short hair, cheeks of a pit bull, a lollipop in her mouth. No one seemed to be approaching that one. So Harold did. A small sign on the desk read �MADAM.�
�What d�ya need?� Madam wasn�t in the mood for customer service.
Harold immediately showed her his badge. If this woman knew anything about the city (she was a madam, after all), she should know what it meant.
�Oh,� she set her thick elbows on the desk. �We don�t usually get your cocks here.�
�I need a woman,� Harold put the card away.
�Preferences?�
Harold thought. He tried to think like a rebel. If they were using prostitutes to recruit, what kind of woman would they hire to appeal to young men? She would have to be the best� of the cheapest. He asked the madam for just that.
�Oh, of course! The economy exclusive!� The madam reached under the desk for a book and set it open on the surface. �Name.�
�Odd,� Harold thought out loud. �I wouldn�t think the city would keep such careful track of these things.�
�The city�s not,� the Madam moved the lollipop from one side of her mouth to the other. �We are. It helps us answer their stupid questions.�
�Of course,� Harold smiled. �How about instead of my name, just put down �Rush.� The city won�t question that.�
�Yeah,� said the Madam. She handed him a key. �Fourth floor. Room 404.�
He thanked her, and took the grand staircase to the second, then third floor, took an elevator to the fourth. The place was much quieter than he would have imagined a brothel to be, especially after his first impression. The halls were long, with smells he would never have expected outside a lab.
A girl of twelve or so stepped out of a room. Her clothes were torn.
�Child,� he stopped her. �Room 404?�
The girl pointed silently to the end of the hall, then made an around-the-corner motion with her hand.
Harold looked to where she was pointing, started walking.
He imagined what the woman in 404 might look like. For some reason, he felt he had stumbled on exactly the woman who would tell him what he needed to know. She was probably pretty. Not radiant, but pretty, and even though she was a prostitute, independent. Strong. Determined to become something more than what she was.
He found the room and unlocked the door, opened it, and realized that even geniuses can be wrong.
Her face had begun to wrinkle, though she probably wasn�t much older than thirty. Her lipstick was thick and, like her chipping blanket of makeup, unevenly applied. Her red hair was tangled. Overall, she was probably trying to blend in with her apartment. The worst thing about it was the stains. Harold tried not to touch anything.
�It looks like my lucky night.� The woman had a raspy voice. She shoved her cigarette into her dusty pillow. She opened her legs, and Harold recoiled from the sight of her loose thong. �Come show me what a man you are.�
�Thank you,� said Harold. �I�m actually here for information.�
�You want to know what it tastes like, don�t you?�
�I�m sure it tastes fantastic. So listen, I�m not like your other customers. I�m actually from Rush.�
�Oh!� said the woman. �You want to rush it in, don�t you� wanna rush it in all night!�
Harold sighed. �Darling,� he took out a cloth, used it to grab a stool that was lying on its side near a broken mirror. He brought it by her bed and sat. �I am from Rush University. If I wanted to have sexual relations with you, I would have waited till your shift ended, sent my lab assistants to drag you into a truck and ship you to the school, where within I would have acted upon my innumerable fantasies about your� womanhood� and have you back on the street. The reason I�m offering you money is because I don�t have the time to wait until your shift ends.�
The woman started rolling over on her bed. �Oh, you�re so aggressive! Take me now!�
Harold shook his head. This was actually embarrassing.
The woman rolled away once more and back toward him. He noticed something. Even underneath the makeup, he could see that her face was flushed. And there were scratch marks on it in all directions. Collapsed jaw. Blood-shot eyes.
Harold stood, reached into his jacket, pushed some things around, and pulled out something the woman recognized immediately: a little bag of meth.
�Ah,� said Harold. �Suddenly we�re not so horny, are we?�
The woman got up, her eyes longing and focused, her mouth hanging open. �Give it to me.�
�You earn money by fucking, you�ll earn this by talking.�
She tried to reach for it, fell to the floor. �I�ll tell you anything you want.�
�I want information on the rebels. Anything you may have heard or noticed. Not that I expect a junkie whore to know enough to earn my little sack.�
Rising to her feet, the woman followed him, tripped over the stool, got back up and clawed for the bag like a drunken cat. �A man came to see me. He was asking stupid questions just like you! Maybe he knows something.�
�What did he ask about?�
The woman started panting. �I don�t remember� experiments� science. I don�t know��
�Did he give a name? When did he see you?�
�No name. Last night. My last man.�
Harold dropped the bag on her and left the room. He returned to the giant lobby, to the big desk in the center.
�Change your mind, Rush, or are you just that fast?� said the Madam. She seemed amused.
�I need to look at your book please.�
The madam grunted. She took out the ledger, set it down before him.
Harold started where he was, where the madam had put him down as �Rush.� He went back to the day before, noting the time. He was going to take a bracket of names and meticulously ask the madam about each one, but he didn�t have to.
Less than twenty-four hours before Harold signed in using the name �Rush�, someone else had done the exact same thing.
Harold was rarely confused. And when he was, he rarely showed it. Just then, he couldn�t help it; it rose to his face as to any of these helpless corpses that swarmed the brothel. He paused with that stupid, dumbfounded expression. He thought quickly. He pointed to the word and asked the madam, �Do you remember what this man looked like?�
�I wasn�t keeping the books last night�� The madam crunched her lollipop, chewed on the stick. �Oh! That�s right, the bartender! Yeah, he�s hard to miss. He comes in every so often. Girls say he asks them weird questions, like have they ever been drugged and experimented on. His name�s Marshal.�
Harold�s eyes widened. �Marshal Grim?�
�Shit if I know.�
Harold forced a smile. �Thank you.� He backed away from the desk, turned to leave. He was redirected out one of several back entrances where others walked into an alley, then back onto the street.
His mind was racing as he made his way home. He tried to keep his face concealed.
Marshal Grim was still alive. And he was somewhere in the city.
Harold was glad he had something to work with, but he could not continue this investigation on his own. If Grim were part of the rebellion, and spotted Harold walking around, asking interesting questions, he could alert his friends. Harold would have to find someone� someone with wit, who could think on their own. Someone young and athletic� the kind the rebellion would love to recruit.
Harold sighed. In Chicago, that was another one of those problems that may well have been unsolvable.

EVALYNN

September 14, 2113
I�m going to try and make this look as little like a suicide note as I can.
This is a report�a final overview of an experiment that began many years ago. I�m writing it with the hope of bringing the world to some understanding of what happened to me. In doing so, maybe help to stop it.
But in the spirit of full disclosure, I have to add� I can�t take it anymore.
I would like to think I�m still human. It�s a difficult thing to make myself believe. I like to think I�m still a woman. That�s even harder, and in a strange way, the more difficult of the two to let go.
My name is Evalynn. The rest I can�t remember. I was traveling on medical business. Something went wrong. People took me. Hurt me. Abandoned me. I found myself wandering an empty town, searching for water. I was attacked by people who were infected with a virus. But as I studied this event in the decade-and-a-half that followed, the individuals involved, and the virus they carried, I came to learn that what attacked me was the virus itself.
Before the Seven Cities, when the Hephaestus virus was destroying society, there was another virus which some doctors�I am one of them�believe have a similar origin.
I found a small hospital in the empty town. I began to write down everything I knew about a virus called Hephaestus II. As my memories began to fade, it became very important that I did this.
Understanding this particular virus begins on the basic principle of what a virus is. It is not life, but it feeds on life in order to function. A virus is, to use a less-than-professional expression, undead, infecting and consuming single cells like zombies.
This virus is on a much larger scale. It mutated in only a few generations and somehow began to form tissue. But it couldn�t sustain itself�it needed organic tissue as a single virus needs organic cells. It began to form on people in dark moss-like patches on the mid section.
It mutated further.
Reports began in Kansas City. Criminal reports at first�one of them stated that it were as though the town were being stalked by �a thousand serial killers.� But the reports were brief. The world lost touch with Kansas City in 2066, its cries for help lost in the chaos of the Founding.
In the cities, there aren�t many who know about this. I suspect the tribes and mercenaries do.
Today, the virus still functions as life. But it isn�t. The few scientists who studied it called it Hephaestus II because of its rumored link to the more famous virus. In Baltimore, we called it Antilife. That was what attacked me.
I think it evolved from a plant. It uses photosynthesis to sustain itself and provide nutrients to the host� so it is almost like the virus has become the body, performing all of the main functions, and the host has become the dependent. It procreates like a plant does too. Except it doesn�t plant its seed in soil.
The infected rape their victims. For a while, we didn�t understand why. The infected would seek its victims without discrimination. Completely without discrimination.
When the creature performs intercourse on a human, its� organ� releases a worm. It feels like a tongue. It either acts as a tapeworm in the intestine, or feeds on a woman�s eggs� should the woman have eggs. Otherwise, a worm inserted vaginally would die.
One of the creatures that attacked me put a worm inside me. I could feel it writhing in my hips for days. Feeding. If I could go back, I would have taken a hot knife and cut the thing from my body. At the time, I couldn�t. I was too afraid and too determined to defeat it.
When I had studied the virus with my team back in Baltimore, we were working on a cure for Hephaestus. One of our latest formulas was still in development. I had a sample on me through my abduction and abandonment in this desert. I had planned on working on it in a new place with new people. When I realized, after I had been raped, that I was showing signs of Hephaestus II, I immediately injected myself with the treatment for Hephaestus I. I didn�t know what else to do. I thought it worked. The worm stopped writhing after a week. But my formula had only slowed it down.
The worm was an egg, and it had stopped writhing because it had hatched. I felt like I was fighting more than just a virus. I felt like I was fighting evil itself. My womb swelled as though I were pregnant, and I feared what was going to happen to me. But I kept documenting.
Over the years that followed, my body began to change in more permanent ways. My skin darkened, formed a moss in many areas. There were times I tried to peel the moss off. But underneath was more moss. Down to the bone. And when the skin around it was exposed to the air, it was excruciating. Over time, the moss hardened, and became like a leather shell.
Due to the formula, the virus acted much more slowly on me�I should have become like the others in less than a month.
After fifteen years of infection, I am no longer a woman. Instead of what I had, a large protrusion erects from my waist�like a stiff tongue. It constantly secretes a slimy liquid from glands all over it, presumably a lubricant. And I know there are worms behind it, and they want to come out. They make me hunger�a weaker hunger than the creatures around me, I�m sure. Only a human will satisfy. I�ve tried so many alternatives. Soon I�ll lose the will for trying.
I hear them, my brethren, screaming as they wander this empty lab. This empty town. The desert that surrounds it. Ruined minds damned to suffer in a body they can no longer control.
All infected across the years, unless put down, I believe are still alive, wandering. And waiting.
And now I think I�ve done everything I can. My research is organized if ever found, my heart is ready.
The virus has already begun to plant itself inside my brain. It�s taken most of my memories away. There was so much I had meant to write. But I had to do my research. I kept telling myself I�d write about my life before my memories were gone. One day, I became curious about who I was, and realized that I had no answer. I screamed. I begged forgiveness from those I had forgotten.
But I know I had a daughter. I don�t remember what she was like, but I do my best to imagine, and imagine what she�s like now. I believe she is very beautiful. And smart. And special. And I know that I love her.
My child� I know I�ll never see you again. I know I�ll never teach you another lesson, or give you anymore advice� about being a girl, being a woman, about men and marriage. I know I�ll never have the chance to make myself someone you can look up to. I know they didn�t give us a chance to say goodbye. And I�m sure in your heart I�m already gone. But if there is any way you can feel me now, I want you to know that I may not remember your name, but you will always be mommy�s angel. I love you so much.
Goodbye, sweetheart.


ANGELA

Most of the people who refused to join the Seven Cities did so out of hatred for government, hatred for order, hatred for humanity. That�s was why they killed her mother.
Angela entered their territory thinking she had a chance at making life easier for a lost trader, or a wandering family looking for a home� or a ten-year-old girl who lost her mother. Best of all, maybe she�d have the chance to make someone�s life difficult.
She hadn�t checked her map in over a hundred miles�just before she passed the �Welcome to Colorado� sign. She was more worried about killing tribals and getting to Baltimore as fast as she could. She felt herself thinking more and more about that city with every step east. As her anticipation grew, so did her apprehension. This desire she had inside her was so unfamiliar, she couldn�t imagine what would satisfy it. Maybe there was nothing, Maybe this desire was just a trick of her restless mind.
More than her very survival, she hoped that this was not the case.
The sun was low; dark red clouds sprawled over the desert. Small drops came down sparsely and turned to steam when they tapped against the road. Aside from that, the thumping of her boots and the soft thunder far behind was the only sound she could hear. The rough horizon she was headed into had already been taken by the darkness of night.
For the first time in Colorado, she felt relaxed.
In a moment, she lunged behind a rock, her heart racing. She peered out from behind the rock. There was an encampment where the rocky hills along the side of the road cleared in a small alcove. There was a single building there as well, looked like an Old Western post office or something. She didn�t detect any movement. No smoke, no smell of food, no sound. Just the soft pattering of tiny raindrops. And the thunder.
There was a man lying on the ground in a patch of dirt tinted with dry blood. He was alive. His mouth was open and his tongue was out, catching the rain. Angela drew her pistol and crept slowly around the rock, toward the camp. The smell of death hit her. A rare smell�vultures were quick on most anything that dies out here, the ever-moving sands covering the dried-out leftovers. But there were no vultures here.
Angela stood over the thirsty man, who was mortally wounded in the stomach. He immediately started speaking when he noticed her. �Run� Kill me. Run.�
�What happened here?� said Angela.
�We were strong�� said the man. �We thought� we didn�t have to worry� But the nightmares were true� They know you�re here��
Angela put her gun away and slid her buck knife from a sheath. She knelt. He nodded. She scratched at a dark patch of� stuff stuck to his skin. It flaked like moss. It seemed attached to him. Weird. She put the knife away and stood, took her pistol back out and walked to the building.
Tribals always held more in a camp than they could carry if they decided to leave. She took a moment to decide whether she should burden herself with supplies, or wait until she got to Chicago. Given the state of things in Middle America, she found no reason to rely on the chance that there still was a Chicago. That�s how you know an apocalypse has taken place: when you can�t depend on an entire state because it may have spontaneously combusted while you weren�t looking. If you have any scrap of faith left when that day comes, you�ll need to be wise in where you invest it. That�s why Angela embarked on this quest for Baltimore to begin with.
The man on the ground moaned behind her as she stepped onto the porch of the wooden building, walked through the door.
The lights were off, but the red sky was luminous enough for now. There was a bar and some tables, a ceiling fan, a pool table, a jukebox, cupboards, and more supplies than she could carry. There were jugs of water sitting in the corner. She disinfected one of them with iodine and drank what she could. She found a near-empty one-liter soda bottle, emptied it, disinfected it, and filled it with the clean water.
There were cans around, but those were usually a last resort for her. They took up space. There were three big slabs of untouched salami in a cupboard. She snatched them right away, packed them in a sleeve next to her spoon and fork.
Mercs would sometimes laugh at her for carrying silverware. She�d laugh right back. She�d starve to death before she sold her civility to survival.
There was a bulky box of dried fruit on a desk. She looked around, found a large zip-lock bag filled with marijuana, dumped it, rinsed it, stuffed the dried fruit inside. When there was as much lying around as there was in this building, it was often tough to have to leave them. But in the desert, temptation was deadly. Men have been killed burdening themselves with enough supplies to last a thousand miles when they only needed enough for ten. The mercenaries at battle mountain taught her to avoid this compulsion, chanting, �Exo 16:4� whenever the topic came up.
She was loading her customized supplies into her backpack when something big crashed down in a room above her head. She drew her pistol once again, looked to the stairs. They went up four steps, then went right. She ascended them to the corner, peered around. It was brighter upstairs. She climbed slowly, certain that whoever was up here knew an intruder was inside, and had made that noise to either scare her off or lure her in.
The narrow hall upstairs was flooded with the red sunset. It grew darker every minute Angela waited for the next move. The hall was clear. There were a handful of doors. The one on the far end was boarded up. Another door on that end was wide open.
Angela didn�t fall for it�she kicked open every door on her way down the hall. Each room was empty. The smell was growing stronger. She came to the open door, held her breath, swung her gun inside. The room was empty. She turned, and realized she had made a careless mistake. She assumed that whoever was waiting for her would be standing by a door for her to pass. But they could have been hiding under a bed or in a closet in any of those rooms. She had left all of the doors open, and they could walk out through any one of them without making a sound.
She leaned against the door that was boarded shut. She waited, tried to think about what she would do, a keen eye for the slightest movement between her and the stairs.
�Hello?�
She jolted back. The voice had come from the boarded door. ��Who are you?�
�Oh, thank God,� said the man. �I�ve been locked in here since yesterday. These people snatched me off the road� they locked me here and just left. I don�t know what they barred that door with, but do you think you can get me out of here?�
�Alright, hold on,� said Angela. Who knows. Maybe he was hot. There were five boards on the door, each one nailed a hundred times. Angela was strong for a woman, even for most men, but she couldn�t take them off by hand. The hammer used to nail the boards was still on the floor. She picked it up and started hacking.
�Where are you from?� she asked as she took the first board away.
�I travel a lot,� he said.
�With people?� The second board came off easily�it had been nailed mostly into sheet rock.
�Yeah.�
She had an especially tough time with the third board. Why did they do it this way? So many nails�
Then she started thinking.
Tribals took prisoners all the time, but if they wanted this one so badly, why did they leave him here? She asked him this as the third board became loosened.
�Honey, I really don�t know,� he sounded like he was running out of breath. �I just really, really want to get out of here.�
�Where will you go when you get out?�
�Uh, I don�t know. Do you have a map? Look, just get me out first.�
Angela set the hammer down and pulled out her map, looked to the western third of Colorado. She couldn�t find her place. There was no feature she could find on the map that matched her location. She went to where Interstate 70 began in Colorado, followed it east. Her finger passed the Redlands. She remembered them on the road; Grand Junction, she remembered that too; Battlement Mesa, yeah, Glenwood Springs, and then�
She took her finger away.
She couldn�t find her place on the map because it wasn�t on the map. It had been torn out.
�I don�t hear any hacking, sweetie, you still out there?�
Angela was silent.
�Come on, baby, answer me.�
Angela folded the map slowly and slid it back in her pocket. She backed slowly away from the scarcely-boarded door.
Then another crash. The entire wall the door was attached to seemed to expand toward her. The third board flung off and landed on the floor. The man behind it screamed. �OPEN THIS DOOR YOU BITCH I�LL EAT YOUR FUCKING CUNT!�
Angela ran for the stairs as a second crash pushed the wall outward again. She almost fell down the stairs. She threw everything she had prepared into her backpack, the panic grinding in her abdomen. She swung the backpack over her shoulder, slammed the front door open, fled across the porch and kept running.
When the camp was out of sight, she dropped to the road, gasping for breath. Bits of gravel pressed through her top and into her skin. When she found the energy, she pointed her gun behind her. There was nothing. She lay there for a time, her eyes all around her. She felt as she did when she walked the desert on the day she lost her mother.
It was dark now, the last traces of day in subtle streams across the clouds behind her. And it was getting cold. She was used to the desert nights, but tonight she quivered. She could hear her mother�s voice, singing to her in the dark. Angela rose to her knees and cried.

ADRIAN

When he woke up, he was lucid, but he had no idea where he was�
White ceiling. Bright light. It looked something like that old hospital near where he grew up. But that place hadn�t been powered since before he was born, so where could he have been? At the moment, the only fact that came to him was that his name was Adam Velys. And he was alive. And he couldn�t feel his body.
He turned his head around slowly. Scorching pain everywhere he still had feeling. There was an open toolbox next to his head. A gloved hand reached into it. Pulled something out. He looked down.
The flesh of his torso was spread open like the toolbox. He could see everything. He could count his ribs and follow his intestines. His lungs were convulsing and his heart was thumping wildly between them.
And there was a doctor on either side of him. Guys his age, maybe younger. They were pulling things out and putting things in. One of the doctors, noticing Adam was awake, dangled a jiggly bit of matter, soaked in blood and dripping, in front of Adam�s eyes.
�You�re not using this, are you?� said the doctor to his right. �No!� He tossed the object onto a steel tray which was already dripping with his blood.
Adam tried to scream, but all that came out was air. He could hardly move his head. The fastest he could go was a slight jerk. It was really more like a twitch. And when his head fell to the side, it was hard to get it back up. His brain was gonna explode, he was sure of it. He wished it would.
He heard a sharp voice out of sight.
�You idiots! I said I want this one alive.�
The two doctors stopped what they were doing and left the room. A third doctor came into sight. Dark hair, glasses, a much more serious and intellectual expression than the other two. He looked at Adam. �Don�t worry about them. They don�t know what they�re doing.�
Adam tried to speak. �Is this where� you tell me� you�re the good guy?�
The doctor stretched a pair of latex gloves over his hands. �Would you believe I have no idea what I am?� He looked over Adam�s open body and seemed to become uneasy. He picked up another soft, bloody object off the leaking steel tray. �Don�t panic, by the way� This will all be put back together in, um� due time.� He put the organ down and looked closely into Adam�s opening, becoming more uneasy. �And� a few things taken out� yeah, that definitely doesn�t belong in there.� He backed away. �I�ll make sure the scar tissue is� minimum. Yeah. That�s good right? You wouldn�t even know it happened.�
�Where am I?�
The doctor wiped his bloody hand with a cloth. �Chicago. Now, that might not sound so assuring, but uh� we�re in a safe place. You, uh, you and I are� we�re okay. For the time being. You�ve been out a little over two weeks, but we�ve kept you in good shape� Except for this little incursion, obviously. Students here are very eager. I�m not so fond of blood myself, so you can only imagine how I must feel about�� The doctor spun his hands over Adam�s opening.
�A doctor who doesn�t like blood�� said Adam. �Who are you?�
�My name�s Harold,� the doctor extended his hand and shook Adam�s paralyzed arm. �I�m not really a doctor, but� well, I know a heaping mound more about medicine than any doctor you�ve met, I�m sure. Your name?�
�Adam.�
�Good. Now listen, Adrian��
�Adam.�
�Um� no,� Harold shook his head. �Adrian suits you better. Best not to use your real name in this city anyway. Just in case.�
Adam looked at him, confused.
�So tell me, Adrian,� Harold took the stool by Adam�s side. �What do you remember about your life�from childhood, to� getting shot?�
Adam�s eyes moved around. It didn�t hit him like a brick as memories sometimes do. He searched for it and it was just there. His brows dropped. He looked up at Harold. �Everything.�
�Very good!� said Harold. �So I don�t have to teach you how to piss. Now listen carefully. As I�ve said, you�re in Chicago. All the terrible things you�ve heard about it are all true. But they can�t hurt you in this place. But I�m sure you still want to go home. I can get you out of the city. First I need your help. You�ve survived one shot to the head, maybe you can survive a few more� I need you to help me end a rebellion.�
Adam looked at his paralyzed body, the guts hanging out of him.
�Well, not right this minute,� Harold got up. �Um, alright I�ll have you fixed�err�put back together. So just relax here� not that you have a choice, right? And I�ll be back in� you know what, let me just knock you out now.� He took out a syringe and injected him. Stared for a moment. Nothing. Harold looked puzzled. He checked the syringe. �Oh!� He put the syringe away and took out another. �Sorry, I�m not usually so absent-minded, but with your guts hanging out and everything� boy, talk about exposing yourself, right?�
Harold injected Adam with the second needle, and Adam blacked out.

MORGAN

He was sitting in an office across from the Manhattan skylord. Parts of him were satisfied. Parts of him were not.
The prospect of killing Adam was far more appetizing than having done it. But the thought of having done it slowed his anger, and left him regret. So he put the thought aside. He knew he would have to do it again. And he had to be angry to do it right. He may have to do it right here in this office.
Many brutal uprisings had occurred across Long Island since the one at the LIM, all in the name of the liberator�Morgan Veil. Every soldier and vehicle Manhattan sent to retake its food source was swallowed in the fury of the rebels. Every shadowpastor killed�not all of them rebels�drove more Long Islanders to declare their own personal war against Manhattan. Finally, Manhattan soldiers stopped showing up. The rebels advanced, formed a wall at the Brooklyn Bridge. When Manhattan snipers tried to take them out, the rebels hid, and responded with a car bomb disguised as food shipment. Thirty civilians were killed and the city�s water treatment plant was destroyed. So while fresh, clean water continued to flow across the farms of Long Island, the people of Manhattan were forced to drink from the East River. The sicknesses that followed served as an effective ally to the starvation.
Morgan instructed the rebels to destroy anything that came out of that city. The rebels did as they were told. Even when Manhattan sent negotiators. The last one they sent had a large flag waving above it. It was the American flag.
�I think they want to speak to us,� a rebel had advised Morgan.
The vehicle never made it across the bridge.
The flag was brought before Morgan. Red. White. Blue. Thirteen stripes. Seven stars. So proud. So resilient. Morgan spat on it, stomped on it, shot it. Burned it.
The rebellion had succeeded. Long Island was fortified with strong, vengeful men and women. And Manhattan was falling apart. The skytakers demanded their lord give in to the conditions of Long Island. After all negotiations failed, the skylord agreed to meet the rebel leader.
Heavy vehicles�most of which had been captured from the city�rolled across the Brooklyn Bridge. Each vehicle was filled with rebels. They occupied the bridge, setting up a road block with snipers on the supports. Then the motorcade crossed, and Morgan looked on from his car at the desperation.
The streets were empty save for clumps of people gathered around trash cans. Trash was everywhere. People were sprawled on the sidewalks. He couldn�t tell if they were sleeping or dead.
The motorcade arrived at One World Trade Center, where the skylord was waiting. Morgan had instructed him to relieve his guards for the day. The skylord heeded his adviser�s warning and obeyed. So here they were, Morgan with his legs crossed and the skylord as stiff as a rock before fifty armed rebels.
The skylord reminded Morgan of Rick: in essence, a failed politician. Though the Manhattan skylord was a bit fatter than Rick. His eyes were pleading, like Rick�s when Morgan�s gun was looking at his face.
They sat in silence until the skylord finally spoke. �I was afraid you wouldn�t be willing to talk until all my people were killed.� His voice echoed in the large room.
Morgan replied, �It would have been a kinder fate than what your city had planned for my people.�
�My people are not responsible for your suffering.�
Morgan looked around the office, noticing how empty it was. There were imprints on the carpet where heavy furniture had been. Since the walls were oak panels, the shelves and coffee table probably matched. Sofas had been there too, but not anymore. There were supports for drapes over the huge windows behind the skylord�s desk. No drapes. The desk was cleared except for some photographs of his lordship�s family. One of his sons seemed nearly old enough to pose a threat.
Morgan picked one of the pictures up, pointed at the young man. �What�s his name?�
The skylord�s eyes grew even more desperate. ��Mark.�
Morgan set the picture down. �Your people may not have been responsible for Long Island�s troubles, but they are responsible for their own. Should Long Island refuse to trade with them, they will have to find food elsewhere. How far do you think they�ll follow you searching for it?�
�Make me an offer then,� it was clear the skylord was trying not to yell. �I can put you in charge of all Long Island production, I can give you any administrative power you want.�
�Can you truly not see what�s going on?� Morgan shifted restlessly in his chair. �There is no administration anymore. I came here to accept your resignation and stand at your side as you announce to your people that the rebel Morgan Veil will feed the city as its new skylord.�
The skylord seemed to think Morgan had made a funny joke. �I understand you are not aware of all of our nation�s laws. In accordance with the rules passed down by the American government, the father will train his son to rule the city, and the son will rule on the teachings of his father��
�I would never ask these noble soldiers to spill the blood of an unarmed man,� Morgan drew his big, shiny weapon. �That burden I carry on my own.�
The skylord drew back. �It is unconstitutional, don�t you understand that? This is how our country works! The people will not stand by a man who would undo our��
Morgan raised the gun, pointed it straight between the skylord�s eyes. �I could shoot you right now and tell the people you died of a heart attack. I think the only man who would challenge me would be your son. And it wouldn�t be because a piece of paper told him to. By the end of today, you and your constitution will have no support from anyone in this city.�
�Then why don�t you just kill me?�
Morgan paused, looked through the window. �If you give me your approval, your son will have no claim to this office, and neither of us will have to worry about his leading a revolt against me. Unless you�re confident the people will stand by him, and I�m sure some of them will. Then more people, including Mark, will have to die. But you can end this conflict for good right now� unless you�d like to explain to your people why you won�t.�
The skylord asked if he could speak with his adviser. Morgan said to send for him. The adviser came and stood by the side of the skylord, knelt before him, kissed his ring. The skylord looked at Morgan, like he expected him to leave.
Morgan slouched in the chair, waiting.
The skylord looked down in frustration. He tried whispering to his adviser, but everyone in the room could hear him. The skylord was nervous, but his adviser was calm and patient�his voice was slightly harder to hear of the two.
There came a point where they stopped talking and looked at each other for a moment. Then the adviser stood. He was more athletic than his lord, if much older, and seemed a little smarter. �May I call you Morgan?�
Morgan smiled brightly. �Why waste the extra breath? Call me Morg.�
The adviser leaned over the desk and held his head low. Speaking gently. �I believe that we can settle this affair in a peaceful manner, and still uphold the city�s laws.�
Morgan folded his hands over his lap, sat back, looking up at the adviser.
�Manhattan will answer for its negligence, you have our word.� The adviser was very grave. Very sincere. �And we will allow Long Island to govern itself with less interference by the city. We will treat your people with respect. I know that�s all you want, Morgan, to live your life with dignity. It�s what your followers want. But you were abused. I can see in your face how hurt you are, all of you.� He glanced at the armed men backing Morgan. �I swear to you, I will personally oversee the restoration of Long Island, and make sure its people are treated with the same dignity as the people of Manhattan. You�ve won, Morgan. You�ve done what you set out to do. And you will be cheered as a hero all the days of your life. It�s time for peace now, son. And celebration.�
Morgan leaned forward, dragged his thumb across his lips. Things could get better if he listened to this man, and Morgan truly did wish to believe that he could. But what reason would this man have to suddenly change things now if he hadn�t before, having seen all that suffering? And having seen all that suffering, this man had the gall to narrate Morgan�s wants? Morgan leaned back, turned to the skylord. �Do you agree with him?�
�Yes!� the skylord looked up, hopeful. �That�s what I�ve been trying to tell you!�
�I know what you�ve been trying to tell me,� said Morgan. �What I meant was do you agree that I�m a hurt boy who wants love?�
The skylord put his head back down. He glanced at his adviser, down again, took his time. Finally, he looked up and said, �I think it�s possible, yes��
Morgan lifted the gun and fired. The back of the adviser�s head exploded. A window cracked.
The skylord screamed into his hands, ran to his dead adviser, hysterical.
Morgan rose from his chair, made his way out of the office. �I�ll give you the night to think. When we speak in the morning, bring your son. I�d love to meet him.�

ADRIAN

So that was his name now.
He was a student at Rush University. That was all he needed to remember. And to find a bartender with an acid-scorched face named Marshal Grim who worked somewhere in the metro. (The doc had shown him what acid burns look like.) He had also given Adrian a card to show to anyone who made his task difficult, saying only that it would keep him safe. Adrian didn�t feel the protection.
Chicago reminded him of the LIM. The darkness, the despair. It was identical. Except the LIM had walls. Here, the darkness went down a street and turned a corner. If there was no corner to turn, it just kept going. There was no window to look out of, no light from the outside to warm yourself in. How could anyone live in a place like this?
Adrian thought about that dark aisle between two rows of rusty shelves where he was left to die. The place on his head where the bullet had torn through began to hurt. He couldn�t let himself think about what happened. Right now, he had a debt to repay.
An experiment to collect bodies from the Eastern cities had brought Adrian to Chicago and to health. Harold�s foresight into his usefulness had saved him from ending up in someone�s refrigerator. Adrian owed him. He had to earn his way out of this city. Once he had, he could plan what he was going to do next. But only then.
The doctor wasn�t a bad guy. He treated Adrian well, let him rest the night and recover, showed him how a television worked. Adrian had been curious about it since he first heard of one. It was neat. It showed people what the other cities were like, and what was going on in them.
Harold told Adrian that he was lucky�Rush was the only place in Chicago with televisions that showed other cities. Everybody else just had Chicago. As Adrian looked at the expressions on the people around him, he thought about how boring Chicago television must be.
He tried talking to some of them, asking about the man Doc Harold was looking for. Some of them ignored him, others avoided him. All of them looked at him strange, at least the ones who noticed him, like there was something wrong with him. Adrian had spent over an hour sifting through these awkward pedestrians before coming across an older, bug-eyed man who stunk of alcohol, sitting back against a building. He was the first person who looked at Adrian as he looked at everybody else. Adrian approached him, said hi. But the man just stared at him with crazy eyes. Adrian returned the stare, just to see what happened. At last, the man said,
�I�m a dog.�
�Oh,� Adrian scratched his head. �Where�s your tail?�
�Clipped it,� said the man. �So Chicago can�t see my feelings.�
Sharp one. For a weirdo. Adrian asked him if he knew where Marshal Grim could be found.
�Bartender?� said the bug-eyed man. �All I wanted was some pro bono hooch. �Boss�ll turn me on the street, man,� he said. I was all �maaaaaaaan���
�Do you know where I can find him?�
�And he was like �whaaaaaaat�� oh� Well, he�s at Manhattan�s Bar. All exclusive and ya know. It�s er� that way, uh� and around a corner� but it don�t make no anyhow. They won�t give you nothin till you got the Devil�s paper.�
Adrian made of these instructions what he could. Asking people about a place instead of a person brought him much better results from passersby. He found himself across the street from Manhattan�s Bar. He was a yard away from the entrance when a large man in heavy black clothes stopped him. He was with two others.
�Old enough to be walking in there, pretty boy?� The man said.
Adrian�s head began to hurt again as the other two guards surrounded him.
�I asked you a question, pretty boy,� the guard took out his gun. �Let�s see some ID.�
Adrian was terrified. Even Doc Harold couldn�t save him from the guns these mammoths had. He scrambled in his pockets, looking for an ID he knew he didn�t have. Maybe they�d get bored and leave. But they weren�t. They looked like they were getting angrier. The guard in front of him took off his safety. Then Adrian remembered the card the doc had given him. These men would probably laugh at it and shoot him, but what else could he do? He took the card from his pocket and showed it to them, straining to hold his hand still.
The guard looked at it, and his face changed. �Oh, uh�� He backed away. �We were just messing with you, man. Let�s get out his way, boys.� And the men were out of sight.
Adrian stood, bewildered. He looked at the card, thinking he had missed something when it was given to him. No. It was a normal card. �Student of Rush University,� some numbers, and a seal. Was it magical or something? Because it definitely cast a spell on them.
He walked into the bar and began his search for� found him. The violent burns were hard to overlook. But it didn�t stop the man from smiling. Adrian sat before the bartender and said politely, �How are you? I�m looking for a man named Grim.�
The man stopped smiling. He looked around. �Who sent you?�
Tell him you�re on classified government business, Harold had told Adrian to say, and he did. He told Mr. Grim that he was investigating a coming rebellion. Grim laughed, commenting on how desperate some guy named Grakus must be to �seek the council of mutilated old Grim.�
��We�re asking a lot of people,� Adrian improvised.
Grim smiled as he found a bottle of wine and poured it. �There�s no need. I�ve got all the information you want.� He slid the glass to Adrian. �I hope you like that as much as your boss does. Not the exact year, but it satisfies.�
Adrian drank. Not too bad, actually. He nodded. �So what can you tell me?�
A man came and sat next to Adrian. He was about to order a drink when Grim interrupted him. �I�m sorry, Bill, that stool�s taken. Head over to the other side and I�ll be there in a wink.� He turned back to Adrian when the man had gone. He leaned forward. �The rebels are all over. In the sewers, the subways, alleyways, abandoned and occupied buildings alike. Even in Willis Tower itself. There are too many to stop them all before they�re running out onto every curb and tearing this city apart. There�s only one way to stop them�to take out their leaders.�
�Okay,� said Adrian. �Who are they?�
Grim looked around, leaned real close. He whispered into Adrian�s ear. �Rush.� Then he backed away. �All of them.�
Adrian paused to think for a second. �Alright,� he said. �I�ll make sure my superiors are notified.�
Grim offered Adrian the bottle as he was getting up to leave. �Please. Take this with you. Tell Grakus I�m sorry about the year.�
Adrian thanked him, grabbed it. Grim held on. �And tell him to kill them all.� Then he let go.
Adrian left the bar and made his way back to Rush.
He barely knew Chicago, but he knew enough to be confused. Whatever. It really wasn�t his problem.
He asked a few people how to get to Rush. That question yielded him worse results than how to find Grim. He had to show his card a few times to guards who had something to say about the way he walked (with his chin up). But he eventually found the street where the bug-eyed man was. From there, he retraced his steps back to the road out of the metropolitan area, then the long walk across the suburbs to the university. But first, he gave the bottle from Grim to the beggar who helped him.
Harold was waiting for him at the gates of Rush. Adrian walked through. The gates slammed closed.

HAROLD

The leader of the rebels had revealed himself. He even gave his name: Calum Sentry.
Somehow, Sentry�s followers had taken over Chicago News Network, made a broadcast, then escaped. The government had been playing the message over and over all day, but only so the people would see his face and turn him in on sight. The message itself was muted and Harold had to read his lips. It seemed Chicago would be at war within days. �The kingdom of God is at hand,� Sentry had proclaimed.
Harold had never been so frustrated in his life.
He was surprised that kid Adrian came back with anything. He was surprised the kid came back at all. He expected him to run off and either fall in line with the other citizens, or try to find his own way out of Chicago to end up with another hole in his head at the foot of the city wall. But he came back, and with information. Useless information, perhaps, but the effort was there.
Adrian had managed to trick Grim into thinking he was a city official, which was impressive, as Grim was not a stupid man. The damaged old bartender tried to pin the rebellion on Rush, which wasn�t surprising�Grim wanted Rush disbanded even before they dumped him on the streets. But Dr. Iris certainly knew more about the Rebels than he should have.
There was nothing else he could do to end this confusion� except to let the rebellion happen.
He crossed his arms and stared at the screen a while longer. A crash came from down the hall. He passed his secretary on the way to check it out. �Where did that come from?�
�I think it was the new kid�s room,� Marlena replied.
Harold walked the short distance down the hall to Adrian�s room, walked in. A table had been overturned. The kid screamed as he hauled his chair into a bookshelf.
�Adrian!� Harold called. �What�s wrong?�
Adrian fell on his ass and shoved his head in his hands. Even what little of his face was visible shown bright red. Harold came closer, knelt beside him, asked again. Adrian wouldn�t answer. Must have been something normal young men went through. Still, though� something had to have triggered it. Harold stood, looked around the room for a stimuli. The only thing he could think of was the television. Adrian had Manhattan�s news on. The city had chosen a new skylord, and the new skylord was making a speech.
�A lot of people had to die for us to finally prevail as one union,� said the man on the screen. �Many of them on my order, many of them by my own hand��
�Oh, I see�� Harold turned to Adrian. �I take it you�re one of those?�
Adrian didn�t answer.
Harold turned back to the screen. �Well� I�m sure it wasn�t personal� Sometimes people need to kill when they want power��
Harold�s comfort wasn�t working. Adrian jumped to his feet and stomped out of the room.
Harold sighed as he pondered whether he should go after him. In all the old movies he�d seen growing up, whenever a teenager stormed out of a room, the parent went after them. Adrian was no teenager. Harold was no parent. But maybe it was still the right thing to do. Adrian had done right by him so far, so Harold decided to follow. He found him at the end of a hall on a bench, wrapped up in himself. Harold sat next to him. He tried to comfort him again, putting more effort into it this time.
�I don�t like change either,� Harold turned his head to the floor. �And rebels are threatening to take my home away too. I couldn�t imagine how I�d endure if they succeed.�
The kid broke down. Harold saw his tears fall to the floor from his red, distorted face. �I was a different person�� He slammed his fists on the bench. �I was the only man on that god damn island who liked who he was! Now I fucking hate everything!�
Harold was already out of things to say.
As he watched Adrian, he wondered if this was what it was like to be normal. It looked painful.
He gave Adrian some time to calm his nerves, then took him to the cafeteria for lunch. Usually, he ate in his office, but he only had one chair there. He got Adrian a salad�the kid didn�t have the body of one who favored much else.
Adrian didn�t eat at first, but he was drinking the tea. To help clear both their minds, Harold started talking about himself. He talked about his situation with Barnabas and Rush and the Rebels. His goals and his conflicts. As he did, Adrian began to eat. He made sure not to get lost in confidence�the darker aspects of his studies were omitted from the conversation. But the kid was smart. He put things together well.
�Does the university experiment on live people?� he asked with a forkful of lettuce in his mouth.
�Sometimes.�
�Does that bother you?�
�It�s no worse than what they go through out there.�
�That�s not what I asked.�
Harold grunted, laughed a little. �I don�t know,� he sat back. �I don�t know if it bothers me.�
Adrian left the last few leaves. �You�re better than most murderers, then.�
Harold checked his watch. As if he had anything to do but wait for this damn rebellion. But talking to Adrian had taken his mind off that. �I think we�ve heard enough of each other�s whining.� He wiped his mouth and threw the napkin on his tray, stood. �I have some prep work for a lecture I have to give in a few days. Why don�t you sit in on a class. You might learn something.�
Adrian pushed his empty dish away. �Why don�t you teach me something? What are you working on?�
�Anatomy. Basic. You�ll learn more from Doctor Iris. He has class in an hour.�
�Alright,� Adrian walked away, hands in his pocket, head down.
Harold checked his watch again. The worst part of an experiment was waiting. Unable to do anything more, hoping that what you did had somehow worked in your favor. He knew it was going to be a long day. And most of it was going to be spent calculating useless variables, watching the useless news, listening to useless rumors, waiting with no choice but to hope that the universe was kind. No control. Just hope.

THE HOST OF CHICAGO

The dancing man.
It was a reference that carried over the walls of Chicago and into the country. The most horrible man alive�the villain of bedtime stories, the threat to naughty boys, the centerpiece of nightmares, the dancing man.
It was true: to dance was all he ever wanted.
He might have felt excitement when he rose to the seat of host, that he could dance as he pleased and be happy. But that kind of excitement was something Tristan learned at an early age not to feel.
His father had been chairman of the National Homeowner�s Association, helping to rebuild Chicago for the founding of the Seven Cities. Such a uniform affair, no time for anything other than what was �necessary.� Production was necessary. Procreation was necessary. Fear was necessary.
�You are guests in my home,� said Tristan�s father to his people. �And I will prepare for you a banquet that America could not.�
Tristan�s father, the first host, ruled Chicago with mercenaries who took their payment in power. The commanders ruled the city, their captains ruled the streets, the foot soldier ruled the individual. This glorious city of the future now lay entirely susceptible to the volition of authority.
�You will live among them when I am host,� Tristan�s older brother would tell him. �There will be no more room in the tower when I�ve filled it with my seed!�
Even though Tristan was not heir to the city, there would have been a place for him in Willis Tower. But Tristan had Hephaestus, and was considered eugenically useless. He would serve the city as an administrator, which was a respectable position. But he would have to live� out there.
His brother would often suggest to their father that Tristan be cast out of the tower from time to time �to learn about the people he would help to govern, my lord.�
The host agreed, and Tristan would be made to wander the streets of Chicago alone.
This went on for five years, by which time Tristan would be expelled from the tower for weeks on end �to teach him survival, my lord, and communion with the domestic elements of his people.� He would usually be sent without money �to learn to interact and cooperate with the people, my lord.� And so he begged, and often stole.
It was in the afternoon of his eleventh birthday that Tristan was exploring the less-frequented parts of town, wanting to be alone for his special day. He found a strange building called �Theater.� There were many lights on it and they all still worked, but the windows and doors were boarded.
Tristan took the cover off a manhole, smashed the rotting boards and windows in.
The second he entered, he felt belonging, even though he couldn�t see a thing. He turned on every light, and everything he saw gave strength to this emotion. He combed the details�every picture, document, painting, slide, record, disc, even the way the building was set up�to understand why this place made him feel the way it did.
They called it art. More specifically, they called it dance. And it was beautiful, the expression of every possible feeling through movement. It joined the body and the mind, bringing the deepest of thought into understandable communication.
This theater became his home, and he began to teach himself. Music was good with dance, but not required. He danced constantly. In that theater, he learned what freedom was. And he was happy. And his brother noticed.
In the time he spent at Willis Tower, Tristan smiled more, sometimes skipped. It made his brother angry. On one of the infrequent nights that Tristan was allowed to sleep in his own bed, his brother dragged him out. Tristan tried to fight, but he wasn�t a strong boy. His brother was.
He tied Tristan to a chair in a closet and produced a large syringe.
�Special doctors gave this to me,� he said. �One day, they�ll make me live forever. But not you.� He stabbed Tristan through the chest with the syringe, then left him alone all night, tied to the chair, blind in the closet.
At first, Tristan�s heart raced in the fear of what was put inside him. It beat so fast that it was almost vibrating. Then it slowed. Very slow. He couldn�t even feel it. He went numb. Then it started again. Faster and faster. The room felt hotter. Sweat poured from his face, stung his eyes. He couldn�t scream. He just squealed as his chest cramped like it were being squeezed beneath a truck. His heart began to stop, go again, stop, go. The pain was all over his body. He couldn�t move�and not because of the ropes that were cutting into his skin. He couldn�t even feel those anymore. After an hour of this, he couldn�t even squeal. He just made strange sounds, drooling. And the night was far from over.
His brother would do this to him for nights in a row. Sometimes he gave him a break for a few weeks. But he would always make up for it. This went on for eight months.
Tristan sought his father, begged him to make his brother stop.
�Chicago will fail if you do not learn to serve it,� his father told him. �Do you want to help Chicago succeed, or do you want to help it fail?�
Only dancing made the pain tolerable. It didn�t make it go away, and the worst was always waiting for him when he was finished. But while he danced, he could at least make room for better dreams.
One evening, he noticed one of his brother�s guards had followed him to the theater. He couldn�t figure out why. He was out of the way. Why did it matter where he went?
The guard disappeared soon after Tristan spotted him.
Panting like a lunatic, Tristan tried to chase the guard. But he couldn�t run as fast as he used to. He lost his breath so quickly, and his chest would hurt. Frantically scanning the streets, he asked people if they had seen the guard. They shoved him aside. His vision blurred with tears. He could feel his insides falling apart inside him. He ran to Willis tower, begging everyone there for an audience with his brother.
As it happened, his brother was busy that night. He was in his bedroom �seeding� a fertile woman. Tristan waited outside his door for the chance to speak with him, feverishly rehearsing and revising his pleas.
Then he started listening to his brother. He put his ear up to the door. As he listened to the growls and grunts, the apathetic dominance, he realized that his brother was never going to listen to a single word he said. But this did not fill Tristan with desolation. Somehow, it took the desolation away. It made him feel in control.
For all he�d been through, Tristan was still a smart little boy.
He found Ron, one of his father�s body guards, who was standing alone outside of the host�s office. Without tone, without expression, he asked Ron for his machete.
�What do you need it for?� Ron asked with a smile. It was almost like he had been waiting for Tristan.
�To kill my brother.�
Ron laughed. He looked in all directions. He took the sheathed blade off of his belt and handed it over. �Our little secret� Right, my future host?�
Tristan shut off the suspended lamps outside his brother�s bedroom. He crept inside with no trouble. He stood in the room as his brother and the older woman carried on in the dark. He waited until his brother began to seed. Then he ran. He launched himself onto the bed. He didn�t make a sound, even as the machete fell.
Tristan was never a strong boy, but when the blade came down, two heads came off. Tristan dropped the weapon and fled. But somehow, the weapon was never found.
Killing his brother made a lot of things go away. But not the fear. Never the fear.
Tristan never spent a lot of time around large numbers of guards. They made him feel powerless. He was afraid to sleep, only doing so when he passed out. He spent his nights dancing, but never enjoying it like he used to.
His father was now happy to teach him leadership, and Tristan was happy to learn. Strangely, father died of a mysterious disease soon after Tristan felt he�d learned enough. The doctors couldn�t explain how a disease could take a man�s head clean off, but no one questioned Tristan. He was host now.
He spent years looking for someone who could make the pain go away. He went quickly through teachers, advisers, prostitutes and underhosts. He took many lives in his frustration, becoming far more feared than his father. He could never find the man or woman who made him feel safe, who looked on him with love and understanding instead of fear and judgment.
But one day, that person found him.
Charlie, his faithful underhost, gave him comfort, gave him joy he hadn�t known since he danced in his theater. Charlie smiled, laughed, and danced. But above all, Charlie listened. Tristan could talk for hours about his feelings and never once would Charlie stop him; never would he walk away before Tristan was finished speaking.
But then, when things were so good, Charlie told him that the rebels had returned in a monstrous force to take the city. Tristan was afraid he would never dance again.
Charlie explained that the rebels could be dismantled if their base was destroyed. He told Tristan that he would uncover this base and the commanders would crush it. His confidence made Tristan feel better.
But then the rebels invaded the news building. And then escaped. Their message� it terrified him. He promised the greatest reward he could bestow to the commander responsible for the destruction of the rebel base: he promised supreme command over the entire Chicago military.
It was nighttime when Charlie walked into his office. Tristan stood. Two men were at Charlie�s side. The host recognized neither of them. With a hug, Charlie announced, �Great news, my friend.�
�Have you found them, Charlie?� Tristan held on to Charlie�s arms.
�Yes, my lord,� said Charlie. �And they know it.� He gestured toward one of the men with whom he had entered. �This is Commander Brian Wilco. I think you knew his father, Ron.�
Tristan remembered nothing. �Of course,� he lied. �It�s good to see you again, commander.�
The big man with the blue cap bowed his head. �My lord.�
Charlie gestured to a well-dressed man with glasses. �And this is Marcus Rouge, hospitals administrator. The three of us have a plan to extinguish the rebels and win the obedience of your people forever. But we need your help.�
Tristan gripped Charlie�s arm tighter. �Tell me what you need.�
The lights went out. Tristan let go of Charlie, looking around. The television came on by itself. The white screen illuminated the office. All turned to it. At first, there was only a high note.
Tristan took his hand from his heart.
The screen flickered, and the face of Calum Sentry filled it. His gaze reached through the panel and across the room at Tristan, and Tristan gazed back at the man who wanted to stop him from dancing.
�Host,� Sentry�s voice resonated in a whisper through the airwaves. �When I was a child, I lived in fear of your father. Now, Chicago�s children live in even greater fear of you. Their suffering ends tonight. Your pursuit of power ends tonight. The payload we placed beneath your home is a sign of our power. May your armies recognize it as they watch your tower fall. My people, it is time. Give your children the world God made for them.�
Tristan stumbled to his desk, where both his hands fell. Before him, many windows in his city started flashing brightly. Some of them exhaled coronas of fire.
All the universe was dense with suffering. It was all there was. It was matter. It was energy. It was time. Existence itself knew nothing else. But Tristan had found a way to bear it. And they wanted to take that from him.
He felt a hand on his back, heard Charlie�s voice in his ear. �Don�t worry, my lord, we disarmed the payload hours ago.� Charlie then dragged the phone across the desk and set it in front of Tristan. �Make every command we tell you to make, and this conflict will be over in a day.�
Tristan took the phone in his hand.
The big man with the blue cap came and stood over him. �Get your commanders on the line.�
The well-dressed, scary man came from the other direction and dropped a folder on the desk. �Open it. Read it to the commanders.�
Tristan obeyed, and Chicago was at war.

ADRIAN

He stood at the top of Herb Tower, the best view of the skyline there was. The tall buildings were a couple of miles away but looked much closer than that. Power had been cut across the city. Rush wasn�t dark, though�its generators could keep up for days. Chicago wasn�t dark either�it was lit by gunfire. He couldn�t hear the sound of war. Not yet. But war was like a child, restless and stupid. It knew no boundaries. It would spread to the suburbs soon.
Adrian happened to turn his head as a cold breeze hit the back of his neck, and noticed Harold standing silent beside him. He looked back out into the city, warmed his neck with his hand. �How long will this last?�
�I don�t care,� said Harold. �So long as Chicago wins. I�m sure they will.�
Adrian hesitated, wondering what was best. He knew a rebel victory could mean the end of Rush, possibly by lethal means. He turned his head to Harold. �But the people just want to be free.�
�I don�t care.�
Adrian looked back out. Silence. The rumble of an explosion far away. Silence. Another explosion. A spit of gunfire. Silence.
Harold turned to him. �Are you scared?�
�Should I be?�
Harold looked back at the city. �Yes.�
Adrian leaned on the railing, looking down on the street. People didn�t seem to rebel against oppression out of a love for freedom. They seemed to do it out of vengeance. Maybe these rebels were no different than Morgan.
The doctor leaned over as well. �How could they have gotten so powerful?� This perplexity was the strongest emotion Adrian had known from Harold yet. �How can they be so well stocked� so organized?�
Adrian took a second to think. He thought about the rebellion at the LIM. �Could someone in the government be helping them?�
�I doubt it,� Harold sighed. �Politicians spend their lives making it to where they are. The Rebels can�t offer anything to compete with that.�
�What about Grakus? He�s pretty new, isn�t he?�
�Brand new,� Harold was calm as a much closer explosion startled Adrian. Gunfire rose throughout the homes between Rush and the skyline. Dogs barked. �But there�s too many holes. The commanders have been laboring to flush out this rebellion for months. A clueless underhost finds them in a week? And instead of seizing it, makes a deal with them? People don�t gamble power so easily.�
�Marshal thought it was Grakus who sent me,� said Adrian. �So they�ve obviously been talking.�
Harold looked at him, brows furrowed. Then he looked intensely at the city. An emotion Adrian couldn�t identify was beaming out of that stare. The gunfire slowed. The dogs stopped barking. The air became still. It was like the depth of Harold�s concentration gave him the power to silence the world.
Adrian laughed. �What are you contriving now, doc?�
Harold backed away from the railing. �That�s a big word for a shadowpastor.� He yawned. �Get rest.�
�I�m not tired,� said Adrian.
�Then do what you want. But do it off my tower. I need to think.�
Adrian frowned, nodded, and left. As he walked back inside, the sounds of war returned.

THE REBELS OF CHICAGO

Two in the morning. Maybe three.
Calum spent the evening going up and down the twenty-story building, making sure his men were setting up correctly. Not that he knew any more about guns and strategy than they did. He made sure the windows were closed and that nobody had any flashlights on. He had emphasized these orders many times.
There were two thousand rebels in that building. Throughout the city, many more were fighting the Chicago police. But the military was coming here. It was all so brilliantly planned. Calum had been praying for days that it would work.
The underhost had found a way to give a gun to everybody, even those who wanted nothing more than to defend themselves. His generosity was the final inspiration for the broken people to rise against the host. And then the call to arms. Grakus truly was a genius, and the host was outmatched in more ways than one.
Calum was bothered that the bombs placed in Willis Tower hadn�t gone off. It would have amplified the power of his call. But perhaps the people didn�t need destruction to mark the beginning of this noble act. Perhaps Grakus had something better to do with those bombs.
He was bothered even deeper by the fear of Grakus betraying him. He had been fighting it for days. He had to. Grakus was the only one who could help Chicago. Calum couldn�t let his doubt turn that help away. It wasn�t his right. God put the power in the hands of another, and Calum had to have faith. But faith or not, he had no choice, and reminding himself of that gave his mind some space to breathe. It was gonna be okay. One way or the other, this rebellion would succeed.
�Sir,� his radio came on. �The commanders are here.�
Calum ran to the window, looked down onto the block. He could hear the engines. Humvees, motorcycles and armored trucks, all painted with purple stripes, came charging into view. They smashed signs and mailboxes as they filled the street below him. There were no tanks, just like Grakus had assured him. That was a small relief. But the bigger relief was the other promise Grakus kept.
It wasn�t Calum�s building this purple force was targeting. It was the building straight across the street. An empty building. Soldiers came out of the armored trucks and ran inside it. Choppers came down from the sky, shining lights onto it, shooting the windows out. The Humvees surrounded it and trained their guns outward like scavengers protecting treasure.
Calum nodded. So far, so good.

THE COMMANDERS OF CHICAGO

Steam from the sewers parted for the roaring fleet. Mounds of trash were crushed beneath its wheels. The towers above quaked in its passing.
Armand, the commander whose cap was brown, sat in the front seat of the leading car, eyes ahead. Every now and then, a brave rebel ran from a building, fired from a window. He ignored them all.
The tip came in a half-hour ago. The location of Calum Sentry.
Up ahead, a roadblock. Vehicles with purple stripes.
�Fuck!� Armand shouted. Commander Mason got the same tip.
Soldiers at the roadblock raised their guns.
Armand pulled out his radio. �Fire at will. Take those bastards out.� He turned to his driver. �Ram �em.�
The heavy brown cars switched on their brights and opened fire. The purple soldiers fired back. Kids probably, installed as a deterrent. A missile came spiraling at the fleet, punched a hole in the road. The fleet sped over it and smashed through the dinky blockade.
Tanks would have made it even easier, but they had all been confiscated by Commander Wilco, who had volunteered to defend Willis Tower. Poor idiot. As usual, Wilco had a good plan to not get killed, and not get any of the glory while he did it.
The fleet swung around a turn and approached the building where Sentry was said to be hiding. Purple hardware was crowded in front of it, firing immediately. Purple helicopters were turning, shining their lights on the brown intruders.
Armand drove his fleet straight into the purple, making it harder for their choppers to avoid friendly fire. It didn�t stop them from trying.
Brown choppers swept over the block from hidden streets, halting so fervently into alignment that they seemed to skid in midair. Missiles screamed out of their sides, twirled down the street. Flashes of the battle reflected their course in the windows all around. They slammed into purple choppers. The choppers smacked in flames against the buildings and the road.
Rockets flung from brown Humvees. Purple jeeps exploded. Soldiers in brown poured from armored trucks, poured bullets onto soldiers in purple.
The brown fleet advanced across the flaming debris and smashed against the building. Brown soldiers poured in. More gunfire followed. Armand, surrounded by his guards, followed his men, massacred the few purple soldiers on the first floor. They took to the stairs, marched in groups through every hall, firing relentlessly, launching grenades indiscriminately. Floors collapsed. Walls exploded onto the street.
Mason was a stupid man who thought Chicago�s fear was the only power he�d ever need. He never bothered to keep his men trained or in the least bit disciplined.
Awed by the destruction, the purple soldiers either escaped through the holes and windows or threw their arms to the sky in surrender. The firing stopped and the fight was over. Brown soldiers came before Armand, carrying Commander Mason himself.
�If it isn�t the second best thing to Calum Sentry,� He approached the purple commander. �How far up did your boys get?�
�He�s not here,� Mason was panting. �Nobody�s here.�
�Fuck you, Mason,� Armand put his gun to Mason�s head. �Where is he?�
�I don�t know!� Mason screamed. �Take that God damn gun out of my face!�
Armand pulled the trigger.
He made it with his men to the top of the thirteen, fourteen story building. He found himself in a room lit by the stars through big windows. He looking onto the block. The only thing out there, the only thing in here, was the ruin of Chicago�s own assets.
He sighed. �Damn.�
His attention shot to the street outside a neighboring structure. A battalion was arriving. These ones dressed in green. Commander Keller�s men. They began storming the building. Orange soldiers were arriving at the building on the left. Commander Henderson�s. They rushed that building. Something wasn�t right.
He set his radio to a higher frequency. �Commanders�I think we�ve been lured into an ambush.�
Gunfire started up again, echoing outside. Armand looked up. More commanders were arriving. The entire set was here except for Wilco. They were shooting at each other.
�You idiots,� Armand snarled as he glared at the scene. �You idiots!� He yelled into his radio, �There is nothing to fight over! Nobody is here!� He paused, noticing something outside. He walked to the window. Something was moving around in the building across from him. There were no civilian cars in the street outside it. He looked closer, across all the windows. More movement.
�Turn the lights off.�
The brown soldiers switched off the lights on their guns. The room went dark.
�Get back to the cars.�
He turned away. The wall behind him exploded. He fell forward, crawled behind a desk. Every window in the building ahead was flashing like the power had come back on. Bullets streaming from it in every direction, flooding the room, hitting the desk.
He had lost his radio, could only scream to his captain, wherever he was.
�Return fire!� He peered around the desk. His captain was still alive, huddled behind a filing cabinet. �Get the fleet moving! Get my trucks out of range!�
�The men outside are down, sir!� The captain called back. �No one can make it out!�
Armand crawled his way to the door and stood when he was safe in the hall. A powerful explosion rocked the building. He took a radio from a dead soldier. Where are my rockets! I need fire on that building!�
�Sir!� the radio replied. �We�re taking fire from other buildings!�
Armand closed his eyes, grit his teeth.
�Sir, Commander Henderson and Keller are both confirmed to be firing at our location!�
Another explosion from somewhere below. The building swayed.
He spoke to the radio once again, changed his tone. �Commanders. Mason�s dead. We can divide his holdings. But the Rebels have to die. We need to work together��
Nothing changed.
�Can anybody hear me?�
No answer came.

WILCO

Late morning: twelve hours since the rebellion began.
Wilco was pacing in the host�s office. Rouge was standing at the windows. The host sat helpless at his desk�silent, obedient. Outside, plumes of smoke were lit by explosions. Bullets streamed toward sweeping choppers like headlights. The choppers fired at the streets and at buildings.
Chaotic as it seemed, it was all part of a delicate weave.
The rebels and city police were scattered in a stalemate throughout Chicago, and the commanders were fighting each other just as Charlie said they would. Some of them were already reported dead. The bombs Calum Sentry thought would bring down Willis Tower were sitting now in his own building. They would go off as soon as the commanders were weak enough.
It was a pleasure listening to them die over the radio. Especially Armand, definitely the shrewdest of the pack. But Armie relied too heavily on his tanks, all of which were now in Wilco�s charge.
Wilco�s soldiers, who rested safely under his feet, were being stripped of their blue colors. The vehicles he owned and those he had confiscated were being repainted. They were to be black, the color of the new high commander.
The thought of Charlie betraying him crossed his mind again.
Wilco wanted to like this guy, a genius in more ways than one. But Charlie had promised him full control of the entire Chicago Military� Or at least what was gonna be left of it. Charlie was way too smart to keep that promise.
Maybe there was a way to know for sure.
He left the office, took the stairwell to the roof. He had never been up there before, had never imagined the view could be much better than the office just below, but it was. He had the whole sky up here. The towering antennas had been removed by the host years ago. The world surrounded him, revolved around him.
Charlie was a ways off, close to the edge. A dangerous thing, since the parapet had also been removed.
The view got even better as Wilco came closer to Charlie. The oceanic lake, the sounds and feelings of outside and the fear of falling was a thrill. He got colder as he approached the underhost. It was very windy. A storm was coming from the north. He reached Charlie, and realized he had nothing to say. Not once had he stopped to think about a way to start a conversation.
Charlie didn�t look like he was in the mood for chatting anyway. As perfectly as his plans were unfolding, as in control as he was, something was bothering him. He concentrated on the horizon with great concern, like there was more to be done�like Chicago wasn�t the end. Wilco knew ambition. And the depth of it in Charlie�s face made it look like he was searching for something more than power itself.
�Is something wrong?� said Wilco.
�Not a thing,� Charlie replied listlessly, ever-focused on the scene before him.
Wilco stepped closer to the edge than Charlie was, looking on with him. �Ruling a city�s army was my dream since I was little.�
�The work is done,� still without feeling, still looking away. �You�ll have your army soon.�
Wilco continued, half wanting a conversation, half wanting Charlie to try and kill him. �I couldn�t have had that dream in the world before Hephaestus. When things were �normal.�� He crossed his arms, grumbled lightly. �Where everything was owned by someone. That lake out there, and everything beyond, covered with stakes. And gates. And so many people. Everywhere. Too many for any single one to matter, yet every one monitored. Labeled. Demanded.� He shook his head, eyes narrowed. �How could a man feel important in a world like that? How could a man survive?�
The wind died to a breeze. Sounds of the struggle far below, however light in volume, became clear.
It took a second for Wilco to realize, but Charlie had turned his eyes to him. �That�s one thing you and I have in common, commander,� then back to the view. �I think my soul was crafted for a world such as this.�
Wilco looked back out as well, encouraged. He was looking at the city now, at the people. �The apocalypse was the best thing to ever happen to this world. I hope Hephaestus never ends.�
�Oh?� said Charlie.
Wilco turned. �Don�t you?�
Charlie blinked, turned his eyes below, looked on with Wilco at the city. �The people of this world aren�t destined to fall by some unnatural plague. Perseverant as they are, the end is written in their souls. Their destiny is to destroy themselves.�
��Then why haven�t they?�
Charlie�s focus on the city seemed to intensify. �Because I haven�t given them the opportunity yet.�
Wilco didn�t understand what Charlie meant by this. But he didn�t ask. Charlie was preoccupied. This conversation was over.
As he walked back to the door, he came to a realization, and a resolution. Charlie was the one man who could ensure that Wilco�s headstone wouldn�t lie in the shadow of his father�s. If Charlie kept his promise, Wilco would serve him forever.

MORGAN

It was a weird headache. He felt it pushing out of every orifice in his skull. It was intense, but more of an itch than a pain.
The people of Manhattan cheered as his motorcade passed through. They dropped flowers and rose petals and bits of red paper from their high windows onto the streets.
Most of Morgan�s lieutenants during the rebellion had become his advisers, and they suggested he familiarize the people with his face at the onset. The cheering crowds made him feel a little better, but their love for him was difficult to enjoy. A haze surrounded his awareness. It felt like his mind was swollen.
It started after he took the LIM and progressed throughout the rebellion. It got worse when he became skylord. He knew why: he killed people. But he had to. He fought his way through these terrible acts, the sickness and regrets, having to be someone he hated. But now it was over. Now he could get better. But he wasn�t. The feeling was always there. In the background. In the haze.
He began the ride in the back of a limo between two of his advisers, the windows shut. It took a few blocks for them to convince him to sit by the window, a few blocks more to roll his window down.
They told him it would make him feel better. They were right. Look how happy these people were. It was good he had done what he did. There was no other way to free this city. To think he almost let its former tyrants talk him into backing down. They almost scooped him right back into line. But he stopped them. And now the city was free, its people happy. Look at them.
When they reached a quieter part of town, where the buildings were smaller, Morgan allowed his advisers to persuade him to leave the car and meet with some of the people. The motorcade came to a stop. His guards came out from the three cars before Morgan and his advisers did. The men on the motorcycles drew their automatics.
He was in the northern region of the city, a place some of the locals referred to as �The Bronx.�
Many of the men here belonged to the Manhattan army, and Morgan�s advisers expected this to be a place of even greater loyalty to the skylord than those fickle business owners on the south side. They couldn�t afford flowers to shower him with, but they watched him from their windows. There were people looking on from the sidewalk. They were not as enthusiastic as the ones in Manhattan. Maybe they were afraid. The skylord would change this.
Morgan was a polite man, a respectful man. He enjoyed the fact that no one who met him ever thought badly of him. No one who knew him looked on him with anger. Even before he was the hero, he was the good guy, the fine young man, the mystery.
He spotted a little girl, maybe five, standing beside her mother near a bus stop. Her mother was motionless, even as Morgan and some guards approached them. He knelt beside the girl, asked for her name.
�Millie,� she muttered into her doll, looking down.
�A little shy, like me,� Morgan looked up at the mother with a smile, but the mother�s face was like wood, not even looking directly at him.
Morgan had given all non-government employees in the city off from work to celebrate his coronation, yet only Millie�s mother was with her.
�Where�s your father?� Morgan asked with a half-smile.
The girl drew her face from the doll, turned her brown eyes to face the skylord. �Mommy said you murdered him.�
Morgan felt his legs turn numb. He looked around.
All of the men he shot or ordered to be executed, the cars he bombed, the soldiers he slaughtered from the farms of Massapequa to the shores or Brooklyn� all of them were husbands, fathers and brothers of the people looking down on him from their windows. So many windows. Filled with faces. Angry, hateful faces. They were looking at a murderer.
Morgan grit his teeth. No. He did nothing wrong. They didn�t understand. They weren�t smart enough to understand.
He rose, looked into Millie�s mother�s eyes. She looked back at him, firm but terrified. Morgan looked down at Millie, who was clutching her doll.
�Your mother�s a cunt.�
Then he turned quickly for the car, told his advisers he was done for the day. It was time for the remaking to begin. His advisers agreed.
Back on the south-side, people still waved and cheered, but the party was over.
�You �ight, Mo?� His bodyguard asked.
�I�m fine,� Morgan�s head was in his hand the rest of the way to One World Trade Center. He swallowed the last of his blood-thinners as the driver opened his door.
The building was quiet, but starting to show signs of reactivation, a staff devoted to the people and not to themselves. Morgan looked up at his face as he approached the reflective doors of the silver elevator. He entered it with six guards and seven advisers. The elevator could easily accommodate more people than this yet it still felt strangely crowded. And hot. Especially when the doors slid shut. The elevator began to move. Slower than usual. It felt like an hour passed. As it rose above the tenth floor, he tried to put space between himself and his staff.
His guard turned, looked him up and down. �You�re sweating like a fool, Mo.�
Floor twenty. Morgan loosened his collar. He looked down. He had to avoid the numbers. He felt sick. A hand came on his shoulder.
�We okay, Boss?� Troy Vernon was the chairman of Morgan�s advisory board. He used to plan surprise attacks against Manhattan�s soldiers.
Morgan brushed the hand away. �I�m fine.� He had to get out of this pressure cooker. �Stop the elevator.�
Troy pushed through the small crowd and hit the stop button. The doors opened and Morgan stepped out, ordered the others to go ahead without him, said he needed exercise. He escaped their calls of concern as he slammed through the stairwell door.
He could hardly feel the burning in his chest as he rose twenty flights. The haze was too strong. Maybe it was thirty. Maybe it was forty. He just kept running. He had lost touch with what it was like to be lucid. He began to think he never was� that the haze was always there� and now that he realized it, it would never go away.
�No,� he grabbed the railing. He would beat this. He just had to fight. He fought a damn city, he could hold his own against his own mind. He hobbled his way to the hundredth floor, found the conference room. It was bright, the afternoon sun shining through the glass walls.
�Glad you could join us, my lord,� Troy Vernon was smiling. He pointed to the chair at the end of the table. �We had your throne replaced. We didn�t want you sitting in the old tyrant�s farts.�
The guards and advisers laughed.
�I�d rather stand,� Morgan approached the glass, squinted as the sun shone in his eyes. Everything seemed brighter. �It�s hot in here.�
Troy picked up a phone. �Donna, the AC�s on, isn�t it? Then can we turn it up, please? The boss is sweating. Thank you.�
The phone hit the receiver with a crackling shatter. Morgan keeled over, covered his ears. It sounded like a gunshot.
He couldn�t hear anymore. He looked around. The nice clean room, his advisers. He could see their worried looks as they surrounded him, could feel his guard�s big hand on his back. Troy stood from his chair and grabbed the phone again. Morgan couldn�t hear any of it. The room darkened. It started at the edge of his vision. It closed to the center until he couldn�t see anything. Blind and deaf, all he had were his feelings. His feet on the floor, his guard�s hand, his chest heaving. His legs went numb, and he couldn�t feel his feet anymore. He couldn�t feel if the hand was still there, if his hands were still there. He couldn�t feel if he was still standing or had fallen to the floor. He couldn�t feel if he was still breathing.

HAROLD

The host was winning.
An entire afternoon spent watching Chicago News Network and all he got was that the host was going to end the rebellion. How? They didn�t think to say. When? They didn�t care to guess. No details, no numbers, not a single image of what it looked like in Downtown Chicago other than stock footage of city police fighting back a riot in 2017.
He flung the remote at his window. The window didn�t break, but in making sure, Harold found his gaze fixed on the skyline, where it remained for a long time.
Could the city really fall?
He turned from the view and left the office.
�Where are you going, sir?� his secretary asked as he strode past her desk.
�A walk around campus,� he grabbed his lab coat. �I�ll be back late.�
What answers would he find in the war zone? What could he do if he found any? What if he died out there and the rebels won? Adrian would never get out of the city if he even survived.
It changed nothing. Harold needed to know.
Before he left, he made arrangements to ensure the kid would be taken care of. Rush would transport him to Manhattan as soon as the rebellion was over. And in case the rebels won, Harold left him a map to the Unity Link.
Chicago�s road to establishment during the founding of the Seven Cities was difficult even before it fell to tyranny. There were two factions at work (aside from the Transeternal, of course). One was the Chicago division of the NHA, which was trying to establish government without any prior thought put into it. The other was Overland, which was trying to build a subway station.
The NHA in Chicago was led by Donavin Senco, the son of America�s last CEO. They strove to organize the city, assigning responsibilities to different administrations.
At the same time, Overland was clearing out an old library on the southern rim of the downtown area. It was a luxurious station, complete with hotels and a mall. Six tunnels would extend from it and stretch cross-country to the cities in the East and West.
When Senco became the first host of Chicago, he ordered the construction shut down. The official story was that the East and West did not want railways leading in and out of their realms. Many people, presumably the rebels included, were sure Senco was lying. But actually, the official story was true.
Overland was not stupid. They were sure to tell the other cities what they were doing long before Senco grew powerful enough to stop them. It was the other cities who grew more and more resistant to the project. They said it would make governing �complicated.�
Overland continued anyway until Senco had achieved the power he needed. By then, the subways had reached far enough from Chicago for Overland to escape. At the end of each tunnel, they dug stairs for themselves and anyone else who might reach them, and left to become mercenaries or farmers or citizens of better cities. Back behind the rising walls of Chicago, Senco kept the station under heavy guard and that was that.
Adrian was smart. He�d figure out how to get there. Maybe find his way past the guards. It had been done before.
Harold kept his head down as he traversed the university. He didn�t want Adrian to spot him. The kid had a weird detection ability or something. He could come out of nowhere. Probably make a good assassin. He could definitely get through the Unity Link.
Harold left the building into a strong breeze. The air was dry, but the darkness of the clouds gave certainty to hard rain. He walked across campus, the fresh-cut lawn, pondering his strategy. He would use the sewer system to get into the city without getting shot. Then he would find that sniveling scumbag Marshal Grim and get to the bottom of his relationship with the underhost.
He approached the gate. A Humvee with a big gun sped past it. He hoped Adrian would be alright.
It took a couple of seconds for Harold to realize the sensation of another man�s presence at his side�walking in unison with him.
Damn, he thought. �I�m going into the city for a bit. I�ll be back tonight.�
Adrian smiled. �Will we be back in time for dinner?�
�There�s something I need to find out on my own, kid.� Harold flipped through his keys. �You�ll be out of Chicago soon. I promise.�
Adrian hesitated when they came to the gate. �You�re going into a war zone, doc. When was the last time you even left campus? You�ll die just trying to figure out what street to take.�
Harold found the key, stuck it in the padlock. �I left you everything you need to get out of the city without me.� He opened the gate, walked out. �You�ll be fine.�
Adrian grabbed the gate as Harold tried to shut it behind him. He pushed his way out. �You saved my life. I�ll let you waste yours when I�ve had the chance to repay you.�
�I didn�t save your life,� Harold was getting annoyed. �You know this. Even if I did, I did it because I needed you.�
�Well,� Adrian stood obstinately. �You still do.�
What was this behavior? Loyalty? Why?
Harold grunted. He stepped onto the street, looked around. The Humvee from before had left the suburban block in an unnatural silence. Nothing moved. War resounded in the background as it had since last night. But it was quiet here. And still. He found a manhole nearby, lifted the cover and climbed in. Right-handed, he held a tiny flashlight in his left, in case he needed to draw his pistol.
The sewer was straight and long. It seemed to travel all the way to Willis Tower. But Harold knew it didn�t go quite that far.
�We�ll have to surface when we get to the river,� he looked at Adrian, who landed on the concrete behind him. �We cross the bridge into downtown and go right back under.�
�Okay,� said Adrian.
The smell was dominating, infiltrating. It was like trying to inhale solid matter. The walls were slimy. The filth of many stupid people flowed alongside him.
None of it bothered Harold. Science came in many different guises. Not all of them pleasant. In fact, it might deter the kid. Maybe he�d get sick and turn back. But Adrian was not deterred. Not even from talking. The sound of chaos was echoing about them before long. It was muffled, but growing louder as they came closer to the end. Still, Adrian kept talking.
�Hey, I never asked,� said the kid. �Were you born in Chicago?�
�Pittsburgh,� Harold kept his focus ahead.
�Is it like it is here?�
�No,� Harold pointed his flashlight at a nest of rats on the other side of the filthy stream. �Chicago gets away with this because it�s isolated. Pittsburgh�s freer, which means people in my line of work aren�t.�
�People can�t ask questions here�� said Adrian. �Makes things easy for Rush.�
�Exactly.�
�So freedom only works when it applies to you?�
Students challenged Harold to debate all the time. All of them defeated. Students far smarter than Adrian. But only Adrian would start one in a place like this. At a time like this. Harold didn�t hear the sound of any threat ahead or behind. And there was still plenty of filth and rust left to cover before they had to surface. �You�re smart enough to see the stupidity in people, Adrian. Not that they make it very difficult. Listen. You can hear it. All around us.� He gave enough silence for Adrian to take in the explosions above them, but not enough time to interrupt. �At the end of the day, freedom is right. But at the end of the day, they can�t handle it.� He looked at Adrian. �Does that not make humanity itself� wrong?�
Before Harold could decide that he had won, Adrian pushed back. �Who�s to say it�s not the restrictions they can�t handle? Every person�s held down by something. Even you.�
Harold was sure he would have had an answer were he not focused on something more important. He went silent and so did Adrian. Probably in triumph. Again, there were bigger things to worry about.
They came to a ladder. Only low pitched sounds made it into the sewers. But by now they had become very loud, like covering your ears in a violent thunderstorm. Harold climbed, pushed the cover up. The sound rushed in loud and crisp. He could hear it echoing beneath him as it filled the sewer.
He raised his head carefully, looked around. He was surrounded by abandoned cars. But he could see Willis in the reflection of a building. He knew the bridge was nearby. He climbed onto the street. Adrian was close behind. He could hear bullets pounding against the cars right in front of them. They crouched against a van. Harold leaned to peer around the bumper. Adrian pulled him back. Harold pushed his arm away and leaned again. Rebels, overwhelmed by advancing police, were huddled behind a tiny car. They fired without looking, hitting nothing. The police came closer. The rebels wouldn�t last another thirty seconds.
�We should go back under,� said Adrian. �Find another way out.�
Harold drew his pistol. Aimed. The gun wouldn�t fire. He fumbled with it for a second, remembered that the safety was still on. He clicked it off, aimed again. He took out the four rebels. Adrian looked disturbed, but held his protest. Another moment, and the police wanted to know whose kills those were.
�Glory to the host!� Harold called back. �We need help!�
�Show yourself!� an officer called back.
Harold holstered his gun and stood. He approached the nervous officers. Adrian followed. �This is my son,� he kept his hands exposed. �Rebels took our home and threw us out. We�ve been scavenging for ammunition to take it back.�
An officer handed Harold an automatic. �Kill any rebel you see. We need all the help we can get.�
Harold handed the gun to Adrian, thanked the officers, and led Adrian onto the bridge to downtown.
�They could have shot us just to be funny,� said Adrian.
�No,� said Harold. �The Chicago police are not the Chicago military.�
The military had the power. From the private to the commander. The civilian police were employed to do the jobs the military didn�t want to do: the too dangerous or the too boring. The police were treated slightly better than the average citizen, so they took their jobs seriously. But they did not possess the power that made men laugh at murder.
The two men crossed the bridge, heads low, weaving through cars that had collided with one another and the walls when the rebellion began. The buildings filled the sky, gunfire twinkling in their windows. Harold found another manhole, rushed inside. Adrian slid the lid back on behind them.
The downtown sewers were more complex. More turns and cross sections. Waterfalls of shit. Harold took out an old blueprint of the sewer, trying to make sense of it as he progressed. He had marked it up long ago: key locations as they pertained to the streets above. Now the markings only got in the way.
Their path sometimes took them away from the sewage, into metal rooms filled with pipes and steam, through places where metal bridges crossed over piles of garbage. There were refugees running around, looking for spots to hide. Families huddled where they could. The guns above orchestrated an unrelenting thunderstorm that scared the children to tears. Mommies and daddies offered limited comfort; they too were afraid, and distracted by everything.
They surfaced once more when Harold concluded that they were close to Manhattan�s Bar. When they were standing on the street, Harold concluded he had no idea where they were. There was no gunfire on this block. But nearby, a building collapsed. People screamed. Some men with guns ran past them. Harold smiled as he thought about asking them for directions.
�This is the weird guy�s street�� said Adrian.
�Hm?�
�I know where we are,� Adrian started jogging. �Follow me.�
The kid ran to the end of the street, then turned. He sprinted halfway down another street, turned. He ran through an alleyway. Harold ran short of breath as he strove to keep pace with him. Adrian just moved his legs a couple of times and he was almost out of sight. After a few blocks and alleyways, they ended up on a street where one side fired at the other. Rebels filled several buildings, overpowering a desperate squad of officers taking cover in a parking garage.
�Right there,� Adrian pointed to a building on the rebel�s side. He led Harold to the entrance of Manhattan�s Bar. He yanked at the glass doors. �Damn. Maybe we can bust it open.�
Harold knocked.
They waited patiently, both looking at the garage across the street. A Chicago soldier fell onto the sidewalk. The rebels kept shooting at his carcass, cheering and whistling.
�Who�s out there?� Came a voice inside the bar. It was too dark to see. Harold hid his face.
�Grakus sent us,� said Adrian.
They listened as the locks were rapidly unlatched. The door opened. Marshal Grim appeared. �I�ve been waiting on word�� Harold grabbed him by the neck and shoved him back inside. Adrian followed, shut the door.
Harold threw the bartender into a pyramid of stools. He didn�t get back up, just evaded on his ass. �Del Meethia�� he growled.
�Grim,� Harold stepped closer. �You�ve aged.�
Marshal kicked a stool. It slid across the floor, stopped gently against Harold�s leg. �You know there�s nothing more to take from me you sick fuck!� Saliva flew from his mouth.
�You�ve been corresponding with the underhost,� said Harold. �I�d like to know why.�
Grim noticed Adrian standing by the bar. �Son,� he reached for him. �You don�t know who this man really is.�
�Answer!� Harold kicked him in the face.
Marshal grunted, flat on the floor. The injuries of torture years ago didn�t allow him to do much else. �You say I�ve aged.� He panted. �You haven�t aged a day since the day I left.� He looked up. �Why is that, Harold? Are the body parts of murdered children too much fun for anything else the world can offer?�
�Shut up!� Harold kicked him again. �What did the underhost want from you?�
Marshal could hardly lift his head to spit at Harold, reaching only as far as his shoe.
Harold turned to the bar. �Adrian, get me a bottle of the strongest drink you can find under there.�
Adrian grabbed a bottle of some heavy Russian stuff. Even in a society where booze was as easy to find as water, product of the motherland was a commodity. Adrian tossed it to Harold, who caught it with one hand.
�I was never fully trained in surgery,� Harold took a scalpel from his pocket. �But I might be able to help you with those scars.� He told Adrian to hold Marshal down. Adrian came and reluctantly clamped the ugly man�s shoulders. Harold knelt beside Marshal, put the scalpel to his red, choppy face.
Marshal somewhat scowled, somewhat smiled. �He knows who you are, Harold.�
Harold stopped, backed away. Adrian let go.
Marshal pushed a painful laugh from his throat, lifting himself with trembling arms and legs. He stood with the posture of a man broken in a hundred places. �I told him all about Barnabas Vulcum and his precious apprentice, how you have the means to duplicate everything he�s done. To continue his work. To make the world yours. Grakus didn�t like that. And as soon as he crushes this rebellion, he�s going to destroy your pathetic university.� He laughed loudly, hacking, wheezing, hysterically choking.
Harold grabbed him by the collar, dragged him across the bar to the door, shoved him out onto the curb. He called out, �Long live the host of Chicago!� Marshal didn�t have the time to get to his feet before machine gun fire drilled him into the pavement. It took the last of many shots to stop his laughter.
�What the fuck is wrong with you!� Adrian grabbed his head. �You fucking killed him!�
�You come from a nicer part of the world, Adrian.� Harold calmly watched Marshal�s blood flow down the sidewalk. �In Chicago, when someone decides they hate you, you have to kill them.�
He watched the kid�s stress in the reflection of the glass. Adrian held his hand against his forehead for a long time, like he was about to cry. He found the bottle he threw to Harold earlier, took a swig. �What do we do now?�
Harold sighed, turned his attention back to the street. �I think we need to start hoping for a rebel victory after all.� He noticed that the police in the parking garage were gone. He left the bar, showed himself to the rebels above them. He called, �How many hostiles were in those buildings?�
�Not enough,� one of the rebels shouted. The rest laughed.
�Alright,� said Harold. �Half of you should head into the garage�take their guns and armor and hold this street on both sides�we can�t let the host take any ground back. Go!�
The rebels obeyed him, cheering as they moved out. Adrian walked outside, looking at him angrily. Harold turned to him. �Do you remember the way back to Rush through the sewers?�
Adrian looked down, nodded.
Harold put his hands on the kid�s shoulders. �Look, I�m sorry I had to do what I did in front of you. We�ll talk about it when we get back. But I need you to run as fast as you can back to Rush. I�ll meet you there within the hour.�
Adrian nodded, started walking away.
�Faster!� Harold called and started on his own way back.
The second night of the rebellion was about to begin. And nowhere seemed to be immune from violence. There were buildings swapping fire hundreds of feet above his head. Harold stayed close to the buildings, watching every detail.
The rebels were clearly winning this fight. They had already taken most of the streets he snuck through. The only thing that worried him was that the rebels weren�t holding�they just left their conquered streets and looked for more fighting. Harold had no further luck persuading them to stay where they were. But it probably didn�t matter. The rebels had a distinct upper hand.
He made it home safely, relieved to find that Adrian had as well.

ADRIAN

It was hard to overlook what Harold did to the cripple.
Adrian had seen death before. It looked the same every time�wasteful. And now, every death he saw reminded him of Morgan�s onslaught� rather, Skylord Veil�s onslaught. Adrian dismissed the thought quickly. Anger was not who he was. And he especially didn�t want to bring it against Harold. So he let the whole thing go. He knew too little of Harold�s situation not to.
�Still mad at me?� Harold must have noticed Adrian was picking at his salad.
The cafeteria was full and lively. Many of the students were Adrian�s age. Some were older. Some were in their teens. Some of them were attractive. Adrian took his eyes off a particularly sexy couple and looked at Harold. �Nah, I�m not mad. Just tired of salad all the time. Why do I always let you order for me?�
Harold rolled his eyes and slid some of his ham onto Adrian�s plate.
Adrian started cutting it into his salad. �Is it true, what Grim said?�
Harold looked at him gravely. �About what?�
Adrian wasn�t sure why he asked. There were many things Grim said which may or may not have been true. All of them bothered him, though. He guessed they bothered Harold too. He picked the gentlest one he could think of. �That you never� really left the university� you know, since you came to it.�
Harold didn�t seem to take it gently. �People always tell me I look younger than I am.� He sipped his coffee with a pensive scowl. �Does that mean I�m getting old, or that I never grew up?�
Adrian grinned. �Maybe it means you�re sexy!�
Harold grimaced. �Don�t be strange.�
Adrian kept eating.
�Professor!� a girl�s voice called in their direction.
Harold looked up as a redhead, twenty at the oldest, came up to him. Wide, green eyes. Cheerful expression. A thin stack of books supported her tray of fruit and milk.
�Kiki,� Harold turned to her. �How are you?�
�Missing you!� she said. �Why don�t you teach pathology anymore?�
�I�m not teaching anything this semester, sweetheart,� Harold shrugged. �I�ve got some studies of my own to do.�
Adrian grinned as the two spoke. The girl seemed to have it hot for Harold.
�Aw,� said Kiki. �Well, promise me you�ll be back next semester?�
Harold gave a weak smile. �Of course, Kiki.�
�Pinky swear?�
Adrian tried his hardest to avoid laughing in both their faces as she stuck out her little finger and Harold humored her.
�Okay, I�m gonna go eat,� Kiki waved as she walked away. �Keep in touch, professor!�
Harold waved back. He turned to his meal, looked at Adrian, scoffed. �Twat.�
Adrian spit food and started cracking up.
�I need a woman who can take charge of things,� said Harold. �I couldn�t trust anybody else enough.�
Trust them with what? Adrian was about to ask, but didn�t. �She seems like a sweetie, though.�
�It�s probably the high sugar diet.�
The cafeteria went silent as one of the students turned the volume up on the big screen. It was filled with the face of the underhost. �Hello, Chicago.�
Harold looked across the room, Adrian over his shoulder.
Grakus�s expression was gentle, his voice calm and reassuring. His eyes seemed to captivate the students. �I know the circumstances of the past twenty-four hours have left many of you frightened. They should have. They frightened me. But the worst of it is over now. The most threatening force of rebels marched on Willis Tower late this afternoon, and was defeated. There are districts which the rebels have secured. They will be negotiated with fairly, so that no more civilians should suffer for our sins. We have taken our choppers out of the skies and most of our soldiers off the streets. The vehicles left abandoned are being taken to public parking garages to be collected at your leisure. This terrible wound on our city will be cleaned and bandaged.� On mentioning the city, his hand grabbed the air in front of his face, making a fist. He studied the fist, adoring it. �The healing process will begin. And I will be there to see you through it. You will be in contact with your loved ones. If you have suffered loss, I will be there for you. Rest now, Chicago, and I will end the terrors of the past. I promise.�
The students seemed uplifted. Adrian and Harold did not.
�You said the Rebels were romping on them,� said Adrian.
�Why do you think Grakus is ready to negotiate?� said Harold. �He�s just trying to make it look like he�s still in control.�
Adrian glanced back up at the now blank screen. �He sure acts like he is.�

WILCO

Almost midnight. The reports were in. Everything was as it needed to be.
He was looking out the window. A lot of that going on the past couple of days. Watching. Rouge was doing the same, farther along the glass wall.
Marcus Rouge was the only man Wilco ever feared. Wilco was the embodiment of everything Rouge hated. Naturally, the tension between them reached as far back as they had known one another. But there was none as they stood side by side in that office, looking down from the country�s highest tower onto the country�s darkest city.
He looked at his reflection in the glass. He hadn�t gazed into his own eyes in a long time. The man looking back had changed since then. Exactly how, he wasn�t sure. But he had never seen this man before. He turned from his reflection and the city, looked to his right. At Rouge. There was a face he recognized even less.
�What made you so frightening?�
Rouge turned to him. He didn�t seem to know to whom the question was directed. He looked at the host, inattentive at his desk, then back at Wilco. �What?�
�The things that made scary people scared of you,� said Wilco. �Why did you do these things?�
The defensive expression Rouge always wore on his face fell away. He turned back to the city, sighed. �Sometimes my mother had me convinced that he lived inside me� in her way.�
�Your brother?�
�He was older than I,� Rouge put his hand on the glass, touching his reflection. �But you could never tell. Each leaned on the other just as desperately. I hugged him when he cried at night. He hugged me when I cried in the day. We held each other when my mother would break things, screaming like an animal at our father�s urn while the urn stared quietly back. Thieves came to rob the house one night. She let them. Just sat in her rocker and stared. My brother was so afraid. The thieves separated us to search us. As if we were covered in jewels. She just stared. They took his teddy bear. I never understood why. He cried� I loved him so much.�
Wilco kept looking through the window, his focus switching from his reflection to the city. �I never felt anything. For anyone. All my life I was� surrounded��
��By people like me.�
�What changed all of it?�
�Don�t be stupid,� said Rouge. �Grakus did.�
Wilco knew this, but he couldn�t comprehend how: how the events of the past two weeks had changed so much. Had changed a city. Had changed people. He tried to think, and the thoughts escaped his lips. �He reached out to us because he needed us��
�And we reached back because we needed him,� said Rouge. �But� it�s not that simple.�
�I know.�
�Why is it this way?�
Finally, Wilco tied it all together in his head, holding it there for a moment, trying to figure out how to put it into words. Then, as quickly as the revelation broke through, it was lost.
Both men turned as the office doors opened. Charlie walked through. �Shall we end this war?�
The host looked up from his desk with hope, but did not speak.
�The commanders are reduced to almost nothing,� said Wilco. �We�re ready.�
�They�re so passionate, these rebels. They have a right to be.� Charlie stepped to the window between Wilco and Rouge, looked on with them at the city, at the few shimmers of rebellion left. �These are people with relationships, people who play an important role in the lives of others. But oppression dulled their minds and hearts, drove them to believe that the only relationship that mattered was the one they shared with the host. A city came together in despair, and these rebels found the strength to break free.� He pulled a remote detonator out of his pocket. �It�s a shame.�

THE REBELS OF CHICAGO

The bombs exploded from top to bottom, filleting his building with a slash of smoke and fire. Many rebels died, but the building stood. Barely. The rest had to leave. The battle had been entirely in their hands and now it was reduced to chaos. How could God let this happen? No. He couldn�t let doubt overcome him. No, this was good! The commanders were devastated. They still had a chance!
Calum Sentry watched as what was left of his men fired at the scattered Chicago army. It looked more like a gang war than a rebellion. The fallen wall of his building littered the street in an arena of rubble. Calum fired into it from his cover in an alleyway. Even if the rebels lost, there wouldn�t be enough of an army left to protect the host, let alone enslave the people, and all those people would realize it. They would rally in a final uprising. The true rebellion. Unless Grakus�s force was still large enough to end it tonight. Either way, every enemy Calum put down would make a difference.
There were a few of those bastards still out there, wandering around as aimlessly, shooting as impulsively, as the rebels were. Calum shot at every one of them he saw until his ammo was spent. The streets grew quieter.
He heard engines. Powerful engines. He rose from cover and stumbled into the arena, hopeful.
Heavy vehicles rolled through from every street. They were black. No general wore that color. It was Grakus. The black fleet slaughtered the last of the military, flinging shells at the buildings.
Before Calum could laugh, before he could smile, before he could feel the first assurance of hope, his first spec of joy since childhood, he saw that the black fleet was also firing at rebels. He waited, thinking it was accidental. It wasn�t. Everyone in sight was being cut down.
All at once, Calum felt the relief of acceptance.
The rebel leader dropped his gun, fell to his knees, as the faith slipped away from him.
What a burden was faith upon the shoulders. He never realized it until now.
Chicago wasn�t ever meant to be free, was it? This is the fate of humanity. It was headed in this direction for thousands of years. No one man brought it to this. It was modernization. This is what every civilization comes to in the end. He was a fool to lead so many children into death to fight it.
He raised his head to the sky. Acceptance would have been better.
A black Humvee struck him down, left him dying in the gutter. The last thought he had was the train his father gave him, sputtering a trail of smoke into the distance, far away from the world.

THE HOST OF CHICAGO

He stood on the roof of Willis Tower, the headlights rising around him, the currents of the sky carrying his hair. But he wasn�t dancing.
�My lord.�
The host turned. �Charlie. It�s good to see you.�
�You aren�t dancing, my lord.�
�I feel the tower collapsing beneath me, Charlie.� The host held his collar, head turned to the sky, as if begging someone up there for help. �Everything I tried to protect myself from� it�s coming after me now.�
�Rebellions happen, my lord,� Grakus called with gentle authority. �The better you rule, the rarer they are. But they always come.�
�They do?�
Grakus took the authority out of his voice, replaced it with kindness. �To not have known this, you must have been a fine ruler indeed. And soon, this rebellion will have ended. It ends as we speak.�
The host took his hand from his collar. He stepped to Grakus and hugged him tightly. �Oh, Charlie� you came to my city at just the right time. I may have lost my mind were it not for you.�
�You are a good ruler, my lord,� Grakus repeated. �Employing me is proof of that. Now. Dance.�
With an assured smile, the host took Grakus by the hand and began to dance with him. They started slow. Then the headlights started moving around them slowly, then progressively faster. So did Grakus and the host. Grakus led, and the host followed.
Then the headlights came down across the dance floor, blinding the host for less than a second. This change excited the host, and he laughed. A gust blew across them, and he laughed louder. The headlights blinded him again. Grakus led, the host followed.
The two came to the edge of Willis Tower, the city and the stars beneath and around them. It was the host�s turn to lead. The headlights blinded him again as he stepped ahead of Grakus. He found himself leaning over the edge, holding on, not laughing anymore. His hands flew to Grakus for help. Grakus caught his own reflection in the frightened eyes of the host�a shadow bathed in light.
The host�s balance surrendered. He fell, screaming.
Grakus turned and walked across the massive roof of the tower. The breeze was with him, cooling his back. The stars were brighter than ever. The half-moon shown on the lips of the galaxy. Rouge and Wilco left their posts at the headlights and followed him into the office of the host. Grakus took his seat at the grand desk. The rebellion was over.
�High commander,� said Grakus.
Wilco looked up. �Yes, my lord?�
�Organize what�s left of your army.�
Wilco bowed and left.
Grakus turned to Rouge and said, �Underhost.�
Rouge looked up.
The host of Chicago leaned forward over his desk. �Are you familiar with the name Harold Del Meethia?�

HAROLD

�Wake up!� He slammed Adrian�s door open, a mess of paper in his arms. He picked up the backpack by the door and threw it at him.
Adrian jolted up, shoved his feet into his shoes. �What�s going on?�
Harold strapped a holster around his waist. �We�re leaving.�
Adrian stood, buttoned his jeans and threw a tank on. �The host took the city back?�
�The host was killed last night.�
�So the rebels took over?�
Harold grabbed the remote from Adrian�s nightstand. �No.�
��Then who won?�
Harold turned on Adrian�s television. Grakus was heralding a new era as the new host.
Adrian looked on, his mouth open. �Who is this guy?�
�I don�t care,� Harold threw Adrian a jacket from the closet. �If I don�t leave now, he�s going to kill me.�
Guns started popping outside. People screamed.
There were no windows in the room. Harold just looked in the direction the sound was coming from, stared at it, afraid. �He works fast.�
Both men jumped as glass shattered outside the room. Boots pounded. Frames smashed. Doors flew open. Machine guns fired.
Harold slammed the door shut and locked it. He took the gun from his waist. Someone tried to kick the door in. It cracked. Harold dropped the gun, fell to his knees. The door took another kick. Barely intact. Harold tried to get the gun to work. The trigger wouldn�t press. Adrian ran to help him. The gun moved all around between their hands.
�You can�t even use a gun?� Adrian panicked. �You�re a scientist!�
Harold pounded on the handle, making sure the clip was in right. �I thought it was you stupid redneck farmers who needed the protection!�
Adrian pulled it away from him. Harold pulled it back.
�It�s right here,� Adrian switched the safety off.
Harold snatched the weapon, pointed at the door. Splinters flew as the door came off the frame. Harold opened fire at the two guards who ran through. He walked to the doorway, peered outside. He fired three shots at two soldiers on the right, then ran left. He called back to Adrian, �Grab a gun!�
Behind him, he heard one of the soldiers he dropped speak slowly, presumably into a radio, �Apprentice leaving office� has a bodyguard� send medic�� The soldier was cut off by three rapid shots. Adrian appeared a moment later, his hands clutching one of their SMGs.
Harold nodded, continued running. He kept his eyes all around him, especially behind to make sure none of the intruders were creeping up on Adrian.
Windows lay along the left side of the long hall. It was still too dark to see outside, except for where soldiers lit the courtyard, panicked students falling to the grass. Shadows of both flashed against the buildings. Adrian slowed as he noticed. Harold pulled him forward.
Ahead, soldiers were trying to get in to the wing through a reinforced glass door. They stopped ramming when they saw the two men approaching. They dropped the ram and took out their guns, opened fire at them through the glass. The glass didn�t yield, but it wouldn�t last.
Harold yanked Adrian to the right into an extending hall. Dr. Iris was lying on his back, trying to reach the knob to his office. His lab coat was soaked in blood.
�Doctor!� Harold ran to him.
The windows at both ends of the hall smashed inward. Soldiers poured through. Harold picked the doctor up and ran through the door. Adrian followed, locked the door behind them. Harold sat Iris down at his desk.
�You were right, doctor, I�m sorry,� Harold searched his teacher for wounds. He found many. He knew he couldn�t save him. �We should have left this city years ago.�
Dr. Iris wheezed, blood coming to his lips. �I lied to you, Harold�� He swallowed it. �Leaving this city� had nothing to do� with rebellion.�
Harold set a cushion from a recliner behind the doctor�s head. �What was it, doctor?�
�The bag, Harold�� Iris pointed toward his feet. �Everything you need.�
Harold reached under the doctor�s desk. His hand was on the black duffel bag when the office door was busted in. Soldiers fired. Adrian ducked behind the desk with Harold. Iris took every bullet. Harold and Adrian fired back, dropping the three intruders.
Harold touched the late doctor�s face. For a moment, his aversion to blood was non-existent, and the banging all around was silent.
�Doc,� Adrian said gently, touching Harold�s shoulder.
Harold turned from Doctor Iris, looking back at the ruined body. He followed Adrian into the hall.
�Are you okay?� Adrian stopped.
Harold never thought how he might feel when Iris passed. Especially in violence. �I�m fine,� he said. �Stay focused.�

BARNABAS

They smashed through his door with a sledgehammer. Seven of them walked into the small room, sizes ranging from a small one with a clean black suit to a big one who carried the hammer. They surrounded his bed, looked down on him silently.
�Good morning, Dr. Vulcum,� the one with the suit was smiling. �We�ve never met in person. My name is Marcus Rouge.�
Barnabas rolled his eyes over each one with languid regard. He slid his fingers over a slit in the mattress, shoved his hand inside it.
�I don�t presume you plan on telling me where Mr. Del Meethia is, do you?�
The item Barnabas was looking for would do nothing for him now. But he needed it in his hand. Otherwise, there would be no hope of Harold finding it. He jammed his fingers through springs and cloth and useless documents.
�You don�t have to tell me, Doctor. I�ll find him myself,� Rouge turned to the big man, took his sledgehammer. �For now, I�m perfectly content to kill you myself.�
In an instant, Barnabas Vulcum�s senses were filled with the only thought he ever cared for. His eyes lit the room as he screamed for the university to hear,
�FUCK THIS WORLD!�
The hammer came down like a meteor into the old man�s face.

ADRIAN

The power was cut, the generators on. The lights were dim. He followed Harold down a hall lit by one thin strip of flickering lights.
A group of soldiers were chasing them from an adjoining hall, shooting at them. Harold turned a corner. Adrian almost slipped to keep up.
He only caught a glimpse of the man who led the soldiers, but his height made him easy to spot. He wore a black beret. Harold pushed through two heavy doors into the university parking garage.
The massive room was almost empty: just a few white vans, an ambulance, and a beautiful red convertible. Harold and Adrian jumped into the hotrod. Harold kept his head low, turned the ignition.
The man with the black beret appeared. His men fired recklessly. But when he raised his gun, he put a hole in the headrest of the driver�s seat and the windshield. Adrian fired blindly and briefly over his seat, hitting nothing.
Harold slammed his foot down and the car jolted forward. It blasted through a gate on ground level and spun onto West Harrison. The street ran all the way into the city, whose lights had come back on, competing with the dawn. The car sped like the bullets behind into the fray of light, and Adrian felt his stomach fall. Trees and streetlights swung past them on either side. The skyline grew larger. The great black tower rose.
The buildings around them changed from small houses to shops and banks. A big glass building passed them on the left. Another parking garage. A taller building on the right.
The scene opened up in an intersection, the city resting plain before them with its towering army of light against a purple sky.
Harold�s foot was pressed hard against the gas.
The buildings around them grew dense. But the tower was always quick to come back into view when something blocked it, never out of sight for more than a second. It appeared almost next to them as they crossed the river. Adrian felt a rush like he never had. The few days he had known Chicago, there had always seemed to be at least a few people and cars on the streets, even so early in the morning. There was nothing now. All the cars that littered the streets only yesterday were cleared out. There was no one. Just him, his friend, and the city.
The car screaming, they flew through a small tunnel. Another parking garage on the right. Then the street came to an end, the buildings standing tall around them. Harold slammed the brake. A man was standing at the intersection. He was staring at them. Harold leaned forward, eyes narrowed.
The man was wearing a white lab coat like Harold�s. He had a black scarf over his mouth. In one hand, he held a big stuffed bunny. In the other hand, a machine gun. He said as calmly and politely as a secretary, �I want you to die now please.� Then he waited patiently as though for them to obey.
Harold squinted. �Teddles?�
�I need you to die now, please.� It was a little louder this time.
�He hasn�t gotten better,� Harold threw the car into reverse. �Shame.�
The strange man screamed, �I said please!� He fired at them. Only a few bullets hit the car.
�And neither has his aim.� Harold sped backwards, swung the car in the other direction and hooked a sharp right, deeper into the buildings. Bullets sparked against the car. �Get down!� he shouted at Adrian. Soldiers were firing at them from the windows above.
�Can�t you bring the roof up!� Adrian hid his head under his arms.
�I don�t know how!� Harold shouted back.
They sped past the occupied buildings, crossed a parkway and shot through the glass exterior of a monumental structure. A wall of glass came down. Soldiers were waiting. They fired at the car from every height and angle�from balconies, booths and tiny shops that never got the chance to open. Harold drove down a flight of stairs in the middle of the vast station into a tunnel. They left the light behind them. A handful of soldiers tried to catch up, firing. Adrian couldn�t see anything ahead. Harold wouldn�t turn the headlights on. Adrian shouted, asking if Harold didn�t know how to do that either.
�I know what I�m doing,� said Harold.
The car dropped into a larger tunnel, pitch black. Now Harold turned the lights on. The tunnel looked like it went on forever. Harold sped faster. No one seemed to be following them now. Harold sighed deeply, but he was in no hurry to slow down. Chicago was behind them, but they�d catch up eventually.

WILCO

He had guards stationed throughout the city in case something went wrong after the revolt like a resurgence or a riot. So they were there to respond quickly when he told them to fire at the speeding red car. But there weren�t a lot of men along a given path to the Link, and the police at the Link weren�t expecting anything. He really wasn�t expecting Del Meethia to escape the university at all. Maybe if the psychopath had given his men a better description�
�He looks kind of like a doctor scientist except not really,� Teddles had said.
All Del Meethia had to do was know that they were coming for him, which he obviously did.
There was nothing the high commander could do about it now. So he sighed, shrugged, staring through the exit that lost him his target.
His radio started yelling at him. �Where are they!�
Wilco picked up. It was Rouge. �They�re gone.� He listened with amusement as the third underhost this week began to lose his mind.
�You insufferable fuck!� The radio went static as the volume spiked with Rouge�s screaming. Both sounds blended into a violent haze that echoed through the parking garage. �A thousand people dead in minutes and you couldn�t even shoot the one person we sacked this shit hole for!�
�Calm down,� Wilco said as condescendingly as he could. �What would your mother say?�
�Well what�s your plan then, strategist?�
�The scientist and his friend are gonna try to take the Unity Link out of the city. It�s their only chance.�
�Half the guards there probably died in the rebellion,� said Rouge.
�They didn�t fight,� said Wilco. �And I have more men on the way.�
�Is the Link still functional?� Rouge was starting to calm down, but more than ready to flip out again.
�Yes,� said Wilco. �If your guy managed to get down there, his only option is to drive on the tracks. Not good for tires. My men will board the trains and run them down.�
�I�m on my way there now,� said Rouge. �Tell your men to wait for me. I want to kill him.�
Wilco smiled. �Don�t let them get too far. Grakus wants Del Meethia dead more than you do.�
�I doubt that.�
Wilco set the radio back on his belt, looked back outside through the exit.
Del Meethia was gone no matter how quickly Rouge came after him. A scientist wouldn�t be stupid enough to use one of the trains even if he did have the time and know-how to operate one. He�d need a car once he reached the end of the line. And there was plenty of room on the line for a sleek sedan to avoid the tracks. Rouge would chase that sedan with a rusty train designed for safe civilian use. It was his best shot at catching up over the military�s giant diesel Humvees or anything else they could find in the time they had. But it wouldn�t be enough. Of course, Wilco preferred Rouge find all this out on his own.
He turned off the radio.

ANGELA

Nothing has the power to remind you how alone you are like walking through a conglomeration of empty skyscrapers.
She found a lunchbox lying on a vacant lot. Its kiddish illustrations meant something to someone once. Something personal. Now, they meant nothing more than fracture lines in the road, the brown grass rising through them. Rusty cars with flattened tires were parked neatly along rotten buildings�monuments of nothing. Black and decrepit, they looked down on her. Many of them would collapse before long.
She had made her decision to take this journey with such finality that she�d made a few mistakes in her rushed preparation; it hadn�t even occurred to her until she�d already passed through Denver the other day that she might need medical supplies. Now, Interstate 70 had taken her to Kansas City, and she was worried that the scrapes she got back in Colorado may become infected. So she put herself on a budget of a couple of hours to search the city for the necessary items. She had used her last drops of iodine to clean some water in Topeka. She would search through public facilities, keeping an eye out for signs pointing to the city�s hospital.
�Never assume a place has been cleaned, even when it seems obvious,� the mercs of Battle Mountain had taught her. �If there�s any chance of something you need being inside, switch your safety off and check.�
And there often were plenty of things left in places like shops, restaurants, transportation depots. People were forced out of their homes and businesses very quickly when the Seven Cities of America was founded. They had little capacity with which to carry their possessions, leaving most of them behind. A city hospital would surely have a host of easy-to-carry and highly useful items.
But unlike the others, Kansas City didn�t seem like a place where people left quickly. It seemed more run-down than the other cities were: piles of trash in the street, vehicles crashed and over-turned, massive fire damage everywhere. And there were bodies in nearly every alleyway she passed, festered to bones and covered in torn clothes.
She came to a subway tunnel in the metropolitan area: gray stairs descending into blackness.
�The dark is your friend,� the mercs always said, �because it�s everybody else�s enemy.�
Angela clicked her flashlight on and off as she descended, as not to make herself too easy a target. It was one of the many tactics she learned from old police manuals�textbooks to the Battle Mountain mercenaries. She didn�t feel that anything living was down here, but she had her habits. The stairs led into a corridor with white tile walls, sheets of dirt over wide areas. A dense, musty smell, but a pleasant temperature compared to the heat outside. She searched the walls for a first aid kit. There were none in sight. Lots of posters, though. Neat pictures.
The mustiness had grown stronger, the atmosphere cooler, by the time she came to a ticket booth. Inside, there was a white box with a red cross. She broke the glass. The sound echoed throughout the dark halls. She climbed in. The box was empty.
�Damn.�
She unlocked the door and left the booth. She clicked her light on, moved it across the white hall. Tiles missing. Posters torn from the walls.
She clicked it off. Nothing�not even a shimmer of light from the entrance.
She clicked it on. A broken desk farther down, just before the range of her light ended. Shadows formed across the wall out of the slightest protrusions. She was scanning for a bathroom. If she found nothing there, she�d leave and find a hospital.
Just past the booth, the hall opened up onto the platform. The circle of her light explored the tile walls on the far side, the concrete columns. The ceiling was high. Frozen escalators led to a second floor. There were shops up there. She�d check those in time, but closer than the shops was an alcove in the wall. Two doors in it. One was signed �Women,� the other �Men.�
Angela nodded, approached the women�s door, put her hand on it. Her light reflected off the broken mirrors inside as the door creaked open, casting bright lines all over. There didn�t seem to be any medical supplies, but Angela was intrigued by the writings on the walls. All public bathrooms bore the messages of some Old American punk looking for attention. But these were different. They were all over, and written with different instruments.
Why is my body doing this? one message ran in lipstick on the wall above the hand-dryer.
Tracy James, 23. I love you, mommy. Eyeliner on one of the broken mirrors.
POWERLESS, blood on the door behind her.
All of the sinks were greased with odd colors and mold. Brown stains dotted the floor�a particularly large one spread beneath a stall whose door was slightly open. A cloth of bright colors was hanging inside.
Angela pointed her light and her gun at the door. She tapped it with her foot. The door opened. Angela gasped, shuddered. She dropped the flashlight. It rolled slowly across the room, the lines of light reflecting from the broken mirrors moved along the walls.
She caught her breath, picked the flashlight up, and pointed it back at the stall. A yellow blouse with red flowers. Long brown hair. What little skin the body still had was pressed against the bone. The head faced up. The mouth was screaming. Its hands were clutched to the toilet seat. Blood covered the yellow blouse at the waist.
Angela left the room. She wasn�t clicking the flashlight on and off anymore. It was a stupid idea coming down here. She�d check the hospital.
She followed the posters back to where the stairs led up to the street. She stopped, wondered if she really needed medical supplies after all. She did. If she got cut, she�d have nothing to clean it except for her water. She needed to at least check the hospital.
On the way back up the stairs to the light and heat of the sun, she noticed another body huddled face-down in a corner. This body was stranger than the last. It was stranger than anybody she�d found in Kansas City so far. It wasn�t a skeleton. Not even close. It had a weird growth on it.
She approached the body. It was wearing green pants and a dungaree jacket. Its skin was covered in this black growth. She slid her knife from the sheath on her ankle. She picked at the black skin. It flaked like moss. Like that tribal back in Colorado. But that wasn�t the weirdest thing about this body.
The weirdest thing was that it wasn�t here when she came in.
No. It had to have been� she thought. � I just missed it.
She passed the body, and wasn�t on the street much longer before she found signs directing her to Truman Medical Center. It wasn�t far at all from where she left the expressway. In ten minutes, she was walking south on Holmes Street, the hospital on her left. The street continued past the entrance into a small dip. Far down, where the road rose again, she saw what looked like another body. Standing upright. It might have been facing away� it might have been facing her. She couldn�t tell. She couldn�t even tell what it was, or whether it was moving at all. She ignored it, entered the hospital. Another dark place. She wasn�t about to turn it upside-down. Not when there were computers at the receptionist�s desk.
Angela learned that many computers, especially hospital computers, had internal batteries that kicked on when there was no other power source. If the computer was on when the power failed, it would remain on until the battery ran dry. If the computer was off, it should still be able to be turned on. At least for a while. Angela sat down, pushed the button. The fans kicked on.
�Finally,� she sighed. �Something useful in this city.�
The mercs had taught her the basics in computers, particularly how files were stored in various operating systems. Hospitals used standard stuff. She searched the file database. Nothing on hospital schematics or inventory.
�Or not.�
After fifteen minutes of searching, she knew the power would go out soon. She scrolled over a long list of case files and reports. Some of them were scary, and most of them seemed to regard people getting sick and disappearing from the hospital. Later reports mentioned weird things going on in the hospital. Maybe it had something to do with the bodies all over the city. Then the reports became more specific.
�A young man brought his girlfriend to the emergency room today,� one report read. �He was very worried. I couldn�t blame him. Aside from a record-breaking fever, she had odd coloration to her face and abdomen�like light bruises in weird shapes. This has been my first experience with the source of the pandemic rumor. I know it�s crazy to start considering some mutated return of bubonic plague� but I�ve never seen this illness before.�
Close to that file was another entitled �Last Days.�
Angela opened it. There was a list of digital recordings labeled with different names, mostly �Mac� and �Doc.� She clicked the first one on the list. The audio began to roll.
�April Second, 2066. Doctor Herbert Lane.
�A lot of people had reported leaving their homes with the doors locked. They�d come home and the doors would be unlocked. Same kind of thing would happen at night. Nobody ever seems to hear anything. Sometimes security alarms would turn off, apparently without the owner�s knowledge. Again, nothing violent, nothing stolen or broken. It had a few people spooked. But mostly no one cared. I wouldn�t even be documenting it now if I didn�t think there might be a connection to some of the things going on lately. To me, it almost seemed like it was supposed to be a message. That we couldn�t protect ourselves.�
Angela looked around her, her light moving across the ransacked room. Everything was broken or overturned. Drawers were torn from desks, papers tossed all over. Bodies. A crooked, dirty sign on the wall near the front desk read �Please have your insurance card ready upon request.� She clicked the second recording.
�April Third, 2066. Inspector Allan McPherson.
�This recording is to document an update in the Emily Hatcher case. She said when she was raped� she saw a boar�s head.�
Angela clicked the next one.
�April Eighth, 2066. Doctor Lane
�We�ve tried to get in contact with Mr. Hill, the young man who checked his girlfriend, Sara Johns, into the hospital about two weeks ago. We just found out this morning that he�s been reported missing by his parents. Miss John�s condition isn�t getting better.�
�April Tenth, 2066. Inspector McPherson.
�Emily Hatcher is beginning to show odd symptoms. No one knows if they�re psychological or physical. But doctors at the medical center say they�re similar to a patient named Sarah Johns. And three other male patients.�
That recording was followed by a text document dated April Fifteenth, 2066. It was a letter from the mayor of Kansas City addressed to all public officials, including hospitals. It confirmed that the �serial killings� are the work of �not one, but several suspects.� It said to remain calm, professional, vigilant, and that the public would be receiving similar notice via a press conference that night.
Angela clicked the next recording.
�April Sixteenth, 2066. Inspector McPherson.
�Some of the guys at behavioral science are calling this a matter of organized crime� I can�t subscribe to that� Even organized crime isn�t this organized.�
�April Twenty-first, 2066. Doctor Lane.
�We�ve just been informed that the city is being placed under quarantine. They say it�s to protect us from a new virus found in the area. Unlike Hephaestus, this new one is life-threatening. They wouldn�t say what the symptoms were. But I think it�s obvious the virus is already in the city.
�April Twenty-Third, 2066. Inspector McPherson.
�We�re supposed to be under quarantine, but no one sees anybody� no army, national guard, bio-hazard unit, nobody. People are tripping over bodies in alleyways now. What we need is the national guard. Some people have left the city. Others have tried to get help. None of them ever came back.�
Angela remembered passing an unusually large number of cars and trucks within a few miles of Kansas City. They weren�t crowding the roads, they were piled neatly alongside them. No bodies. She scrolled down the list of recordings, clicked on one dated later the following month.
�March Twenty-Eighth, 2066. Doctor Lane.
�We ran out of restraints to hold the infected down. We�ve had to contain them in other ways. Only the hospital and authorities are aware what this disease is doing to people. McPherson isn�t letting us tell anybody. I heard he threatened to kill someone who was about to.
�He told us to start shooting them. We, um� we did, and� burned the bodies. We told family they died of the disease. I can�t say it�s a lie. When family come to see the deceased, we tell them they had to be incinerated as �bio-hazards.� Again, not entirely a lie.
�We still don�t know how the disease is spreading. We�re starting to think it�s sexually transmitted. It�s not like the movies, where you�re bitten and you�re one of them. Plenty of doctors here have been bitten transporting them, myself included. And we�re fine.
�I think the infected� I think they�ve been forcing themselves on people� raping them. I think the killings are connected to this disease. The inspector won�t let me tell the public. He doesn�t want them alarmed any further� Honestly, I don�t know how much more alarmed they can get.
�And it doesn�t add up. These infected patients are� feral. Anything but inconspicuous. How could this disease have been spreading without anybody catching sight of the infected? Boar�s head� We should have found out what that meant before Emily died� Boar�s head��
�April Ninth, 2066. Inspector McPherson.
�No one goes out anymore� The streets are empty. Buildings are boarded up. People are in them, as far as I know. Most of them. But they�re boarded up tight. People packed what food they could, weapons too, locked themselves up, hoping this will be over by the time supplies run out. Sometimes I�ll see that boards on the doors of certain houses have been torn off, the front door hanging open.
�Just yesterday, we inspected a house like that. It belonged to a man and his fianc�e. He was nailed to the ceiling, his fianc�e on the bed below him in a similar, spread-out position. She had been raped. No DNA, as usual. No prophylactic residue either. The only evidence we found was the prints left on the carpet. They were hooves, like on some God damn horse. Someone wearing a horseshoe, I don�t know. I�ve tried countless times to get in touch with the FBI, National Guard, the Governor� I�m not getting anybody. It�s like the world packed up and left. Maybe this is all going on out there as well� Even my superiors are nowhere to be found. The city�s power went out today at noon. Tonight, there will be total darkness. I�m scared. But I will continue to enforce the law as I have been trained��
There was one final recording after this. It was labeled without a name or a date. It just said �Epilogue.� It was by far the longest one: exactly twenty-four hours in recording time. Angela clicked it.
�Okay, so I�m just gonna format this like the other recordings I�ve gathered onto this file. Um� My name is Tom Ross. I�m an orderly at� was an orderly at Hospital Hill, Kansas City. It�s may ninth, 2066. About Five thirty in the afternoon. The hospital is� empty. Well, I�m pretty sure it�s empty. Gotta stay positive, right?� He laughed a little. �I�m recording this to try to put together the things that��
There was a dim static as the man went silent. Angela leaned forward. There was crying. Low, desperate sobs. She was startled by a gunshot. Then the dead static again. She listened for another minute. Static. She fast-forwarded a minute. Static. Another minute. Ten minutes. An hour. Ten hours. Static.
She sat back. �Antilife,� she whispered to herself. This was one of the diseases her mother and father were working to cure. She heard it had attacked people, attacked communities.
But she had wasted enough time. She hurried back to the database, the cursor dashing across the screen as she looked for something she could use. She noticed she kept passing over a program titled �dlrowehtkcuf.exe.� There was little chance of information being stored on an executable, but after almost everything else turned up nothing useful, she clicked it. A stream of letters started flowing upward.
FDLRWOTRDWTHKHRFHCLDTWRLORDCHFDWLRW
LKCOHELDHEFOWKLDLRKCORLOHLFRHCLROALR
KWFOFLRDFHELRWCWRKHCLWLORDFOLCRORDLR

She pushed a button to try and terminate the program. The arrangement of the letters seemed to change when she did, but it still flowed incoherently.
HOWHELORDHURTWORDHOLDDORKDUCKOTHERF
OLDCORDRULEFORLOWLURELETFOLKCUTWEDCOW
ERCUREFORKTOWCRUDCROWDREWROTWOWDOWE

She hit another button, and the flow stopped. The computer went blank. Except for one line across the center.
fuck the world_

Angela pressed another button. The computer remained mostly blank�just a blinking cursor on the upper left side. Angela looked at it for a moment. Then words appeared: Good morning.
Angela typed, �Hi.�
Computer�s response: Do you have a question?
Angela became hopeful. This must have been some sort of directory software. She typed, �hospital inventory location�
Response: Is that a polite sentence, lol?
Angela rolled her eyes, typed, �May I have the location of the hospital medical supplies?�
Response: That is all you want?
�Yes.�
Don�t you want me? I would love to have you. Maybe if you saw me, you�d open your legs like you do for everybody else.
Angela turned in her chair, looked around. It was an empty hospital.
The computer shut down. Darkness again.
She left the chair, turned her flashlight on. She drew her gun. She was done with this city.
She didn�t have any trouble as she ran from the hospital back into daylight, through the streets and onto the ramp that took her back onto I-70. It felt a lot better being on a highway elevated above the city. She caught her breath, walked.
Angela began to regret not bringing a couple of mercenaries with her. There were plenty who gladly would have gone, might have dueled for the opportunity. Even if the man she ended up with was useless in combat, someone to talk to would have been enough. She would always be grateful to the mercenaries, outcity and the rascals, even if she never did find out how they came to be.

DON

Priority Correspondence from Eglin Air Force Base
To: The chairman of the Department of Outcity Mercs. Or his secretary. Or whoever the fuck.
From: Tired Eyes
They wanted me to write you a report because the politicians put you �in charge� of people like me. Now you need to know some dirty secrets. All the crap they told me to do and all the crap I�m doing now I�ve gotta restate because you�re gonna make sure everything stays nice and organized, right?
First of all, they call me Tired Eyes. Because I always look like I�m about to fall asleep. Even when I�m shooting children.
And it�s my pleasure to inform you that everything you know about your government is crap. And before you shit yourself, I�ll tell you that everything you know about history is also crap. Take a second. Grab your favorite drink and brace yourself.
You grew up with an image of the Founding�I�ve seen the posters�a soldier with a strong chest pointing the way as hundreds of people marched in single-file with hopeful faces to a bright and colorful city on a hill. And yeah, that�s a more or less accurate depiction of one side of the Founding.
Did they even tell you there was another side? Did they tell you that there were people who didn�t want to join the Seven Cities? Did they tell you what happened to them? Probably not, or they wouldn�t have had me write to explain �professionally and amicably� who we are.
Yeah, as most of the remnants of America were going to those cities at the gesture of clueless soldiers, there were people who stayed where they were. They saw opportunity in a life without government. They saw prosperity in a new world.
Sounds reasonable enough, right?
Nah! You were like �Fuck those hippies!�
And so you sent us. You recruited us from prisons. You gave us guns. You made our directive simple�reign hell and have fun.
And we worked hard for you.
Your army of fully armed thieves, rapists, drug dealers, gangsters and murderers followed your command and made the free world our stomping ground. We plotted in camps overlooking villages, pulling out notepads and filled them through the night with every idea as to make these independents as crushingly miserable as you demanded. And you were demanding. And we were creative. I won�t bore you with the details, but I�ve heard stories of husbands and wives defiled side-by-side in the morning light. We took hope away from the hopeful, futures away from their children.
To boot, we gave your loyal citizens a reason to stay that way, locked in your big strong arms.
All of this centered around my father, the legendary Camlin �Mastodon,� a mob boss serving life when the government hired him to lead the mercenary army. Inevitably, it broke a part, but he held on to a lot.
We stormed the lands effectively, but we didn�t get them all. We sowed fear, which was all you really wanted.
But we also sowed hatred.
Thus the tribals, but you know all about their wrath. Some of them are feared more than we ever were. And rightly so. I bet you never knew that the men who promoted you are the ones who made these monsters.
There are differing intensities of hate among them. Like I said, we didn�t reach them all, and not all of us were all that bad. But the tribes out west� Deseret, for example. Rage like that doesn�t just happen. It was proudly made in America.
Oh, but it gets better�
Can you believe your retarded government actually gave a crime lord one of the biggest airbases in the country? I still can�t. But dad was pretty docile with it, you know, kept to himself and whatnot. Then his pride and joy came to power after he was killed in a duel.
And after I killed my father, I slaughtered every tribe and merc in a hundred miles who wouldn�t bow to me. Have a look. All gone.
Technically, I�m still a faithful if unofficial servant to your glorious government. But it�s been a long time since my family acted on your behalf, and I wouldn�t be asking for favors any time soon.
There�s my report. Shove it up your ass.
Tired Eyes


ADRIAN

The line ended on Interstate 80 outside a town called Davenport, Iowa. The subway let out into a flat, empty land. Smooth horizon. A peaceful place. Chicago was on its way, but they had time to say goodbye.
�Are you sure you won�t join me?� Harold was leaning back against the car with his arms folded, a beer in his hand. �I could use you.�
Adrian loved beer. All booze was like an art to him. But the bottle Harold gave him was still almost full and going flat. He looked down and nodded.
�Probably for the best,� Harold took his last sip and tossed the empty bottle. �Grakus has no reason to go after you.�
Adrian was annoyed. �Why does he want you?�
Harold turned his head to the duffel bag in the back of what once was Grakus�s car. �Because I think I have something he wants.�
�Where are you headed?�
�West,� Harold gave a good stare down I-80 into the flat distance. �Seattle. There�s no society there. But there�s one man who might help me.�
Adrian looked up. �The wizard?�
�The very same.�
Adrian looked back down. �The stories say the wizard�s a bad man.�
Harold didn�t answer. Either he agreed, or just didn�t feel like a debate. He just folded his arms, breathed deeply. �What about you? Where are you going?�
Adrian turned his head to the sun. �East. There are people who�ll want to know I�m okay� and at least one man who won�t.�
�You know,� Harold lifted the hood of the car, pulled the dipstick out. �I find that healing comes from within.�
Adrian took a sip of the beer. �What does that mean?�
�I don�t know,� Harold smiled as he put the stick back in and shut the hood. �It�s just something I came across in my research. My findings could be wrong. But I�m a logical man. Logically, vengeance won�t make the pain go away. Only you can.�
Adrian took a larger sip, put the bottle down. �Do you know the way to Manhattan?�
Harold pointed. �There�s a way station for traders about three miles south of here. They might also have a car to sell you. I left some money in your pack. It should cover a decent ride. And any other useful things they might have for sale.�
Adrian checked the pack and found the biggest block of cash he�d ever seen.
Harold opened the trunk of the car, pulled out a tank heavy with liquid. He explained that it was fuel, and how to put it in a car. He set it on the ground next to Adrian. �Don�t carry it any further than the station. If you can�t get a car by then, just trade it. If anyone should pass you on the road, pretend you�re drinking it. You don�t want passersby to know you�re walking around with ten gallons of gasoline.�
Adrian didn�t say anything, just stared at the tank. But really, he didn�t want to look at Harold. He didn�t want to leave him. He still owed him, and Harold was the only real friend he ever had.
Harold stepped to him. �Well, Adrian or Adam� This is goodbye.� He offered his hand. �Be safe.�
Adrian hugged him. He was so choked up he could hardly speak. �Thanks, doc.�
Harold precariously patted Adrian on the back. �You saved my life too, kid. If anything, I still owe you.�
They both looked up as the sound of an arriving train screeched from the subway through the tunnel.
Harold grunted and opened the car door. Then in a sudden fit of anger, he kicked the tire. �Shit! I never taught you how to drive, did I?�
Adrian wiped his eyes. �I watched you, I kinda know.�
Harold jumped into the car. �Alright, well come here and we�ll go over it. Pay attention�this thing makes it go, this thing makes it stop and this thing turns it. Um, and then there�s this thing. Very important. The rest you�ll figure out as you go.� He looked around frantically. He spotted a dumpster next to the subway entrance. �Hide in there. Remember�don�t throw your life away. If they find you, tell them everything they want to know about me and where I�m going. They�ll find out on their own anyway.�
Adrian smiled. �I�ll write them a song for you, don�t worry.� He patted Harold on the shoulder. �Good luck, doc.�
�You�re an independent variable, Adrian,� Harold turned the car on and put it in drive. �If there is any truth to altruistic righteousness, I hope I turn out like you.�
The tires of the red convertible spit dirt high into the air, and Harold was off.

ROUGE

The train came to a screeching stop at the end of the line.
Backed by Wilco�s soldiers, Rouge�s feet pounded the concrete steps upward. The sunlight struck him as they surfaced. The red convertible was speeding away.
The soldiers fired, but the car kept going.
�Fuck!� Rouge screamed, dashign his gun against the cracked pavement with a metalic thud. Then he realized something. He ran out onto the street, squinted at the car as his eyes adjusted to the light. He turned to his men. �Didn�t Wilco say there was a kid with him?�
�Yes sir,� one of the soldiers called back.
Rouge looked around. Maybe Harold dropped him off back in the tunnel? Maybe the train splattered his guts evenly across the walls?
He looked around.
Near to the subway entrance was a dumpster.
Was it possible?
Rouge picked his gun back up and walked to the dumpster. He slid his fingers under the lip of the lid and lifted it over his head.
And there sat the kid, looking up helplessly into the light.
Rouge pointed his gun into the bin at the kid. �Where is he going?�
�Seattle,� the kid replied immediately. �To see the wizard.�
Rouge stared at the kid for a second. Then he let the lid drop. He walked away, leading Wilco�s men back into the tunnel.

THE WIZARD OF SEATTLE

ATTENTION ALL TRAVELERS, SIGHTSEERS, ADVENTURERS, AND SEEKERS OF WONDER!
If you are reading this, you probably found it in the gutter of my fine streets, on a table in an empty cafe, drifting in an empty carnival, perhaps under the wipers of a car that wouldn�t start for you. But most importantly, it means you�ve made it to Seattle!!! Congratulations!
Who are you, I wonder? Are you from the cities? If so, you�ve accomplished much in your escape from there and your arrival here. Like me, you have found independence. Congratulations again! Or perhaps you are a merc of some kind? Unlikely�you�d have no interest in a city bordering salt water and filled with decay. Best conquer a clean land with fresh water. I would suggest the ice caps of Mount Rainier. In the distance. See it?
Or maybe you�re a tribal? If you are, you probably can�t even read this. Best stop trying and go play with the rocks I left you in Denny Park.
If you can read this, you may have figured out who I am. Do you see that big tower? It has a chunk missing like someone took a great big bite out of it. They called it Space Needle. Now they don�t call it anything. Because they�re dead. It�s where I live, so you might call it Alabaster�s house. But I don�t go by that name anymore. Now I�m called the Wizard of Seattle. And this is my city.
But did you know� I�m also the governor of the West? The mystery whom none save very few have ever met, because he likes empty places. Here in my tower I can concentrate, meditate, feel my energy vibrate around me� and I can play with people.
The world is a garden with toys that grow from the ground for me. I don�t want it all, like everybody else does�just the young lady who�s trying to make it in a world that makes no one; a girl who thinks she already made it�rich girls, politicians� daughters, the hot ones with the big asses! I love to be the wizard who locks princesses in towers like in fairy stories. But the fairy stories were unrealistic. No villain keeps a hot busty princess with a giant ass and never plays king and queen with her.
My princesses and queens seldom leave the city�nowhere to go. You might have noticed some of them wandering together in the shadows before you came upon this flier. If you got a good look, a real good look, the whites-of-her-eyes kind of look, you might have noticed they�re not like normal ladies. But if you had gotten that kind of a look, you�re probably dead right now, and I�m talking to a corpse. Oh well. Like an old friend used to say, science is easier when people are out of the way. And sometimes it�s nice to just talk to myself in an empty place.
But if you are alive, sane, literate, and normal enough to fully understand me� leave this place. Best sooner rather than later. Otherwise, welcome to Seattle!


ADRIAN

He checked his backpack as he arrived at the way station: his compass, lock pick, bottled water� Harold�s money� Morgan�s tuna can.
Adrian remembered when he traded Morgan for it. It never left his backpack. He doubted he�d ever eat it, but he was taught to never waste. He moved the can to an isolated pocket in the pack and forgot about it, and tried to forget about Morgan. For now.
There was a beautiful blue car parked on the patch of dirt in front of the station. A black strip ran across the middle of the hood. Jet black wheels encircled shimmering rims. It was like something out of fantasy, or the movies from back when everything was clean and beautiful. He prayed he had enough money for something half as appealing.
He walked into the shop. It resembled the LIM in that there were things stacked on shelves. But this place was tiny, neater, and colorful. There was a man at the counter. Adrian wondered if he was anything like the cashiers at the LIM.
�Howdy-do, friend!� Obviously not. �What can I do ya for?�
Adrian felt disarmed. He set his tank of gas on the floor by the counter and smiled back. �I was wondering if you had any sort of vehicle for sale?�
�I�m sorry, friend, I don�t,� the cashier shrugged. �All I got is this old Cadillac out in the yard. Piece o� shit�s so God damn old it needs a carburetor.�
�Is that important?� Adrian asked helplessly.
The cashier laughed. �Yeah.�
�See, I�m trying to get to Manhattan, and I�d rather not walk��
�Yeah, I wish there was more I could do for ya�� The cashier arranged some magazines on a countertop rack. �Uh, do you know how to get there?�
�No, I needed directions also.�
�Well that I can do,� the cashier folded a piece of paper and started writing on it. �You wanna get to I-70. Once there, take it east all the way to Baltimore. I�ll write down all the major locations you�ll see on the way. Baltimore are good people. They�ll tell you how to get to Manhattan from there. Won�t be far at all.�
Friendly as this cashier was, he had handwriting even Harold wouldn�t be able to figure out. That was fine though�he talked as he wrote, and Adrian had a good memory. He looked through the window at the hot blue car. �That one�s not for sale?�
The cashier glanced up. �Nah, taken. Those gentlemen over yonder.� He pointed to a pair of large men in fatigues. �Hunters. Mercenary bases farther west pay them big money for killing tribals. Not sure what they�d be doing out this far, though. Said they were looking for someone. Didn�t say why. Not the nicest pair, I�ll tell you what.�
Adrian looked to the men. They were sitting at a table, cooking hotdogs in a portable machine. He looked back out to the car. Only two seats. No way there�d be room for a third. He turned to the cashier, who had finished scribbling the directions and said, �I appreciate this, thank you.�
�Not a problem, friend. And here,� he handed Adrian a bag. �No charge. You�ve got a long journey coming.�
Adrian opened the bag, tasted what was inside. �Wow,� he said. �Tasty.�
�Hell yeah, man. Beef jerky. One thing no apocalypse�ll ever kill.� Then the cashier leaned forward. �And between you and me, man, those pricks left the keys in the ignition�WHO SAID WHAT?� He then went back to cleaning the counter.
Adrian chuckled. Interesting. But he wasn�t about to steal�
Although�
If these guys were bastards� and they were hunting someone� maybe this was an opportunity to do that person a favor. But first, he�d need to make sure the guys really were pricks.
He approached the men at their table and asked if there was any way he could catch a ride with them. He knew they had no room, but he wanted to know how they answered.
The fat guys stared awkwardly at him when he asked.
�Do we look like traders to you, guy?� one of them had an asshole smirk on his face.
��So, I guess that�s a no?� Adrian frowned.
�Get out of here, punk.�
Adrian walked away, smiled at the cashier and picked up his tank of gas as he headed for the door. He sprinted to the car, pulling to mind everything he learned from watching Harold. He turned the ignition on, slammed the gas. He felt like the car was gonna fly right out from under him. In a moment, the station and the furious fat men were far behind him, a long road ahead.
On the seat next to him, he found a pair of sunglasses. He slid them on as the car sped south toward I-70.
Wow. Driving a car was awesome.

RICHARD IRIS

To my longtime friend,

I hope you never read this, because it would mean I died before I could explain it to you in person, the way you deserve. I�m sorry I never did.
For years, I�ve been telling you that Chicago will destroy itself, and we would have to leave before that happened. It was the only lie I was ever able to make you believe. Probably because it was the only one I ever felt comfortable telling. The truth is that I do not know what Chicago�s future is. But I know what our old friend Barney�s future is. Even he can�t outsmart it.
Youth, love, attention�your master never wanted any of it yet always hated those who had it. I think the thing he truly hated all this time was contentment, because he could never find it in himself. A man like that will not allow himself to die without a final display of his hatred. You were taken on as his apprentice because you were meant to help him do this. What you were never told was that you were only backup; for Barnabas so hated the world that he turned his own body into a host for the most abominable pestilence the world has ever seen and ever will.
And now a new host must be chosen.
We�ve left you this bag so that you can rebuild our research and advance it both for your own benefit and our legacy. But Barnabas will give you something else�he�ll make sure it�s in your hands by the time he dies. I know a letter doesn�t have the same persuasive powers as if I were there with you, but anything Barnabas Vulcum puts in your hand, you need to destroy it. Please. Take the bag, rebuild the university. Forget your master.
And don�t make the same mistake he did, Harold. Know who you are. Be who you are. Love who you are.
Goodbye, my dear, dear friend. If there are windows in Hell, I�ll be watching over you.
Most Truly,
Richard Preston Iris, MD


GRAKUS

Oppression was overrated; all it did was give people an excuse to fail.
The first thing Grakus did as host was free the people. The military stayed off the streets, ceasing all interaction with civilians. Those of the city police who did not survive the rebellion were replaced by the rebels who did.
Anyone who wanted to leave was allowed to. Most stayed. Grakus knew they would. They were dependent on authority. They were dependent on abuse. But there would be no more. Not from the host, anyway.
There were social problems. A simple statistic like families not eating dinner together bothered Grakus, and that was only where it started. Sons and daughters left their parents at early ages�seventeen, sixteen, younger. The average father spent twenty hours per week in a bar.
Schools reported children having trouble expressing themselves, throwing tantrums over such tasks as water-color painting. These problems manifested similarly among adults. Business men couldn�t understand each other through letters. Even personal conversation was frustrating to a growing number of people.
�How much worse has this gotten from last year?� Grakus had asked his administrator of schools.
�I don�t know, my lord,� the administrator had answered. �We never really kept track until now. I can go back and ask the teachers what they think if you�d like.�
��No. Just tell them to be patient with the children. Things will change.�
These people were broken long ago, from the young to the old, the rich to the poor. And they, knowing only abuse, would break the next generation. On their own, these people were doomed to a darkness it would take many generations to overcome. Grakus didn�t have that kind of time. These people needed help now. Only by ending the isolation, unifying Chicago with the world again, could the city get the help it needed. Grakus would accomplish that. And there would be a generation who knew nothing of despair. There would be an age of happiness.
But only for an age.
He stood at the window, watching the city, Rouge and Teddles watching with him. His enjoyment of the current state of things was hindered by Del Meethia�s escape. But they would catch him later. He was only a mad scientist: a selfish, power-hungry secularist who killed without remorse, who experimented on children. If God was going to help anyone stop Grakus, it wasn�t going to be him.
The office doors opened. Rouge and Teddles turned as High Commander Wilco entered, pounding the sturdy floor beneath his boots. �My lord,� he pulled an envelope from his jacket. �I believe we found what Vulcum was looking for. You know, before Rouge just had to kill him.�
Rouge scowled. �I tore that mattress up. There was nothing in it.�
Wilco raised the envelope. �It was under the mattress.� He walked to Grakus and handed him the envelope. It was addressed to �My Harold.�
Grakus opened it, pulled out a card.
�What does it say?� said Rouge.
Grakus read aloud, ��Take this, and everything will be made clear.�� He reached back into the envelope. One more thing remained inside.
Rouge pushed his round glasses to be more snug on his nose, squinted. �Is that a needle?�
Grakus held it up to his eyes. He couldn�t make out what was inside it. For all he could tell, it was water.
Teddles cleared his throat, held his bunny up. �Snugglebuns said he will test it for you. He doesn�t have a circulatory system, so it won�t hurt him.�
�Do we have any idea where he�s going?� Grakus put the syringe in a drawer.
�Seattle,� said Rouge.
�The wizard�� Grakus pondered, leaning on the desk. �I might have guessed he was tied with Rush somehow.�
�I sent my best agents,� said Wilco.
Nobody ever won the blame game, so it was only out of curiosity that Grakus asked, �How did he escape?�
�Rouge,� Wilco folded his arms. �Mr. I-want-him-dead-more-than-anyone just couldn�t make the train in time.�
�I wouldn�t have had to scramble if you hadn�t let him escape the university!�
�Enough,� Grakus whispered and was heard. He turned back to the window, looked over the great lake, the horizon, and the sky. He didn�t expect he would have a problem catching Del Meethia. In fact, all he had to do for now was remain on his trail, keep him on the run, keep him from reestablishing the works of his masters. Del Meethia didn�t know anybody out there, he couldn�t trust anybody.
Still, the quickness of the man�s reaction, his escape from Rush and knowing exactly where to go once he did made Grakus wonder�
What are you planning, Harold?

HAROLD

He didn�t drive as fast through the west as when he escaped Chicago. Speed was important. But so was efficiency. He didn�t get as much fuel into his tank and trunk as he would have liked, and a lot of that went to Adrian, who probably wouldn�t even end up using it.
It was late at night as he passed the border into Washington State. He was far too exhausted to drive safely the rest of the way to Seattle. America was not a safe place outside the cities, and he couldn�t be sure he had completely lost Grakus. Being on the main road made it easy to follow him, but it was the only place he might come across an outpost for traders.
He fought the exhaustion for another hour, nodding mercilessly, before he came to a lit community�a small town. There were a few people hauling boxes off of a truck, a few more smoking cigars on a bench, a woman cleaning tables in a cafe. None of them fired a shot at Harold, and that was as pleasant an accommodation as he could hope for. He pulled to the side of the road and turned the car off. He lay in the back seat, Iris�s duffel bag tucked beneath his head, to an odd sound. Some machine. A constant and relaxing hum. Aside from that, silence.
He woke, sweating in the sun the next day. A dark-skinned man with a mustache, a cup of coffee in each hand, was standing over him. Harold didn�t see such people often. They called themselves black, though they were more of a dark brown. This one was very dark, blending with his black shirt and jeans. The only white on him was just below the hem of his cap. �Where ya from, son?�
Harold struggled up. His neck hurt. �Chicago.�
�Well God damn,� said the black man. He offered Harold one of the coffees. �There, celebrate with a cup o� the best.�
�Thank you,� Harold took a sip. Damn. It was good. �What town is this?�
�Popcorn Town!�
��Popcorn?�
�Aint you never heard of popcorn, son? Surely even the dancing man can�t keep a good bag o� popcorn from his slaves. It�s one thing even the apocalypse can�t destroy. And we make the best of it you�ll ever put in your face!�
Harold took another sip and scratched his head. �How do you� pop corn?�
The black man�s bottom lip hung low as he failed to make Harold feel like the genius everybody used to tell him he was.
Harold shrugged. �I didn�t often leave home.�
�I�ll say, friend! Dancing man must have had you in a lifelong headlock!� The black man called to some guys just up the road, who were drinking beers in the back of a truck. He told them to bring over some of the product for sampling. One of the guys came over a moment later with a bowl full of this dry, white stuff. It was delicious. And it was corn. But how? He asked the man how this was made.
�I�ll write it down for you right now,� said the black man. �Almost as easy as eating it. Not nearly as enjoyable. Dontch�ya know the popcorn machine was invented where you come from?� He gave Harold the paper.
Harold thanked him, put the folded paper in the duffel bag. He explained his situation in more detail�that Chicago was still after him. The man replied that popcorn didn�t need butter to taste great, but it did need freedom. He asked Harold if there was anything he needed, and Harold told him he was willing to pay a lot of money for as much fuel as he could carry. He had a feeling Seattle was only the beginning of a long journey.
�Keep your money, friend, we aint no corporation. There�s plenty of fuel to go around in our town.� The man had Harold�s tank filled, and loaded his trunk with fifty gallons more. �And take this with you,� he gave Harold a tub of hardened, brown kernels. �Heat them in a kettle. But just a little. You get a lot of popcorn outta but a handful o� those, you�ll see.�
Harold drove out of Popcorn Town, its people waving him goodbye. He wasn�t as frustrated as he was last night.
Before he arrived at this place, he thought that the doctors of Rush were the only people he could ever feel gratitude toward. But they never taught him what popcorn was.

ANGELA

The two days since Kansas City had taken her many miles east on I-70. She didn�t encounter anything strange in that time; it was back to the familiar emptiness. Traders offered her a ride as she neared St. Louis. Nice guys. She rode with them a few hours before she had them drop her off. They were boring.
She laughed at herself. There were ways in which she just never grew up. Every man she ever slept with, at the time she thought might save her from uncertainty, from the familiar emptiness. Maybe she was just as much a fool to think that Baltimore would.
Empty land surrounded her, the sea of wasted farmland east of Indianapolis, where the traders dropped her off an hour ago. Tranquil in its own, disturbing way, so many tons of food decades overdue for harvest.
This journey wasn�t so bad. It let her truly put her skills to the test. She was impressed with herself so far. She was alive. But she started to wish she�d stayed with those traders, but others would surely come.
She took a sip from a small bottle, asking herself, as she always did, if she really needed it. The mercs taught her not to worry too much about conservation lest she fall into obsession and starve despite abundance. �The trick isn�t knowing how to conserve,� they said, �it�s knowing how to find.� It didn�t matter�guilt was just something she lived with.
She killed the bottle. Crunched it. Threw it aside. She�d find more soon.
She strapped her pack closed, threw it over her shoulder. She heard a soft disturbance in the air. It almost sounded like� maybe not a chopper. But something with a powerful engine. She turned.
Thank God. Traders.
She faced the speeding car, walking backwards, waited until it got closer. It was a blue convertible with a black strip going down the hood. Custom-made and very beautiful.
But this was no trader. In fact, whoever was in it was probably the biggest asshole to ever walk the earth in that car, driving as fast as he was. She gave it a try anyway; she waved the car down. To her amazement, it stopped. She got in. The man driving was hotter than his car was.
�I�m going to Baltimore,� said the man with blond hair and sunglasses.
�Me too!� Angela threw her pack on the floor beneath the glove compartment. �I�m Angela.�
The man hit the gas and the car blasted forward. �I�m Adrian.�

HAROLD

Driving was fun. He couldn�t deny that. Neither could he deny that this journey was unlike anything he had experienced in his life. But there was far too much to be concerned about to enjoy some petty pastime. By the time he crossed Lake Washington into Seattle, his head was pounding at the temples and behind his eyes. It grew worse as he nearly got lost in the tall buildings looking for the base of that damn tower.
The headache got better when the mess of abandoned structures opened to an overgrown garden and neatly-lined trees. Space Needle rose above them. In contrast to its immediate surroundings, the tower was tall. But Harold had expected something like Willis. This disc-on-a-stick was half that at best. Still, it was pretty. And the chunk ripped off the west side of the disk must have provided a view the host himself could only dream of.
Midway to the tower, down the street of neatly-lined trees, was a roadblock: three cars and a handful of men. All of them were dead. Fresh corpses. Harold looked closely at them as he drove slowly past. Agents of Chicago. He didn�t know which to be more threatened by; more of these, or whatever chewed their faces off.
He drove into a small circular driveway before the entrance to the needle, stepped out of the car and looked around. The wind slapped a crinkled piece of paper against his leg. He took a look at it and smiled. These fliers were everywhere: hanging on windows, shoved in mailboxes, stacked neatly in diners. They flooded the base of the needle. The Wizard of Seattle was a funny man.
Harold knew the story through Dr. Iris.
Years before Harold was born, the Transeternal crafted a special tool for their experiments�a human template for DNA manipulation. The plan was to manipulate the genes of a human male, then have him attempt to pass these traits onto his offspring, using a female of the Transeternal�s choosing. One of Barnabas�s most ambitious students, Alabaster Mercado, volunteered enthusiastically. He was in his early twenties at the time.
It took years to produce results�Alabaster couldn�t even conceive a child until ten years into the operation. All the while, Barnabas continued to alter him. At first, the alterations were subtle. But before a few years, Alabaster realized that the powers intended for his offspring were beginning to manifest in himself.
When Alabaster finally produced a child in one of the captives, there was nothing special about it�other than that it had Down syndrome and had to be aborted. Barnabas made a joke about it��the first retards to enter the university!� Alabaster, twisted as he was, never seemed to find that one funny.
Finally, a girl was born. Normal and healthy. Alabaster was relieved, Barnabas was disappointed. He monitored the child closely to see if the traits inherited from Alabaster would develop. Meanwhile, Alabaster had another �normal� child, and then two more, all with the same woman.
Barnabas theorized that, if the right woman would bear them normal children, an even better woman would bear the kind the Transeternal was looking for. The woman was disposed of, and the three children monitored as Barnabas searched for that better one. Alabaster never fathered a child again, and the reasons for this remain unknown. The children never developed the powers that their father had. Alabaster took them with him when he retired from Rush.
Now seventy-one, Alabaster Mercado, the Wizard of Seattle, ruled the near-empty city with all the benefits of having been the Transeternal�s human template. These benefits consisted of things that the common man would call magic. His children were around Harold�s age now. All three of the boys were skylords; Sacramento, San Francisco, Los Angeles�all of Western civilization was divided among Alabaster�s children. And Alabaster was governor.
Old, powerful, and the only surviving doctor of Rush, there was no logical way the Wizard of Seattle didn�t have the information Harold needed. He grabbed his duffel bag and headed to the tower.
The interior of Space Needle was dark. The only thing lit was the sign that said �Elevator.� Harold remembered Dr. Iris tell him that the wizard had electricity flowing through half the city just to power that single elevator and its dimly-lit sign. The doors opened to a soft beep and Harold stepped in. He and the wizard had never seen each other before, but his name should sound familiar to the old man.
After a minute, the doors opened and a breeze filled the shaft. It was brighter up here. The entire wall he should have been facing was blown out. Empty buildings, a great body of water glistening with sunlight, and a horizon crowned with white mountains lay beyond. It gave him a greater chill than the cold wind.
He stepped out of the elevator onto a marble floor. Just before the floor ended�where the piece of tower had been obliterated�were two posts. A woman was bound to them such that her limbs were spread like an X and she faced the view of the empty city. She was breathing. And naked.
Harold stepped forward and was halfway to her when he heard something behind. An electric charge. Growing louder. He turned. A man was standing on a loft above the elevator. His hand was close to his head, a ball of electricity collected around it, lighting his face: old, balding, white hair in his ears. He wore a blue toga.
�I don�t like strangers, stranger,� the man was poised and focused. �Make yourself my friend and do it quickly, or I�ll have to see you out.�
Harold remained still, smiled. �I�ve come to take something from you, Mr. Mercado.�
�Who are you to not address me as I�m known!� The wizard was offended, but the electric flame in his hand was extinguished.
Harold took a step toward the loft. �We�ve met before, but never in person. I became the apprentice of Barnabas Vulcum shortly after your leave of Rush University. Over a decade ago, Barnabas had me send you my thesis statement. You said it made an impression. We corresponded after that for a year or two and stopped.�
The wizard scratched his head. �Thesis statement� refresh my memory.�
Harold knew the wizard was testing him. �Healing comes from within.�
�Harold!� the wizard jumped like an acrobat from the high loft and embraced him. �How wonderful to meet you at last! How did you survive the attack? Did Richard get you out?�
Harold looked down and shook his head.
The wizard turned away and grumbled. �Richard Iris was the only good man I knew from that place� even if he was the damnedest coward.� He noticed the duffel bag, smiled. �That must be Barney�s precious legacy.�
Harold nodded. �Data, basic formulas, research. A blueprint to rebuild.�
The Wizard scoffed. �I should have thought he�d give you what he gave me. He must have perfected it somewhere along the line. Last I saw him, he could fit every formula he gave me over the years into a single dose. You may find such a dose in a syringe in that bag. Just be careful.�
Harold glanced at his bag. Most of the materials in it could be tested by any scientist to determine what it was. A few others were the Transeternal�s creations. But there was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing like whatever Alabaster had in his veins. �I don�t intend on doing anything with this bag until my immediate goals are met. That�s why I�ve come to you.�
�Ha!� the wizard made himself a drink with a cluster of bottles on a rusty table. �You travel from Chicago, across the West through merc and tribal territory all because you think the Wizard of Seattle owes you something?�
Harold looked into the view, then at the wizard, who was grinning at him as he mixed a cocktail with his finger. �I�m no tax collector, wizard. I came to this place to ask a favor. It�s nothing more than you can afford. And yes, nothing more than you owe the university. But that�s your decision. You might consider, while you�re deciding, that the Transeternal made your children into kings. All I ask is a bit of the information you�ve gained in what we gave your family. One question and I�ll be on my way. And you can go back to�� he glanced at the woman bound at the tower�s edge. ��playing �princess in the tower.��
�Ah, yes,� the wizard took his finger out of the drink and sucked it, turned to the young woman. �Beautiful, isn�t she?� He walked to her, cocktail in hand. �Come. Touch her with me.�
�Thank you,� said Harold. �All I want is the information.�
�Oh, so do I,� the wizard cupped the woman�s bottom and jiggled it. She shivered, too afraid to make a sound. �You came this far to know something. I�m curious to know what it is. Tell you what�If your question satisfies me, I�ll answer it. If the question disappoints me� I�ll make you lick her butt!�
Harold rolled his eyes. �You have information on the outcity mercenaries. I want to know about the one who was put in charge of them in the beginning.�
�Hm�� the wizard put a hand on his chin as he ran the other through the woman�s hair. �So far, I�m disappointed. Tell me why you want to know this.�
Harold set his bag down and came to Alabaster�s little saloon, inspecting what it had to offer. �Because the mercenary king will have land and guns and I need both.�
�Well. Maybe that is intriguing after all�� The wizard finished his drink, threw the glass outside, and began to feel his captive with both hands. �One more question from me. Why does a man of science need anything more than a hand to masturbate?�
�Because I want to destroy Chicago.�
The wizard took his hands from the woman. He laughed so hard he spit all over her body. �Again?� He roared. �Don�t you think that city�s been through quite enough? Or is the noble revolutionary what�s-his-name not taking such fine care of his people as he likes to imply?�
�That revolutionary wants me killed,� said Harold. �I want to live.� He tasted from a bottle of scotch, looked back at his bag. �Grakus is the only man who knows what I�m running around the country with.�
�My� That is interesting.� The wizard pondered as he ran his hand along the woman�s inner thigh. �Now I have interesting things to tell you.� He backed away from her, faced Harold. �The persecution of the tribals was overseen by an Irish crime boss, Camlin Masterson. For his service, he was given Eglin Air Force Base in Florida. After he died, his son Don took over. What would you like to know about him?�
Harold shook his head. �You�ve told me everything I needed.� He turned, picked up his bag on the way to the elevator shaft. �I�ll leave you to your work.�
�Healing comes from within, Harold,� the wizard called to him. �So does satisfaction. A pity Dr. Vulcum never realized that.�
The shaft doors shut. The woman began to scream.
Harold left the tower and got back into his car. The sun was setting over the great white mountains across the bay. Climbers were probably making their way down about now with fresh water from the caps. Harold rubbed his temples and sighed. There were things he needed in this war against Grakus. Don Masterson�s army was only one of them.
He took out his map of the United States, complete with shaded areas of where the tribes settled and the mercenaries protected. He spotted �Eglin AFB� right away�the only bit of mercenary territory in the East. But there was something Harold would need before he got there. He put his finger over Chicago. He traced it down Dan Ryan Expressway through I-65. He came to Indianapolis. Within two hundred miles of that city, there was one small piece of land shaded in red�the color of the tribes. It covered Charlestown, Indiana, just north of the Kentucky border.
Harold turned the car on, put it in drive, hit the gas, and left Seattle. He was headed back east�to the red dot, toward the tribe this very car had come from. Before anything else, he was going to learn about the man named Grakus.

ADRIAN

She was weird and he didn�t like her. She had been looking out the window over twenty minutes into their ride before she turned and asked what Baltimore had for him.
�To get to Manhattan,� Adrian replied hesitantly and without tone.
Angela waited for him to continue. He didn�t. �Okay, then what�s Manhattan have for you?�
�I don�t wanna talk about it.�
Angela reached into her pack. �It must be interesting, then.� She took out a slab of salami, broke the plastic. The smell filled the car instantly. She asked him if he was hungry and he said no. A lie, of course, but he wanted to keep his interactions with this woman minimal. And he definitely didn�t want to put himself in a position where he�d owe her anything.
She nibbled in small bits as she talked about her life: what got her where she was and where she wanted to end up. Adrian was half-listening. Most of what she said was probably made-up anyway. Something about looking for something and not knowing what it was caught his attention, but his focus was back on the road in a second.
Adrian grew up in a building where everyone within ten years of his age had been girls, who weren�t allowed to do the things men were. There was too much fear that something would happen to them. Outside of the �dangerous� tasks, the women could do whatever they wanted�so long as they remained close to home. They contributed to their community in the only ways they knew how. And they always stuck together, teaching each other to sew and cook, how to get stains out of clothes. They only seemed to interact with men either when they had to or in romance.
Many of these ladies wanted Adrian, or Adam as he was known then. They�d watch him, follow him, giggle when they saw him working out. Each gave signals all the time that she wanted him to �pick� her. But Adrian liked Maggie. But Maggie never gave the signal. Maybe he should have just asked her while he had the chance. Maybe he should have given up.
The woman sitting next to him wasn�t like the others. Adrian glanced at her. Angela wore man�s clothes. She had tattoos all over her arms. Definitely the last thing Maggie would consider. Even the apocalypse couldn�t destroy that stupid ritual. And aside from the ink, she had� her chest was very big. But her posture wasn�t seductive. She just sat relaxed, casual. She acted like a woman who chose, instead of one to be chosen. Not like Maggie. Angela was closer to a man than she was to Maggie. She talked to him as men talked to each other, whereas Maggie was always sure to speak and act like a lady.
�You don�t talk much, huh?� She said.
��I used to.�
�What happened?�
The system at home had left him so alone. He couldn�t be friends with anyone unless it was a guy. Then finally, after twenty-five years of solitude, he thought he finally made a single God damn friend.
Adrian felt a slight sting above his left eye.
Harold said no long-term damage had been caused by that shot to the head. But there was a change. Like something inside him had awoken.
�I don�t wanna talk about it.�
She went silent for a minute, then started looking through a compartment beneath the dashboard. Adrian hadn�t even realized it was there, so he didn�t care. He heard her rustle around for a bit before she started conversation again. �So what�s a guy gotta do to get a car like this?�
Adrian smiled to himself. He was proud of the incident that landed him this ride. He wasn�t sure if his heart-rate had returned completely normal yet. �The better thing to know is what a man has to do to lose it.�
Angela didn�t say anything after that, which made him curious. He glanced at her again. Grimaced. Her stupid breasts were the only thing not covered in those ugly tattoos. Nor were they as tanned as the rest of her. Every woman he�d ever seen, no matter how long they spent on their hair, always had at least a dozen follicles laughably out of form. But this woman, who spent her life in the desert, her hair was perfect. Straight to her shoulders without a single betrayal.
He looked away, tried to get his mind off this weirdo and her breasts and onto the girl who really mattered. Maggie was so much sweeter. And so caring. She was like a sister from the day she was born and he missed her so much. In his mind, he prayed to the God his parents worshiped that she was okay.

ANGELA

The things a man says is a terrible way to learn who he is; the best is to listen for the things he doesn�t say. This man said nothing for almost a half-hour. Angela didn�t even know what to make of all that information.
Adrian had short, blond hair. Never saw too many blondes among the mercs for some reason. But he had the body of the mercs, who were either bulky or wiry, always athletic. Adrian was somewhat in between, more on the wiry side. Very fit. She might have liked him a little bulkier. And he could have used an edge to his hairline�the younger mercs were always doing that, sometimes shaving lines along their temples. Sometimes in their beards.
The right look for this guy would be something of the like�a line or two shaved above his ears. His hair should have been cut shorter, his edges finer. But no beard�boyish features had to be preserved. And Adrian had a lot of those. If he were a mercenary, she imagined she would have groomed him many times.
And he was shy.
His attention seemed firm on the road. She used this to study his naked arms, lean figure and the thin top pressed tightly against his skin. She could tell he had good abs. She just wished he�d take the shades off.
If she ended up sleeping with this guy, who she was starting to fear may not have even liked women, she wanted to build anticipation. Men were usually uninterested in this. They either wanted a woman or they didn�t.
Sex with her was clearly not what this man wanted. She took that as a challenge. Regardless, she never slept with a man without knowing what his smile looked like. Already she could see the challenge growing difficult. It would be dark before long. An easy opportunity to get to know him was surely underway.
But when it came to men, Angela could lose her patience from time to time.
She opened the glove compartment to provoke him�he�d get defensive of his privacy and she�d ask him what he was hiding. And they�d have a chat. But he wasn�t provoked. Fine. Maybe she�d find something out about him on her own. There were a lot of papers in there. Letters. She paused when she found a .45 Colt revolver with an ivory handle. It was hard to find a merc or tribal east of Colorado who used revolvers. This was a weapon of the west. She dug deeper. A letter fell to the floor. She picked it up. She didn�t read it. All she had to do was look at the seal. The letter had come from Battle Mountain.
How could this be? She would have known this man if he were from anywhere near the Mountain. She would have known him well. Could they have hired some drifter to find her? If they did, he didn�t seem in any rush to turn back west. Maybe they hired him to help her get to Baltimore�? Who was he?
She asked him, �So what�s a guy gotta do to get a car like this?�
Adrian gave some clever remark, implying that he stole it, which made more sense. Still, she�d keep an eye on him. For more reasons than one.

HAROLD

It was nine-thirty in the morning when the red convertible drove into a place where every tree and building had years ago been burned to ash. In a perfect circle two miles wide, civilization was flattened to a black hardpan. Aside from the houses in the distance, crowded at the circle�s rim, not a single memory was forgiven. In the center was a village of huts built from animal skins. A single white cloud passed over it in the bright sky. Harold was in what used to be Charlestown, Indiana. Now it belonged to the tribe that Grakus had come from.
Harold came to a distance of a hundred yards from the nearest tent. He honked the horn, stuck his hands in the air, and waited.
Armed men in brown fur ran from the village and surrounded the convertible. A man in white fur emerged shortly thereafter, looking suspiciously at the car. They muttered to one another in some foreign tongue.
Harold called, his hands still in the air. �Does anybody here speak English?�
The men lowered their guns. The one in white asked Harold, �Who gave you this car?�
Harold smirked. �I stole it from soldiers.�
The polar bear wasn�t smiling. �Where did they get it?�
�It was given to them freely. I think you know by whom.�
The tribal in white turned and faced his village. He stood quietly for a moment. He said softly, �Then Grakus is still alive?�
Harold put his hands down. �Grakus is now mayor-for-life of the city called Chicago.�
The tribal snarled. �Damn civilization!� Then he sighed, turned back to Harold. �What is your relationship with him?�
Harold gave a big wide smile. �We�re trying to kill each other.�
The man walked to the convertible, opened the door for Harold and shook his hand. �My name is Griffin, son of Divan. I�m the elder of this village. I presume you�ve come here to learn more about your enemy?�
�When I return to the cities, I�ll tell them all how smart you actually are.� Harold stepped out of the car. �And yes, Grakus and I need to get better acquainted. I would have spent a night with him, but damn it, I was half-way here when the thought came to mind.�
�I can already see why Grakus wants you dead,� said Griffin as he led Harold toward the village. �Who started the bout between you two, if I may ask?�
�We both did. In our own way.� The dark ground was hard beneath Harold�s thin loafers.
The tents of Griffin�s village were more spread-out than they appeared from a distance. People were walking around, all with purpose except for the children. Skins were hanging on stands. Strong men walked around with animals on their backs. Everyone was smiling. There was a small cattle ranch in the center square. Near that were a series of larger tents on a platform. Griffin took Harold there.
�Welcome,� said Griffin when they stepped across the platform and entered his tent. �Tea?�
Harold was confused. He didn�t know what Griffin was saying. He asked him what �tea� meant. Griffin smiled as he prepared them a hot drink, explained it was a counterpart to coffee. Harold sipped, remarked that it was delicious.
�There�s good coffee out there too,� said Griffin as he went through some papers in a table drawer. �But we find that tea brings more comfort to the mind.� He drew a portfolio from the drawer, set it on the table, pushed it to Harold. Harold just looked at it as he enjoyed his tea. He looked to Griffin for an explanation.
�In our tribe, as it is in all societies,� Griffin began, �some people are social and can spend hours engaging with many people simultaneously. There are others who spend time on their own and can produce wonderful ideas after a time in solitary meditation. And then there was Grakus. He could relate to everyone�understood the value and meaning of every interest, every opinion, every person. And then, he could spend days in solitary meditation. Grakus was loved for this versatility. Even by the elders.�
Harold lifted the flab of the leather portfolio. A stack of papers lay neat inside. He sipped the last of his tea and set the wooden cup down. He took the papers out, sifted through them. They were drawings: city streets, people smiling. It was Chicago. He looked across the table at Griffin, who was pouring them more tea.
Griffin nodded. �The picture you�re looking at�he drew it when he was seven years old.�
Harold looked back down. �Had he ever seen Chicago?�
�How could he have?� Griffin slid the cup to Harold. �We asked him about it. He told us he saw it in a dream. The drawing depicts Chicago as it was before man failed. Before Grakus was born.�
�What does it mean?�
Griffin sat back in his chair, smelled his tea. He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth for a moment, breathed deeply. His eyes opened. �When Grakus was sixteen, a marriage was announced. There was joy among all of us. Weddings were everybody�s favorite feast. Grakus offered to host the engagement party. He was popular, so everyone was excited to see what he had in store. He made all the preparations himself, laboring for days. The party turned out to be as spectacular as everyone had hoped.
�Grakus had spent most of the night with one of our hunters, Varuke. Varuke had once had affection for Netti, the bride to-be, and once had courted her. He was hurt by her dismissal of him. He vented these feelings to Grakus, who filled his mug as the party went on.
�When the celebration broke up, Varuke attempted to leave. He stumbled. Grakus guided him back home. There was a woman in Varuke�s tent when he arrived. Varuke entered the bed and made love to this woman.�
Griffin took a long sip, his face full of pain.
He continued, �As you may have guessed, this was not Varuke�s tent. It was Netti�s. Now, It�s unclear how much wine Grakus had fed to Varuke that night. We have accepted that Varuke only realized what he�d done when he woke above her unconscious body hours later. Her face was� not as it was the night before. Varuke left her tent and fled the village.�
Harold subtly checked his watch, pondered when might be a good time to steer the conversation toward the questions that might help him.
Griffin went on, �The nurses who later found Netti ran to her father, Elder Anthro. Anthro arrived with others, myself among them. He came to his daughter, hysterical� pressing her for information. All the elders were pressing her. Out of fear, she said nothing. Anthro assumed she was protecting someone, and would conclude it was his soon-to-be son, Craig, who did this in a drunken rage. Anthro wanted so badly to believe he knew, to believe he was in control of the matter. And the elders wanted to believe this terrifying evil could be isolated and removed right away. That very day, another ceremony was held.
�All the tribe gathered around this platform my tent is sitting on,� Griffin tapped the floor with his foot. �The elders stood together on it. Craig, who was to be married under the full moon the following month, was on his knees in front of them, bound. The people didn�t know what was going on, if this were some marital tradition they forgot about. Anthro announced to them what had happened, and who was responsible. I still remember the silence and confusion. Anthro dragged his daughter by the hair, the anguish on her face as her father showed her to the crowd.
��Look!� He screamed. �Look what he�s done to my daughter! My beautiful baby girl!�
�Netti hadn�t known what her father was planning until that very moment. She screamed for Craig�s innocence. But the crowd was screaming louder for his execution. Anthro cut his throat with a dagger. Satisfied, the crowd calmed. But Netti kept screaming. She pointed her finger into the crowd.
��You did this to me!� she screamed. �You raped me!�
�The crowd decided for itself whom she was pointing at, and there was a stampede. A random man in the crowd was beaten to death.
��And you!� Netti pointed at someone else. And another man lost his life. She ran back to her tent, bringing with her the dagger used to kill Craig, where she was found dead after the chaos had settled later that night.�
Griffin took a large gulp of his tea, set the empty cup down, let out a shaky breath. �As I turn sixty-three, that day remains the worst of my life. I�m ashamed to say it burned a deeper scar in me than when I lost my son to fever��
�That is� terrible,� said Harold. �So� getting back to Grakus��
�A few quiet weeks passed,� said Griffin. �One afternoon, Varuke the hunter returned. He came prostrate before the council and confessed to everything. He even told them how Grakus had guided him back to her tent. A trial was called. The entire tribe was gathered. Grakus was summoned. The elders asked him if it was true. Grakus said it was. They asked him why he did it.
�Grakus replied, �to see if the same sins that destroyed mankind were still alive in this place, my fathers.�
�I watched as the council screamed at him. They stomped and threw their hands about. I almost joined them. I was angrier than I ever was. I felt so betrayed, like my whole race had been violated. The crowd too stirred with anger.�
Harold moved around in his chair. His ass was sore. He still didn�t know where the elder was going with all this. This story, these drawings. He needed to learn about Grakus, not this backward tribe. �How did Grakus respond?�
Elder Griffin rubbed a dry tea leaf between his fingers, let it crumble into his cup. �He looked every elder in the eye, and screamed right back.
��Blind fools!� he said, and the crowd was silent. He asked the elders did he murder anyone, rape anyone, did he laugh as he bathed in innocent blood. He turned to the crowd and screamed, �It was you!� He turned to Netti�s father, �It was you who dragged your baby across the stage as an instrument for your revenge!� He turned back to the crowd. �It was you who cheered at the death of an innocent man, gleefully killing two more! And instead of learning, you persecute me. And the cycle goes on as in the civilized world.��
Griffin paused, let out another breath from deep within his lungs, this time with a growl. �Things changed after that day. There was a sense of shame that hung over our tribe, and it never left. The elders and most of the tribe looked at Grakus as having shown us that there was still a long road to independence from Man�s failures.�
Harold switched legs. �I guess you didn�t feel the same?�
�I tried to,� said Griffin. �Everyone around me accepted what he did, and blamed themselves for what transpired. All I could feel was anger. But Grakus had done nothing wrong�we did. That was the worst part about it. And it drove me mad. But the council thought the problem was at rest, and I couldn�t even identify my qualms, let alone discuss them openly. I had to be� political,� A bit of spittle came out of Griffin�s mouth with that last word. �All this time spent trying to be different from the Failed Man and we were back where we began. A year or so after the incident, I came to Grakus in private. I was desperate for closure. We had a long talk, and those drawings you hold were part of that talk. They were hanging all over his tent.�
Harold looked down at the papers. He had cycled through them many times in boredom. �Is it time you told me what these smiley faces mean?�
Griffin rose from his chair, moved around a little. He walked to a canvas of leather stretched between two posts. �Grakus wants to breed a self-sustaining happiness�a society run by goodness, by righteousness, every person so content that they don�t even have to think about tomorrow. And when tomorrow comes, the happiness ends. The city will choke on its goodness and eat itself alive. Grakus�s journey is to prove to Heaven and Hell that humanity never had the right to exist.�
Harold fanned himself with the pages. �If you take this that seriously, why did you never kill him yourself?�
�You�re still not getting the point, Harold of Chicago,� Griffin stepped away from the canvas, straightened an ornament on the wall. �As evil as Grakus is, as much as I resent him, he was right. It is our faults that give him his power. When goodness has abandoned a place long enough, evil will take it without difficulty. That is why it doesn�t surprise me that he took over Chicago as quickly as he did. And if goodness has truly abandoned man, Grakus has already won the world. You want to defeat him? Forget about outsmarting him, even if you are as smart as you look. To defeat Grakus, you have to defeat the evil in yourself.�
Harold folded his arms, chuckling as he shook his head. �Killing people isn�t as simple as it used to be, is it?�
Griffin pointed to the case Harold had given up on. �Look through there for a white skyline against a blue sky.�
Harold found it. He supposed it was pretty, but he didn�t recognize the city it depicted. He didn�t really care. He asked Griffin what it meant.
�It�s the last city,� said Griffin.
�There are seven.�
Griffin held up a finger. �In the end, there will be one. A city of man�s destiny. After years of peace and war and love and hate, man is about to decide what he is. And the city of man will reflect the decision he comes to. My tribe has tried to push man�s flaws away, but Grakus showed me how impossible that is. Our flaws cannot be suppressed, but neither can our virtue. One will win. Soon. And the city will rise. I will protect my tribe here until that day comes. If the city is built by Grakus, we will remain here forever.�
Harold sighed a disappointed grunt. For all he had learned, he hadn�t learned much. �Is there anything else you can offer before I go?�
Griffin reached into a cupboard, pulled out a small sack, dropped it on the table. �Just a dash per cup is all you need.�
Harold scooped the small sack of tea from the table, pocketed it. At least he gained something from this meeting. Griffin walked him back to his car.
�Be safe, friend,� Griffin called as the convertible moved out.
As Harold left Charlestown and the radius of black earth, he began to realize that the elder had taught him more than he thought.
Grakus had abilities that Harold lacked. Grakus controlled the mob. That was how he freed Chicago from the host. He also realized that Grakus had an even greater weapon than Chicago�Grakus knew what he wanted.

GRAKUS

�What I learned, my dearest elder, is that to change a person�s mind is a preemptive affair�especially to change the minds of a multitude of people, who look to one another for affirmation; For if they know it was you who helped them see the truth, they will have you to blame, and the truth will no longer be theirs to realize.�

Nothing was more lucid to him than his final dream. He would risk everything to deliver it.
In the days that passed since he left his tribe, he executed the abilities they taught him. He achieved a position of power no man in the world possessed. His army was growing stronger. An army of broken men. It was good, but it was not enough. Humanity was too strong, his dream too grand. He could not afford to ignore any chance to gain the slightest edge. Even if he had to risk his own existence.
Grakus stood at the edge of the Willis Tower rooftop. A bright day. Not quite noon. The winds kept him cool. He looked out into the city, into humanity, whom neither the apocalypse nor a generation of oppression could fully destroy.
He looked down at the paper in his hand.
Take this, and everything will be made clear.
He looked at his other hand. A syringe with clear liquid. He looked behind him. Doctors were there to treat him should something go wrong. Guards were there to shoot him should something go very wrong.
The most important edge he was ever going to have was faith.
The needle pierced his bare arm. He pressed the syringe without hesitation. When the fluids were all in his body, he flicked the syringe onto the floor.
A flash of light, like a blow to the head. He was on his knees. He forgot his surroundings and his mind was clear. He started thinking to himself. But the thoughts were not his own. It felt like they were, but Grakus knew his own mind.
Harold, the words appeared one after another in his thoughts. I never told you of this before. Iris doesn�t want you to have it. But Iris is a fool. He will stop you from learning, Harold. You must rid yourself of him if he does not cooperate.
�Or perhaps you aren�t Harold? Perhaps Harold has failed. Perhaps we all have. Maybe many years have passed, and you don�t even know who we were. It does not matter. Whoever you are�stranger, friend, enemy�you must know that you have power�like a Wizard! Isn�t that exciting! It works like a virus, ignores your immunities, attaches itself to your DNA. But I assure you, you are not sick.
And speaking of viruses, you are in command of the one called Hephaestus and all of its forms. You�ll learn more about that on your own, like any human learns to use their limbs. You now have many new limbs, and soon you will feel them in ways I can�t explain in this message.
All I ask in return, stranger or friend, is that you understand what this power means, and that you do not waste your life. I need you. Help me destroy this world in a way no one saw coming. I don�t care how you do it. Just don�t get so excited and kill yourself before you have the chance. Let�s really make this one count. Yours truly, Barnabas Vulcum.
The voice faded, and Grakus�s mind flourished with his own thoughts again. He rose to his feet. He did feel the power. And he felt in full control of every bit of it. And he knew exactly what the voice was talking about.
All of its forms�
But Grakus was not excited, as the man in his head was sure he would be. He felt the opposite. He felt himself holding something he wasn�t sure what to do with. It was the first time in his life he felt the emotion of uncertainty. But neither would it slow his pace nor alter his course. He would learn how this weapon should factor into his plans with time.
He turned back. The doctors asked him if he felt alright. He told them he was well. Rouge and Wilco were waiting in his office.
�Iris,� Grakus said to Rouge. �Do you know that name?�
�One of the doctors of Rush,� said Rouge. �He�s dead.�
�Take another look through the university,� Grakus sat at his desk, still winded. �Bring me every document with �Iris� on it. Try to look for something personal�letters, journals. Prioritize anything that mentions Harold�s name.�
Rouge nodded and left.
Wilco stepped forward. �I sent another patrol to Seattle early this morning. They found the first patrol dead at the base of the tower. Then they found the wizard, asked him where Harold was.�
�What did he say?� said Grakus.
�Harold had come and gone. According to the wizard, he was looking for some sort of alliance and the wizard told him to fuck off. They asked him where Harold went, and he told them to fuck off. When pressed, the wizard killed all but one of my men, said he didn�t want to be bothered again. Even if he doesn�t know where Harold is, he�s a nuisance. I can send the army to flush him out.�
�No,� said Grakus. In the case of the wizard, avoiding the nuisance would cost less than removing it. It seemed to Grakus that the wizard had no loyalty to the Transeternal. Whatever the case, Grakus had new ways of finding out where Harold was.
�Is there anything you want me to do?� said Wilco.
There was. But Grakus needed a moment to think. This fluid in his body� this virus� he could see things now. Experiments. People. Harold Del Meethia was not the only survivor of Rush. �There�s a woman,� he turned to Wilco. �Her name is Gloria. I need you to find her. I don�t know where she is, but I know what she looks like. I�ll draw your men a description.�
�Gloria,� Wilco repeated. �I�ll get started right away.� He turned for the door. �I�m glad you�re okay.�
Grakus nodded, and returned to his thoughts. While he was nagged by what to do with the Hephaestus virus, things were otherwise looking� decent. Chicago was becoming stronger, and Grakus was about to learn everything he needed to know about the elusive mystery named Harold Del Meethia.

ADRIAN

More than a full day on the road. He should have been a lot closer to Manhattan.
The car had broken down that morning. Adrian tried to fix it on his own. He figured he could just see what connects to what and find out what was broken. The second he opened the hood (which Angela had to show him how to do), he realized that was a mistake. But he couldn�t back down. He remembered Harold had pulled out some sort of stick when he was checking his convertible. Adrian tried that. He seethed as he heard Angela try to hold back her snickering.
After an hour listening to her comments and laughter, Adrian caved in and let her help. She told him to get back in the car and follow her instructions. Adrian moped back, slammed the door behind him and rested his face on his fist. He hoped it would take her half the time it took him. But as her hands sunk confidently into the machinery, he realized bitterly that it would probably be a lot less than that. A minute later, she told him to start the engine. He obeyed, and so did the car. Adrian grumbled as Angela slammed the hood shut, got back inside. He avoided eye contact.
If this event were the only one that held them back, she�d still be in Baltimore and he�d be on his way to Manhattan. But that woman thought she knew everything. She urged him to take every exit off the main road she saw. Adrian told her all he had to do was take I-70 to Baltimore.
�I know these lands better than some clerk you met at a two-bit way station,� she argued.
�I thought you were in Nevada all your life,� he argued back.
�Just shut up and turn,� she said.
They went the wrong way for hours. Now it was late, and he had no idea where they were. Sometimes she would make him stop in front of a building and ran in for supplies. After she filled the trunk with crap, she began to fill the back seat. For every complaint he made, she gave a lecture on survival. Adrian didn�t want to stop and make camp with her. But as the second night on the road began, he didn�t have a choice. He was exhausted. He pulled over to the side of the road.
There was a tent and two bedrolls in the trunk of the car. She set them up in minutes. She really wasn�t so useless. She built a fire�Adrian had never gotten the hang of that technique. He had almost no food on him beside Morgan�s tuna can, and he wasn�t eating that. Angela shared the food she gathered throughout the day. He was starving. She let him eat as much as he wanted, though she didn�t eat too much herself. She nibbled on some piece of meat from her bag. He could feel her watching him. He was nervous she�d get mad at how much he was eating and make him stop. She didn�t.
When he began to slow down, she asked him, �Are you ready to talk about yourself?�

ANGELA

There was a sexual pleasure in bringing a man to health: bandaging him, feeding him, making him whole again, watching him grow from helplessness to full strength. The gratitude that followed. Men truly were interesting creatures. And they were sensitive�they often didn�t know what to do with their feelings. Sometimes they got lost, and needed to be cared for in a dynamic host of ways.
Adrian was interesting, his story was deep. Deeper than hers. He claimed to know what he wanted, but was just as lost as she, torn by contradictions. He was an idealist who cared nothing for the world outside his own. He was a romantic, but a virgin. Friendly, but shy�he had only taken his sunglasses off a few minutes ago. He was a man who spent his life in love with those around him, a man who never seemed to have known hate. But in his eyes flared a hunger for revenge.
Those deep eyes revealed other things as well.
Adrian wasn�t in love with this Maggie he kept forcing into his story. Maybe in time he would realize that. Maybe Angela would help him to. But for now, she held her silence. To be heard was what this man needed.
�Do you know what became of Long Island since� you left?� She found it difficult to pick a topic from his story that wouldn�t turn him off to speaking.
�Morgan Veil probably brought it to ruin,� said Adrian. �I don�t care. I just wanna get Maggie and my family and get out of there.�
Angela nodded. She stared at him over the crackling fire. She watched for anything her companion may have wanted to add. He didn�t.
�What are you gonna do when you meet Morgan?�
�Why do you wanna know so much?� Adrian threw his scraps into the fire, watched them burn.
She took her pack from the log beside her, dropped it by her feet. �These supplies I carry. They�re secondary.�
�I know,� Adrian picked his teeth. �You�ve got a supermarket in my trunk.�
Angela shook her head. �Those don�t matter either. The key to survival is discussion.�
Adrian shifted on his log and grunted. �I�m not going to Manhattan for revenge. I�m going to get my family.�
She cocked a brow. �Are you sure?� She smiled. �Come on. I won�t judge you.�
�I�m sure.�
�Okay,� she got up and started for the tent. �We should sleep while it�s still dark. It�s better for you. I set up a route for tomorrow. We�ll be at Baltimore before long. And I�ll be out of your hair.�
Adrian followed her, hesitated as she took off her green tank, a thin black bra beneath it.
�What�s wrong?� she couldn�t help but smile.
�I�� he stammered. �Where am I sleeping?�
She chuckled. �It�s a big tent.�
Adrian looked around quickly. �I�ll sleep in the car.�
She folded her arms beneath her nearly bare breasts. �It gets cold at night.�
�I�ll be fine.�
She nodded, reached into the tent for the second bedroll. Adrian took it and walked to the car. She watched as he peeled his top off. The moonlight shone on his skin. He looked up when he noticed her staring.
�Make sure you�re in the bedroll, don�t just put it over you.� She walked into the tent.

MAGGIE

She looked through her bedroom window from one of the upper floors of One World Trade Center. In less than a week, Manhattan had grown brighter, cleaner, happier. Her husband had turned their city and Long Island into the healthiest, most prosperous society in the East. Even Baltimore was envious. But this success had come through a costly struggle, both for her and her husband.
Adam Velys was her older brother in every way but blood, and memories of him meant everything to her. He had helped her through the worst days of her life, and made the good days better. She spent every night since his passing clutching the doll he made for her those years ago. She felt an emptiness for him, that he never had the chance to find the woman who would fall for him. The emptiness became guilt. She prayed for him constantly.
Maggie was a tenacious gal�one of the things Adam included in his regular compliments to her. She had a way to find exactly what she wanted, no matter how sparse her options were. Adam was bubbly, open, sometimes a little hyper. He was handsome and wonderful. But he was rooted in tradition and that�s not what Maggie wanted in a husband. Morgan was deeper, the kind of man a girl would have to work to discover.
But she chose a difficult road in choosing Morgan Veil. Morgan was a troubled man, scarred with a lifetime of anger and bitterness.
After his coronation as Manhattan�s skylord, Morgan suffered what his doctors called� breakdown. Maggie wasn�t there when it happened, but she rushed to his bedside the moment she found out. It broke her heart how terrible he looked.
At first, she could barely understand him. He rambled like he had lost his mind. He was crying, telling her he was sorry�sorry he hurt her, sorry he killed so many people.
�He�s going through a change in his life,� one of the doctors had told her. �And he experienced a lot of violence on top of that. The best cure is space and time.�
Maggie put her hand on Morgan�s face and comforted him. She cried in relief. She assured him that everything he�d done she forgave. She couldn�t resent him for anything. He was too broken for her to feel anything but grief for his pain, and sympathy for his devotion to change.
After eleven hours of sleep, Morgan was still a mess. But he was better than before. By his command, a new system was forming for Manhattan. The farmers of Long Island retained ownership of everything they produced, as did factory owners. Any goods or services they produced would be paid for by the consumer, including the government. Smaller businesses began to appear across Manhattan and its holdings.
He sat with Maggie and they spoke for hours. He talked about his anger, how insane it made him. And when he was offered the opportunity to make things better, he became intoxicated with it. He let himself lose control. He shot many people. Innocent people. And he killed Adam.
The words rang in the hollowness that Adam�s death had left her. She stared at him. She didn�t intend to shame him, but she didn�t know what to say, what to do, what to think, now that she knew the whole truth of Adam�s death.
She had already forgiven him for the deaths of other people�s best friends. For the fathers he took from sons and daughters, the families he destroyed. She had the audacity to forgive him for all of it. Now the time had come to prove to him and to herself that that forgiveness was genuine.
She took him into her arms as the emotions overwhelmed her. The sadness, the frustration, the anger. She couldn�t leave him. No man was bad who didn�t want to be. Morgan was sick. And she had made the vow to see him well. She found it in her heart to separate her mourning for Adam, and the manner of his death. She told Morgan she forgave him, and she was committed to her words, even if they needed time to become fully true.
For the first few days, she had the guards follow him everywhere, concerned that he would give up on himself. After that time, the progress showed. He talked more, smiled once or twice. As he improved, so did the city.

HAROLD

Kansas City.
He felt a strange emotion as he shut the car door�a gun in one hand, his bag in the other. A complex of dirty white buildings rose over him. His late elders had referred to this place as Hospital Hill. He didn�t know what he would find here, but he felt at home. This was where Barnabas Vulcum took over the Transeternal, which reigned in the guise of an extension to the Sickle Cell Disease Center. Hospitals were like any other business in those days: convince the owners that you can bring them greater wealth, and they�ll give you anything you ask for.
The Transeternal permeated the hospital on every level.
Now and then, a new mother was informed that her baby died of SIDS. They accepted it so easily, mourning with their husbands while the healthy, writhing infant was taken to a test chamber Barnabas called �Baby�s first Deathbox.�
Barnabas�s favorite part was the exchange: their child�s life for a get-well-soon card and fruit basket.
The elderly disappeared as the elderly do. No one questioned that either. The neglected, the demented, marched in chains through corridors below the hospital lobby.
There were, on occasion, those curious doctors on the outside, who questioned the circumstances, who found themselves aware of the horrors of the Transeternal. Theirs was the most terrible fate. Barnabas did not kill them, did not dismiss them. He harmed neither them nor their loved ones in any way. In fact, he told them everything. And when the doctor in question learned of the power the Transeternal possessed, what they could do to the individual, to the world, the investigation was over. The curious doctor went back to their routine, now carrying a burden most of them couldn�t bear for very long.
When Barnabas led the Transeternal to Chicago, Hospital Hill continued its function as an ordinary place of treatment for the people of Kansas City. But this was where Hephaestus was born. And the secrets of its birth were still here. If Harold was to understand and utilize the contents of the bag he carried, he needed to uncover those secrets.
He entered the hospital. Light shone through the glass doors onto the dusty front desk in the center of a ransacked lobby. He searched for a working computer. Unfortunately, the electric bill was fifty years overdue. All the computers at the front desk were filled with dead backup batteries. He clicked on a light that was attached to his pistol, made his way deeper into the facility.
For the most part, hospitals across the empty cities of Old America would have been in generally good condition, even after all this time: still containing supplies, still holding the general appearance of order, albeit a den of cobwebs and dust. Hospital Hill had its cobwebs, it had its dust. But it also had bodies. Skeletons lay over brown stains�looters, probably. Some of the skeletons wore doctor�s suits.
The other empty cities never saw many looters�they were evacuated all at once, with no one around to loot them. Kansas City was the one place in the country not evacuated all at once. It was the one city not evacuated at all. As the Hephaestus virus was merely helping the world destroy itself, a different virus was doing the whole job in Kansas City. Some of the doctors from Baltimore called it the �Antilife� virus. Harold was unaware of what it actually was�what it did to people. But he had suspicions. He often tried to coax it out of the Transeternal.
He passed a room filled with beds. He stopped, lit the room. Each bed was filled with a patient who long ago had rotted into the sheets. The sheets were covered in layers of brown, cloud-like stains. He hovered over them for a long time, staring at these stains, unsure why. The only thing that would aid him right now was a functioning computer. And there appeared to be none in this room. So he left it, shut the door behind him.
He came to an office across a small corridor from the stairwell on the second floor. No windows. A filing cabinet leaned over a desk. On the desk was a computer. He picked up a swivel chair from the floor, sat before the monitor. He hit a button on the tower and the computer came to life. He knew the backup battery wouldn�t give him a lot of time, but he didn�t need a lot.
Long after Kansas City was cleansed of human life, as weeds grew from spider-cracks and the bodies strewn outside rotten to the bone, the world still didn�t understand what happened to that place. Not even Harold. The event took place at the same time as the Founding. As the United States government herded people to the Seven Cities, Barnabas made them aware of what was happening at Kansas City. They cut off communication with the city, scrambling radio waves, disconnecting cables and landlines. But they never set up an actual quarantine. Something else was responsible for that.
The main screen and icons appeared on the monitor. He entered �Control Panel,� entered the administrator�s password�it was taped to the monitor�and adjusted the settings to show hidden files. Anybody with a slice of computer knowledge could stumble on things the Old American hospital employee couldn�t find if they knew what they were looking for.
In an unused branch of the directory, he found an old file, its contents compressed and unreadable. Harold used an unzip program to reactivate it. It brought up a panel filled with reams of illegible code. He copied and pasted all of it onto a text program, switched the font to the standard alphabet. And there it was. It was entitled: �A Full Disclosure on the Hephaestus Virus� But You�ll Never Know.� Authored by Vulcum, Iris, Cripton, Markov, and so on.
Harold saved the file onto a flash drive. He would need to find another computer to read it all. A printer would be optimal. Until then, he read as fast as he could what was displayed onscreen. One section described Hephaestus. Harold already knew everything there was to know about that�possibly more than what was written here.
Then there was Hephaestus�II��Antilife.� Harold read that the virus took over the body and hijacked the brain. It didn�t affect the mind of a person�it acted on its own. A semi-conscious force with perhaps the intelligence of an insect would control most of the brain, with the host confined to a semi-conscious state with little to no control of their own body. The host would usually maintain control in muscles around the hips. That part of the body would often twitch beyond the virus�s control, and the virus couldn�t feel that part of the body.
I knew it� Harold laughed to himself. The old man had actually created zombies.
There was a third section. A third and final version of the Hephaestus virus. There was no information on it. Just one line:
�Don�t you just love it when things work out even better than you planned?�
Then the screen went blank. The computer hadn�t turned off�another program had somehow started on its own. Letters appeared. They seemed random at first. But letters had a way of getting rearranged in Harold�s mind. They were the letters of �fuck the world� jumbled and racing across the screen. Harold smiled. He really was home.
The screen went blank again. A sentence appeared in the upper left corner. Is there something I can help you find?
It must have been the activation of the disclosure file that brought this up�probably Barney�s clever idea of a search engine. Harold played along. He thought he might learn something useful in the time he had left. He typed, �Transeternal.�
Answer: The beginning.
Harold pondered. He always assumed the word �Transeternal� meant �across eternity.� It should have been the beginning and the end. But whatever. He typed: �Richard Iris.�
Answer: Pussy.
Harold smiled. For a second, he felt like he was actually talking to his master again. He wondered what the old man thought about himself. �Barnabas Vulcum.�
Answer: An overrated fool.
Harold stopped smiling. Curiously, he typed, �Harold Del Meethia.�
There was a pause. I don�t know who that is.
Harold sat back. Another line appeared.
Do you?
He felt a shiver in his back�a sensation he never felt before. He typed, �Console.�
Do you mean me?
�Identify yourself.�
Another pause.
Turn around.
Harold sat up. His pistol was right there on the desk, but also in sight of whatever was behind him. He unzipped the bag, turned, his chair squeaking. Standing at the doorway of the tiny office was a figure maybe seven feet tall. Black�not like the man from Popcorn Town�black like char. It had the figure of a very muscular man. Hooves where feet should have been. It had the head of a boar.
�Rise.� Its voice was soft and deep. Almost inviting. Almost threatening.
Harold obeyed. He let the bag rest over his shoulder by a strap. It hung open at his side.
The creature stepped forward. �You know the Transeternal.�
�Knew,� Harold corrected. �They are no more.�
�Yes,� said the creature. �The fool�s voice left us. Another voice has taken his place, this one much sweeter. It flows through us like music.� The creature slid its large hands over its body.
Harold felt a deeper sense of dread in the creature�s words than he did in its company. �What voice?�
The creature reached forward, its massive hand midway between its body and Harold�s face. �It is the voice of the one brought death to the fool, destruction to the Transeternal. You come from them, and he comes for you. That is why you must die.�
Harold brought the open bag beneath his arm. �What are you?�
The creature spread its legs and raised its arms. �We are the third phase of the virus called Hephaestus. We are the final phase. Sumus Legio.�
As the creature took this stance, Harold looked at its waist. It was twitching. Somewhere in this beast, a human was still alive, kicking from the inside. He stepped toward the creature, as though studying it. He touched its body, as though in bewilderment. The creature welcomed him. Harold reached slowly into his bag. His fingers touched a syringe. �Does it ever concern you that another person is trapped inside you?�
�No.�
It truly was fascinating. The consciousness of �Antilife� that turned people into zombies had advanced even further, attaining human-like awareness. But just how human was it? He tested the creature as he slid the lid from the syringe, �Do you have a soul?�
�It comes from a different place than yours.�
Harold reached his left hand to touch the creature, expressing fascination, expressing awe at the power, at the genetic success. The creature allowed it. With his right hand, he put the syringe to the creature�s waist, right where the wild twitching occurred. He pressed it in. The creature didn�t feel it. Soon, it wouldn�t feel anything. Harold stepped back, nodding. �Alright, beast. There is nothing I can do. Please, just make it quick.�
The creature straightened its legs, increasing its height another foot. It began to approach Harold. It fell to its knees after one long stride. It struggled to move, struggled to breathe. It lifted its black, boar head up at Harold.
�Rocuronium,� Harold presented the syringe. �You�ll die painlessly. I�ll assume you would have done the same for me. Thank you for the information. I�ll just be going.� He started toward the stairwell door across the hall.
On its knees, the creature chanted. �Non unum sumus at multa� Non unum sumus at multa!�
Harold had just enough time to close the bag when a sharp scream cut across the hall, then another from the other side, then another. Then there were many. The computer�s light shone dimly from the office, cast a shadow of the heaving beast on the stairwell door. Harold ran toward it. He couldn�t see anything outside that tiny bubble of light. His eyes were on the door. The computer went dead as he reached it, hit his hand against it. Pitch black. He struggled for the knob. The screams came closer.
He found the knob and opened the door, tripped down the first flight of stairs. He picked up his bag and rushed blindly down the second flight, realizing he�d left his pistol on the desk upstairs.
He found the knob to another door. He was back on the first floor. Above him, the door to the second floor slammed open. The screams rushed down the stairs. Harold froze as he thought about the route he took to get here. This door was on his right when he first approached it. He ran left.
A shimmer of light made its way here from the entrance to an intersection. He sprinted right. He heard the stairwell door just yards behind him slam open. Hooves stomped against the floor.
Sunlight shone white through the glass doors. Harold panted as he hurdled over the front desk, pushed through the doors and sprinted into the warm, bright day. He made it to the convertible, jumped in, his bag landing on the passenger�s seat. He heard the glass doors smash behind him. He turned the engine on, slammed the gas, swerved onto the road and sped through the city. He looked behind him several times. It didn�t seem his pursuers knew how to drive.
Harold sighed when he passed the �Now Leaving Kansas City� sign. He smiled. He really pissed those ugly things off. But the investigation was over. Now to find that mercenary king.

GRAKUS

Slender figure, long, dark hair. Intense eyes of bright green�a penetrating stare in the shadow of a large red bonnet. She was beautiful beneath layers of emotional scars. He could see such things on faces now. Her scars were every bit as savage as those on Rouge and Teddles. Perhaps a little more.
Grakus was at his desk, watching the woman. The others were watching her as well. Rouge was jealous of the attention she was getting. Wilco was attracted to her figure. Teddles switched his attention between her and the posters on the wall. Grakus never got rid of the host�s dancing photographs. Teddles liked them. Especially the one with the ballerina.
The beautiful woman with invisible scars was Gloria. Aged thirty-three. Psychic. She read desires. Deep desires�ones that lay stuck in the mind for years. She was calm, but not the kind of calm you trust.
Grakus�s formula made a connection between him and this woman. It made him connected to every subject of the Transeternal�s experiments. It was how he found her. And it was how they both would find Del Meethia.
�How long did they keep you at Rush?� Grakus asked her.
�Eight years,� said Gloria.
Grakus knew that no subject taken to Rush University spent their time there pleasantly. A month�s stay must have been mind-altering. After eight years, this woman was either hot for revenge, or had altogether given up on life. There wasn�t the faintest trace of surrender in her eyes.
�I�d like to know more about what they gave you,� said Grakus.
Gloria approached him. She stepped lightly, but her heels clapped loudly. �Would you like a demonstration?�
The room grew quieter at Gloria�s suggestion.
Grakus held out his hand. �Three very interesting men stand behind you. Take your pick.�
Rouge and Wilco looked at one another in disapproval.
Gloria turned and looked at them. She seemed most intrigued by Teddles.
Grakus smiled. He didn�t blame her. �Teddles,� he said. �Come forward.�
Teddles took one last glance at the ballerina poster, and stepped timidly into the center of the room, one eye obscured behind his bunny. Gloria instructed him to fall to his knees. He reluctantly did so. She walked behind him, slid the bonnet from her head onto the floor. She put her hands on his head, closed her eyes. A minute of curious silence passed before her hair began to rise. It flowed outward as though she were underwater, the currents from her brain carrying every follicle.
An image appeared on the glass wall looking over Lake Michigan. It was faint, like a reflection. It was a good-looking man with light blond hair getting out of a car. He wore a suit, had a briefcase in his hand. Teddles was wide-eyed. �That�s� me.�
The man walked through the door of his house. He knelt as a little girl in a ballerina dress threw her arms around him. He picked her up and kissed her, kissed her doll. He carried her into a kitchen, where a pretty woman was standing over a stove.
Teddles stammered. �That�s my family!�
The man kissed his wife, his little girl still in his arm. He tasted what was in the steaming pot on the stove, said it was delicious. The image transposed, and the man was standing over the child�s bed, reading to her. He kissed her goodnight. It transposed again, and he was lying beside his wife in their bed. He put his arm around her, kissed her goodnight.
Teddles pointed at the glass. A tear fell from his eye. �That�s my life!�
�Enough,� said Grakus.
Gloria released her grip, and the imaged faded.
�No!� Teddles dropped his bunny and crawled to the glass, reaching for it with both arms. �My family! Bring them back! I want to see my family!�
Grakus watched as Teddles felt the glass, worshiping it. The witch took it further than she had to. But that was advertising. And it worked. He turned to Gloria. �I need information on someone. Someone far from here.�
�I have to know them to read them from a distance,� said Gloria. �I have to know them well.�
Grakus stood, walked over to her. �I believe you may.�
�Who is he?�
Grakus took her hands, placed them over his head. �Let me show you.� He thought deeply. About Harold. He didn�t even know what the man looked like. But with what scraps he knew about who Del Meethia was, he relayed a message to Gloria, forcing it inside her. She tried to take her hands away. Grakus held them. Her eyes rolled back. She shook. He released her.
Gloria snatched her hands away from him with a roar almost unnatural. She covered her head, screaming. She thrashed herself around like she were trying to shake something terrible from her body, tears on her face. �How the fuck can he still be alive!� Her head snapped to Grakus, eyes red and bulging out of her skull. �How many soldiers does it take to kill one fucking man!�
�That�s something like what I said,� Grakus walked back to his desk. �Some of my agents have followed him across the country. But his trail went cold after he left Seattle. He knows he can�t recreate what Vulcum started without getting enough attention for me to find him. He needs a team, a lab, supplies. Only the cities have the resources he�d need, so he knows I have an idea as to where he�s headed. I suspect Baltimore, but I can�t be sure. Mostly, I also want to know what his ultimate desire is�where all this research leads.�
Gloria, her face just beginning to cool, shook her head. �It was the morning of my fifteenth birthday when they took me from my family in the farms of Pittsburgh. I was� in that place� by noon. For eight years, that man watched me die over and over again. Without flinching. Without blinking. I remember looking up at him through the glass, into his face as I drowned in pink water. I begged him to make it stop. He just� observed. Recorded. Calculated. Since they left me on the streets of Chicago I�ve tried so many times to read him� to learn what my suffering meant. I found nothing. But I can help you find him.�
�It�s the Transeternal�s legacy I want destroyed,� Grakus sat back in his chair. �What happens to Del Meethia, I leave to you. What would it take to find him?�
�Distance isn�t an issue,� Gloria picked her bonnet from the floor, covering her face. �But I need more than just knowledge of him. I need to feel an intimate part of him. Something that makes him human. Good luck with that.�
Grakus assured Gloria he would bring her something by morning. He instructed Wilco to show her to her room. Wilco stayed as far from her as he could, even as he held the door open for her. But his eyes were on her�eyes of desire and distrust.
Grakus looked at the glass wall. Teddles was still on his knees, one hand pressed against the glass, the other was covering his eyes. He sobbed quietly. �My family�� he kept repeating.
Grakus rose from the chair. He picked the bunny up and walked to Teddles, knelt beside him, put his hand on him. �Teddles,� he said gently, their foreheads touching. �They aren�t real. They never were.� He put the bunny back in Teddle�s arms, who held it to his face. �We are your family.� He told Rouge to bring Teddles back to his room. And Grakus was alone.
He turned his chair to face the great lake and sat, sighed, enjoyed. The sky was a dark blue, the stars just beginning to show. Clouds formed over the distant water.
He thought deeper as his vision got lost in the horizon. He wished he knew what Harold looked like. He pictured deep, ponderous eyes, if any physical feature could justify the mind this man must have had.
It was a shame he had to die.
Outright destruction never fell into Grakus�s plans unless something was in the way. Even then, he never liked it. Harold reminded Grakus of humanity entire. Quietly, he hoped the scientist was working on a way to fight back.
�My lord,� Trevino�s voice filled the empty office.
Walter Trevino was an assistant coordinator to Rouge. He was a shy, timid man. He was also ruthless and blood-thirsty. He and his boss got along well. It was him leading the search through Rush University.
Grakus turned his chair from the lake to Trevino. �Any treats for me, Walter?�
�The search is going well, my lord,� Trevino made his way to the desk of the host. �The doctors hid things everywhere. We found a trove of documents belonging to Doctor Iris. We�re sorting through it now. This caught my attention almost right away.� He dropped a thick red book onto the desk. �It dates back some time, and mentions your Harold in the first page.�
Grakus smiled. �Thank you very much, Walter. Bring me everything else you�ve found first thing.�
�Of course, my lord.� Trevino bowed and left.
Grakus looked at the book. A nice leather cover. Gold binding. He picked it up. It was a journal. The date was January eighth, 2087. It began:
I am composing this journal to follow the progress of the most extraordinary find of my scientific career�a young man named Harold. At fourteen, he is the most brilliant individual I have ever met. In an hour, he solved an equation the entire Transeternal had been crowded around all night with no success. He will bring great new breakthroughs to this institution�I could see that from his first interview. But Harold is not without faults.
On a minor note, he has a tendency to be rather disorganized�I believe his dyslexia may have something to do with this.
He doesn�t seem to make friends easily, yet he was helplessly attached to whatever life his transfer here has taken from him. His devastation is powerful� and somewhat ironic.
Harold has a third weakness�one that many of the doctors here may not even call that. He suffers from ASPD�not that he has problems with people�he can be very persuasive, in fact. But he is a sociopath. Harold is not aware that I know this, and it is important it remains that way. Nor will I tell anybody else of Harold�s condition. I believe he is ashamed of it. Poor kid.
Harold will have a difficult time adjusting, but with help, I believe he will do well. His potential is like nothing this university has ever seen�that is something I WILL tell Barnabas. Harold Del Meethia can change this university.
The entry was signed,
Richard Preston Iris, M.D.
Grakus turned to the end of the book. The final entry was dated September ninth, 2113. Barely a week ago. He smiled sharply. He closed the book, set it on his lap, turned back out to gaze into the darkening horizon. Harold�s life from fourteen to forty in every detail through an analytical perspective. He would have to get back in touch with Trevino soon. He would have to tell him that the search through Rush University was no longer necessary.
And he would have another conversation with Gloria before the night was out; he had a great book to recommend.

ANGELA

They should have been in Baltimore by now, but she was reluctant. The fear of not finding what she was looking for, and the condemnation of having to accept her incomplete existence grew stronger every mile toward her hometown she came. Her reluctance had this poor guy driving up and down the country for days on end. �Can�t go that way�tribals,� she would lie. �Not that way either�mercenaries.�
He was growing on her. He spoke more openly now. She even got him to smile once. She cursed herself for not remembering how.
Her attraction to him had transcended his body and his demeanor. She wanted to know him. And she wanted him to know her, and to like what he learned. She wanted to think she was making progress in that, but causing him to run clean out of fuel long before he should have was definitely not a help.
They left his car on the interstate, walked in the dark to a small neighborhood just outside of Lexington, Kentucky. While most vacant homes and businesses remained largely unlooted in the empty cities, the vehicles did not. Especially on the main roads. Traders were always checking them, draining them. This small area of little more than a cul-de-sac was the one place for miles with a chance of having any fuel.
Most of the houses here were perched into the edge of a forest. Traders and merchants generally wouldn�t endanger themselves in such a place. Main roads were great. Cities were tolerable. But nothing was to be avoided more than a rural community nestled against a thick, expansive wood. She led Adrian into the abandoned community. She carried the fuel tank, and planned on carrying it back. She owed him for the trouble.
They came to the parking lot of a small church at the end of the cul-de-sac. The town really was backed up into those trees. The canopy scraped the back side of the church as an evening breeze came through. The sun was gone but there was still a trace of light. The moon was not as bright as it had been for the last week, but there was enough light not to have to use their own.
Angela came to a small car and lifted the gas cap.
�What about that one?� Adrian pointed to another vehicle. �It�s bigger.�
Angela shook her head. �That truck runs on diesel. And this one has a bigger tank anyway.�
Adrian shrugged.
Angela grinned as she returned to her work. His helpless innocence was difficult to get over. She took a crowbar out of her pack, shimmied underneath the back of the car and popped a hole in the gas tank. Most cars manufactured after the 2040�s had plastic gas tanks, and the fuel was still good after sitting in there for over half a century. Sometimes, rarely, you got lucky with a metal tank. But there were some cars you just knew not to bother with. Chevy�s were on the top of that list. But this truck had plenty to spare from a clean tank. Angela watched it flow into her own. She heard Adrian�s voice.
�I think there�s something in the woods.�
�It�s a breezy night,� Angela called back. �All sorts of things like to move. Why don�t you stop scaring me and come over here? I can teach you something useful here. Unless you want to tell me you already know how to take fuel out of a car.�
�Angela��
She grunted. �I thought I told you to call me Princess Pookie.�
�Angela, I�m serious.�
�Alright,� Angela slid out from under the car. She stood by Adrian, looked into the trees that towered over the buildings. The breeze was solid in the canopy, the air calm below. In the rustling leaves, a branch snapped. She looked through them, into the darkness between the trunks. She went back under the car, pulled the tank full of gas out and screwed the lid on quickly. She cursed when she realized she had only brought a single gun out here, and doubted Adrian was a better shot than she. �I�m sorry,� she said to him. �But I need you to carry this.� She handed him the tank. �We�re going to walk out of here slowly. When we get back onto the street, we start running. No sudden moves until both our feet are on the road. Do you understand me?�
Before Adrian could answer, something emerged from the tree line, stood still. It was only twenty yards away, but they could hardly make it out. It looked at them.
Angela stepped forward, fired a single shot. The figure dropped to the ground.
�Remember what I said,� Angela turned to the road. Another one was standing face-to-face with her. Black skin. Black eyes. It screamed. Adrian was startled to the ground. Angela shot it in the head, dropping it. �Get up!� They started running.
All at once, the silent forest came to life. More of them came sprinting from the darkness in the wood. They had no trouble keeping up with Angela and Adrian. Angela turned and fired a shot. One of them fell and two more tripped over the body. There were maybe twenty of them now. Angela shot more rounds as the creatures chased them down a dark road surrounded by trees.
Adrian was keeping up well, and didn�t seem ready to collapse just yet. A quarter-mile lay between them and the car. And shit, they still had to put the gas in it. No use worrying about that now. She kept turning to Adrian. He was fine. But the eleven creatures left weren�t getting any farther behind. And she was almost out of rounds.
Another creature popped out of the trees in front of them. It went for Adrian. Adrian ran to the side to avert it. Angela panicked, shot it. Missed. Shot again. It went down. Now she was out of ammo. And the hoard behind them had gotten much closer.
She could see the car. Its rims and bumper reflected the starlight. Her footsteps slammed heavier on the road. So did Adrian�s. Her chest began to burn. His must have been as well. She could barely speak to him. �Do you have the keys?�
�Yeah,� he could barely speak back.
�Open� the trunk.�
Adrian picked up speed and beat her to the car. He stuck the key in the trunk. It rose open. She reached inside�she always kept her clips immediately accessible. She reloaded, turned, fired eleven times. Eleven creatures dropped to the road.
She fell to her knees, heaving. He fell beside her, rested his hand on her shoulder, panting as well. She put her hand on his shoulder. Neither of them could speak. They just looked at each other until their breathing slowed.
��Thank you,� said Adrian when at last he could speak without gasping.
�You�re welcome,� she smiled. �Can you still drive?�
Adrian nodded. But his hands were shaking.
�Just enough to get to an open area,� she said. �Then we�ll make camp.�
Adrian nodded, leaned on the bumper to find his feet. She helped him, came very close. He turned shyly, walked to the driver�s side door.
�And hey,� she said as she sat next to him. �You were great back there too. I�ve never met a man who could outrun me.�
�Remind me to take you shopping at the LIM someday.� He turned the car on and drove them out of there.

MORGAN

Realizing you�re wrong can be a frightening thing.
You see yourself one way as you come of age�twelve, thirteen, maybe a little later. That perspective of who you are doesn�t change as quickly as who you are does. Life twists and bends and breaks you into something you never set out to become, yet you still see the same innocent, virtuous boy or girl of years gone by.
He was a murderer.
The little girl. Her mother. Those faces. Their eyes. The hatred. Like the very same he felt all his life. Directed at him.
But things had changed. There was no more LIM. No more corruption. No more oppression. Long Island�s production nearly doubled in less than a week with the removal of the old bureaucracy. New farms were being built. Workers were paid in food as well as money to spend on factory goods. Everything the people wanted and needed�goods, supplies, food, water, services�flowed freely from Manhattan Island to the Cross Island Wall. Demand for factory workers rose with the increase of production. Many of the homeless now had jobs.
The government had more money than ever. Morgan�s advisers suggested they spend it getting what was left of the unemployed a job in the military.
Morgan was reluctant. What did their society need with a larger army?
�It�s just to create jobs, Mo,� Troy assured him. �We have the finances, why not get these people off the streets?�
�Who doesn�t want a good army anyway?� another adviser chimed in.
Finally, Morgan agreed, and the moderately powerful Manhattan army had become a force of discussion for every news outlet across the Seven Cities.
None of it may have ever happened, certainly not so quickly, were it not for his wife.
Morgan never saw anything in Maggie Summers until he learned of her forgiveness. Nor did he see anything in himself. When he woke from his breakdown only a few days ago, all he could think about was her. He didn�t know why. He didn�t think about it. He called for her. She was there immediately. She held him and he felt better. He told her everything.
Everything.
And� and she forgave him. There was no anger in her voice, no hatred in her eyes. She hugged him, told him it was okay, and helped him plan his redemption.
As they rebuilt Manhattan together, he fell in love with her. Maybe forgiveness was what he�d been longing for since he was little. Maybe it was the love of a woman like her.
Morgan breathed deeply as he leaned over the parapet of One World Trade Center. He could see everything: his city, the water, the lands on the edge of Long Island, the lands on the edge of America. There was no view like it, especially at night.
Maggie promised she�d join him soon. She was working to allocate some of the product of a city textile factory to the production of dolls for girls across Long Island, including those who had escaped and gone independent in the farther reaches, as far as the forks.
Maggie and some of Morgan�s advisers suggested he visit the memorial he was building. It would stand to honor the soldiers who died protecting Manhattan from his rebellion. His advisers said a visit would help alleviate the bitterness a small number still held toward him. Maggie said it would make him feel better. But he couldn�t. He had no right being there, even to apologize. He couldn�t even travel through the streets adjacent to it. For men he killed in combat, he was sore with shame. And then there were those he murdered. There was Adam.
Morgan could hardly think about Adam�s parents, let alone stand on their property, look into their eyes and say he was sorry. Maybe they were as forgiving as Maggie was. But Adam Velys was not Maggie�s son. She hadn�t carried him inside her, hadn�t watched him enter the world, hadn�t poured her life and everything she was into making him a man.
Oh God. How could he ask the same forgiveness from an entire city?
�Hey, stranger.�
Maggie�s voice took him out of yet another hole he was digging into his mind. He turned and hugged her.
�How are you?� she asked.
�Okay,� he sighed. �Better, I think.�
She grabbed his face and kissed him. �That�s good to hear.�
�I think I�ll visit that memorial,� he said. �I just need more time.�
�I know,� she said. �Just make sure you do it the second you�re ready.�
Morgan promised he would, held her as they watched the sky. His power-saving incentives made that a more enjoyable activity. A small percent of the working class was on the job past ten o�clock at night. The skyline shone gently from a distance with no desire to fight the stars. At last, the city slept.
�You have to forgive yourself, too, Morgan,� She�d said it many times before.
Morgan knew it would be a struggle before he would look at his own face and decide that he could, and for the first time in his life be content with who he was. There were so many memories. So many things still wrong. But he was making progress. And for now, he was content with that. For now, he was alright.

ADRIAN

His heart still felt swollen. He doubted he�d ever go near a forest again.
Angela had a fire going. It took her a little longer to start it this time.
It was a beautiful spot to spend a night. No buildings, trees or obstacle of any kind for creeps to sneak between. It was just the road and a sea of grass that spread for miles south into distant hills. They complemented the stars like nothing man could ever build.
Adrian grabbed his pack, the shameful little thing next to Angela�s mobile supermarket. He reached inside. He still had Harold�s money. Maybe he�d be a rich man in the cities, but he didn�t feel like it out here. He checked another compartment and found the tuna can again. Is this really all he was down to�Harold�s cash and Morgan�s can?
Angela had emptied a bunch of cans into a kettle over the flame. She didn�t look like she knew what she was doing. Said she did. Whatever. Adrian was hungry, and the smell of her concoction boiling in the kettle mixed sumptuously with the night air. The heat of the flames felt good on his arms. He lathered it into his skin, the night cooling his back.
Angela walked into her tent as the food cooked. Adrian held a comfortable, hypnotic stare into the flames that warmed his face and dried his eyes. He felt his thoughts change as he sat alone, undistracted. His mind was no longer on her� but on him.
He could kill Morgan�free Manhattan from his rule. Or he could give the man what he truly deserved. He could crucify him. Like the man his parents wore around their necks.
�It�s the most painful death there is,� his father told him once.
He pictured Morgan hanging on that cross. Naked. Bleeding. Unable to move. Bugs in his wounds, in his nose, his ears, his eyes, chewing everything they found while he screamed. And Adrian would wear the likeness of it around his neck, hang it on his wall, shower himself in the thousand nails that stuck him to the splintered wood. And the crown. Don�t forget the crown. Adrian would fashion it himself.
Angela came out of the tent with new clothes on, and Adrian found himself once again distracted from his hate. She walked to the kettle and poured a ladle-full of the good-smelling stuff into a bowl, handed it to him. �It�s hot,� she warned, poured one for herself. She sat next to him. She usually sat across.
He shifted to give her more room.
�When we first met, I thought you were a merc,� she was looking at her food instead of watching him eat his. She ate faster as well, instead of with her slow, rhythmic bites and focused eyes. �But you�re nothing like them. You must have stolen that car from men I�d probably recognize. Doesn�t seem like you to steal, though.�
�Your friends were assholes,� said Adrian.
Angela smiled. �Most mercs are. But they�re alright. I�ve actually never met a man my age who wasn�t a merc. Are other guys from your home like you?�
�What, pathetic?�
Angela raised an arm to hold her food in her mouth while she laughed. �No, I mean do they� I don�t know, do they act like you? Do they see things the same way you do? You know, are they like you?�
Adrian took a few more bites, set the empty bowl down on the dirt by his feet. He continued warming himself. �I only know one man my age. And he�s nothing like me.�
She knew who he was talking about, and he hoped she wouldn�t want to learn more.
She moved an inch closer to him. Adrian couldn�t tell if it was intentional, or if she had just shifted and ended up closer. �I may not have made it this close to Baltimore if you never came.�
�You would have,� he replied with confidence. �I�m the one who would have been in trouble.�
�Why did you stop for me?�
�What was I gonna do?�
Angela moved closer. Not so subtle this time. �I never got the chance to be friends with a man who wasn�t a mercenary.�
Adrian didn�t evade her�he had made himself look pathetic enough as it was. But he was nervous. He felt foolish again�he was probably just over-thinking her behavior. What could this woman ever see in a man like him, driving across America in a car he didn�t deserve with a survival pack filled with nothing? But she was very close, and he found himself unable to speak.
Maggie was easier to talk with, even this close. Especially this close. Maggie was such a sweet girl, and� just easier. Angela� she was his age, but she seemed so much older. It was like she knew everything�what to look for, what to do, how to fix things. He felt like a kid around this woman. But he also felt safe. Would he feel this way toward her if he were back at home? Were the dangers of America the only thing she made him feel protected from? A vision of him and Angela living together entered and was thrust quickly from his mind.
She didn�t put a hand on him, but their bodies were touching now.
�I always wanted to know what it would be like.�
Adrian kept his focus on the dying fire, tried to control his breathing, hoped she wouldn�t try anything. He wouldn�t know what to do. �So what do you want?�
He felt her face draw closer from the corner of his eye. He heard her voice closer to his ear, deeper in his head. �How about a kiss?�
Adrian felt his stomach fall, and tried not to show a reaction. He ended up not moving at all. Not even breathing.
�I�m not gonna make a move on you,� she said. �I�m not even gonna lean in any more. Just turn when you�re ready.�
Adrian�s chest quivered softly as he started to breathe again. She was right there, inches away from his face. Waiting. Telling her no was definitely not an option. He�d look even more like an idiot. He owed her. And there was nowhere to run. All she wanted was a kiss. It was a simple favor. It�s not like he�d be giving anything up. It didn�t matter that she was pretty, or that he was starting to enjoy her company, or that he was curious also. He was doing this for her. He owed her a lot.
He turned to her slowly, leaned forward quickly, and met her. He immediately felt light-headed. Her lips were soft, but agile, shaping seamlessly to every movement his lips made. She took him away. His breathing quickened uncontrollably. His skin grew hotter than the flames could make it. A warmth entered him at the hips. Disorienting. He stopped, evaded so quickly he thought he sprained his neck. He didn�t know how long he had been kissing her, but the rush he felt was even greater than running from a pack of zombies.

ANGELA

Five seconds was too short for a good kiss� but it was still a good kiss. His lips were firm and reluctant. She suspected he had never kissed a woman in his life.
Angela found herself more dazzled by that aspect of this man than she had been by any quality of another. He had been through so much, but was still so innocent. She never felt that on a man�s lips before. It felt like the first kiss of her life. Was this what all the city boys were like?
She was sure he was curious about women and that was another gem she never had the opportunity to behold. All the mercs were experienced by the time they reached an age she�d have any interest in.
And damn, it tasted good. If she could get him out of that shell his conservative home life stuffed him in� undress him of his innocence� witness something darker take over.
She had done her best not to touch him as they kissed, difficult though that temptation was to beat down. She didn�t want to discomfort him. She wanted him to enjoy it with her. And she wanted that to last. It didn�t. And even if he did enjoy it in his own way, they weren�t enjoying it together.
She thought to speak with him about that, but he needed time to think. For now, she wrapped her arm around his back to show him she still liked him. He was sweet, and his potential for passion made the mercs look like lost children.
�I�m gonna go to bed,� she said. �It�s colder than usual. You should sleep with me tonight.� She felt a little embarrassed at how that came out. Then she decided it was fine. Might as well speak her mind if it got the job done. She walked into the tent, took her pants off and relaxed. She waited for him.
Angela knew it would have been best to talk to Adrian about their kiss before going mercenary hook-up on him. She tried not to think about what was best. There would always be time to talk tomorrow. She just lay on the bedroll, hoping he�d enter.
He did not.
When two and a half hours passed, she turned on her side and thought. She�d stall their arrival to Baltimore just a little while longer as she tinkered with this little project. He wanted revenge. She felt his lust for it grow stronger every night. For such a gentle man to be so angry, he clearly deserved whatever revenge he was conjuring. She needed time to persuade him that she could help him get it.
She still wondered if other men raised outside the mercenary bases were as fun to think about as Adrian was. They couldn�t have been half as attractive. Most of the mercenaries didn�t even look as good. She hoped she�d find another man like him in the cities, especially if he was going to stick to this revenge plan on his own.

GLORIA

She stepped into his office in the middle of the night, curious to know if he�d be there, what he might say to unexpected company.
The office was lit only by a small light at his desk. He was sitting on the floor, piles of books to his left and right, documents spread before him, a large binder in his lap. She didn�t put a lot of thought into whether or not he noticed her. While his eyes were focused harshly on the binder, this was not the man who let things pass undetected.
�Do you read, witch?� he asked.
Grakus might have been asking if she could read. But she knew what he meant. And he knew she knew it. They were in each other�s minds. Not completely�Grakus�s mind was sealed well, but his skills were new and untrained as to infiltrate Gloria�s. But the moment he opened his mouth, both minds were locked like wrestling snakes, each trying to consume the other.
�I like mystery novels,� said she.
�I like textbooks,� said he, closing the binder, setting it aside. He folded his hands in his lap, still on the floor as she paced. �I love to learn what the world thought about itself before the Founding. Sociology is my favorite. The evolution of it through Hephaestus. The virus changed so many things. But one thing was solid through everything��
Gloria could not see what Grakus was about to say. It was on the surface of his mind and she couldn�t even make an outline.
�They used to say a person needs to be part of a community to function properly,� He said. �That one shouldn�t be alone. Tell me, witch, in your witch experience, do you find this to be true?�
Grakus was asking this for two reasons. One was that he knew she had an opinion�he could see deeper inside her than she thought. The other reason was barely an outline, but she would fill it in.
�How does what I am authorize me to answer that?� she asked.
�I�m asking you what you believe. You have the authority to answer that.�
Gloria looked around the room, the posters of dancing people. Grakus hadn�t put them there, but he hadn�t taken them down. She asked him, �Are you evil?� And there was silence.
�Yes.�
�Most evil men would say no.�
�I�m not most evil men. Now answer my question.�
She felt a strong affinity toward these posters, and a strong connection with the man who put them there� a man named Tristan. �I believe the only evil is loneliness. It was the only thing I could never understand. For someone to actually� desire it.� She looked across the room at the man sitting on the floor, looking back at her. �You never wanted loneliness. You call yourself evil because you want to watch the world fall like a child wants to watch a person slip over a banana peel. I call it innocent mischief.�
�Any society through history would call you wrong,� said Grakus.
�Society and history are dying. All I have is my judgment.�
�Which is clouded by your hatred of my enemy.�
His words pulled her from the darkness of his mind, where she was blind to walk, and plunged her into the darkness of her own, where she was also blind.
She would have been impressed if she weren�t disturbed by how in command of his powers he was so quickly becoming.
She tilted her head so that her bonnet obscured her face from him. Every moment thinking of the man to whom he had alluded infected her with disorienting rage. �Your enemy� wants loneliness. He lives in it. Revels in it�� She composed herself. The bonnet rose, and they were face to face again. �He will struggle with notions of friendship, as any good man struggles with evil. But he will always be alone. Even if his brain doesn�t make the choice, his soul will lead him to it.�
�Will it destroy him?�
�It hasn�t destroyed me,� she walked to the window, arms folded. She liked how the lights reached the clouds. �I�ve been alone all my life.�
His voice was tender. �So have I.�
She watched his reflection as she watched the multi-colored clouds. She listened to his leather jacket squeak as he rose to his feet. He picked up a book on his desk. A red book. He looked at it for a while. Then he put it in a drawer.
�I�m glad we had this talk, witch,� he started for the door.
�Where are you going?� She turned to him from the glass wall.
His jacket squeaked again as he stretched. �Your Lucifer is loneliness,� he took the jacket off and hung it over his shoulder. �Mine is lack of sleep. Good night.� He ambled through the doors, shut them behind him.
Gloria stared at the doors, listened to his footsteps fade. Then she turned back to the glass, looking at her clouds and her reflection in them.

HAROLD

The rising sun reflected brightly off the wires of a fence that spanned Eglin Parkway. The fence was a hundred feet high. It surrounded the airfields, the housing complexes, the armories and the academy. There was a tower every hundred yards, guards everywhere. Harold could smell the activity of an entire city�food, smoke, sulfur, sweat�emanating from behind that great fence. This was Eglin Air Force Base. It was the home of Don Masterson, the most powerful mercenary in the world.
Harold�s convertible was stopped by an SUV on Lewis Turner Boulevard�a quarter-mile short of the gate. Two mercs sat in the front of the SUV, and a third manned the giant gun above, which of course was pointed at Harold.
One of the mercs stepped out of the passenger�s side with his eyes over the barrel of a rifle. He came to the side of Harold�s car, scanning it. He lowered his weapon when he saw that Harold was unarmed.
�So what are you doing here?� The mercenary asked. Young guy�Adrian�s age. Clean-shaven, crew cut.
�I�m a scientist from Chicago to speak with the commander.�
The mercenary chuckled. �A lot of commanders around here, buddy. You sure you know where you are?�
�I�m looking for Don Masterson.�
The mercenary paused, stared at Harold. His attention made its way to Harold�s bag in the passenger�s seat. �Watch�ya packing in there?�
�Oh,� Harold reached for the bag, opened it for the merc. �Just some chemicals. I�m a scientist. Like I said.�
The mercenary glanced into the bag, no longer interested. �What does Tired Eyes want with a scientist?�
Harold grunted under his breath. The world ended fifty years ago and people still needed an appointment to do everything. �You�ll have to ask him.�
�Turn the car off. Give me the keys.�
Harold obeyed, and the mercenary turned back to the SUV for a conference with the driver. Then he talked into his radio.
Harold put his hand on his chin. If this Don Masterson or �Tired Eyes� had any intelligence at all�which he had to�he would at least be curious about a man with strange chemicals in a nice car who drove across America to speak with him. Harold should at least get a chance to explain himself to Masterson. That chance was all he needed.
Back in the SUV, the conference was over. The mercenary stepped out again. He drew his sidearm.
Harold tried to think of an alternative. He had syringes of paralytics like what he used on that thing back in Kansas City. But this would have to be instant. He would have to put it right into the man�s eye, take his gun and shoot the men in the SUV, starting with the one at the big gun. He�d have to do it all before any of them had the chance to fire.
He was fucked.
He clenched the syringe as the merc walked around the other side of the car and hopped in. He threw Harold�s keys back. �Keep it under twenty.�
Harold nodded, took his hand out of the bag and turned the car on, started forward. The SUV stayed on his bumper, its mounted gun filling his rear-view mirror. The mercenary next to him was also ready to put one in his temple. Harold told him to mind the bag.
The gates ahead slid open. They drove through. Thick forest was on their left, houses and facilities on their right. Mercenaries were lining up, running drills, working out, yelling at each other. Then the trees parted into a vast plain. The sky was a pleasant yellow in the early morning.
�That way,� Harold�s tour guide pointed across the plain. Harold went straight, off the road and crossed a dirt field onto a runway. The merc pointed, directing him onto another. This second runway stretched past most of the buildings into a lonelier part of the base. Harold�s final instructions were to stop about three hundred yards before the runway ended, to turn the car off once again, and to get out. The merc followed him onto the pavement, directed him toward the end of the runway. A man was standing there.
�Start walking,� said the merc. He got back into the SUV, and the SUV sped off.
Harold was alone on the open road. He walked. There was no sound but his footsteps and distant engines. The environment was so open, so expansive, it didn�t seem to move as he stepped closer to the end of the runway.
When he was halfway to the lonely man, two more SUVs whipped closely past him from behind�one of them had clipped his car. They came to either side of the lonely man and stopped. A bunch of mercs got out and formed a line, guns drawn, facing Harold. The man they guarded was facing away.
Slightly winded, Harold arrived. The mercs pointed their guns at him, told him he was close enough.
The man in the center turned, faced Harold. �Yeah?�
Harold could tell by the man�s jaw line that he was muscular. But with layers of Kevlar and endless chains of ammunition wrapped around his body like a mummy, Don Masterson looked like the fattest man alive. Harold couldn�t help but find humor in it. He asked him, �If one of those bullets got hit, would you go off like a firecracker?�
Masterson stepped forward. His heavy boots made him taller. But he was still a very tall man. �No one�s hit me yet. Wanna try?� The guards around him laughed.
Harold could see how Masterson got his nickname. The man looked half-asleep, half drugged� yet strangely focused. �Perhaps another time. Today I need your help. And with all due respect, you also need mine.�
�With what?�
�With taking over the world.�
Masterson scratched his stubbly jaw.
Harold was still alive, so he continued, �Your objective as a mercenary is to prevent tribes from becoming too powerful. And every tribal hates you. And if you keep up with the news, you already know that a tribal has just taken over the most powerful city of the seven.�
Masterson laughed. �Yeah, I watch the news, nerd. Morgan Veil was born on the farms. That doesn�t make him a tribal.�
�I�m not talking about Manhattan. I�m talking about Chicago.�
The chains on Masterson rattled as he folded his arms. �Leave me with him.�
The guards looked at each other, then to their leader.
�Don�t worry,� Masterson grinned. �I can handle the nerd.�
The guards laughed as they piled back into their SUVs and sped off. The sound of their engines faded as Masterson and Harold looked at each other.
Masterson sniffled. �Who the hell are you, anyway?�
�My name is Harold. I�m the last of the Transeternal. My predecessors were responsible for the Hephaestus virus.�
�So they were real,� Masterson looked down, a hand on his hip, the other on his chin. �And they created the virus� Ah!� He snapped his fingers. �Rush University! Now it makes sense�� He smiled mischievously. �They broadcast that raid live. Did you know that? Reran it all day on Chicago News. I enjoyed it. Don�t remember seeing you, though. But I guess if I did, you wouldn�t be standing here, right?� a powerful smile. �What did Grakus want with you guys, anyway?�
Harold nodded, satisfied. He couldn�t have hoped for such lucidity from a mercenary, especially one that looked like a bum. �We had the power to destroy the world.�
Holding a casual expression, Masterson started to walk around. �I guess this is where you convince me I�m his next target?�
�Chicago doesn�t answer to a governor,� said Harold. �The host will do as he pleases with his army. The cities have no love for you, so there�ll be no political fallout should he choose to become hostile toward you. And he will.�
�And if I become hostile against him?� said Masterson. �What do you think the cities will think of me then?�
�No less than they already do,� said Harold. �If they�re smart, they�ll realize you�re doing them a favor.�
�Chicago�s army was powerful,� said Masterson. �That is until the rebellion. Now I don�t see how they can so much as make me twitch should they come knock-knock-knocking.�
�They�ll rebuild,� said Harold. �Quickly. This new host is resourceful like that. My estimation is that half the people able enough to lift a gun have already signed their lives to him. They are many, but they are untrained and malnourished, not to mention psychologically disturbed. All of this he will use to his advantage with time but right now he�s helpless. If you act now, Chicago can be yours.�
Masterson threw his head back and laughed loudly. �How long have you been rehearsing that line?� His teeth reminded Harold of Barnabas�s�big and stark white.
�You couldn�t comprehend the things I have to rehearse,� said Harold. �Even if you are a little less stupid than the average merc.�
�You�re a science geek,� Don held his grin. �You probably think everybody�s stupid.�
�Everybody probably is.�
Masterson nodded. �Alright, nerd,� he laid his heavy arm over Harold�s shoulder. They started walking back toward the hub of the base. �Let�s talk about this bully of yours.�

DON

It was only fitting for a king to give his people something to live for, his soldiers something to fight for; each inhabitant of Don�s kingdom needed both.
Eglin had resources�how could such a grand military installation not? But just as much went into the upkeep of military apparatus as into the upkeep of bathhouses, brothels, bars, casinos and theaters. Most of those were focused in a Vegas-like area in Valparaiso, a town within the fence.
If you were a merc in Eglin base, you were in one of two modes:
Training mode�life sucked; you did what it took to turn yourself into a machine.
Free mode�life was awesome; you did what it took to make yourself as happy as possible. On weekdays, that probably constituted little more than sleeping. But on weekends, you were the king. All the world loved you. Whatever you wanted: women with breasts their backs could hardly lift, or men hung down to their toes, and however many of each you demanded in your bed when you came home in the early evening. Fall for one? Brand them. Maybe your hobbies were more transcendent? Say the word, and Eglin would do what it could. And not once would you carry an ounce of debt for any of it. That was the life every mercenary under Don Masterson would employ every shred of their training to defend.
If you asked Don why he did this, the answer would be simple�incentive. If you actually knew Don, the answer wouldn�t be very different. But if you were Don, there would be a second, less obvious answer: he truly believed they deserved it. He believed all people willing to accept the life he promised was deserving of all the world. This was the perfect society: a people disciplined, but happy.
Up ahead a little ways from where he walked, a pack of soldiers dragged a woman onto the edge of the runway, kicked her against the pavement. She screamed, spitting at them, trying to swing at the next one to come within reach.
They stood and saluted Tired Eyes when they noticed him walking by.
Don stopped. �What did she do this time?�
�She bit me,� said a female soldier. �I warned her and she did it again.�
�You�re all scum!� said the battered woman on her knees. She spit in Don�s direction. �Fuck you and your balls!�
Don sighed, drew his pistol, put it to her head. The woman begged desperately at the last second before he pulled the trigger. �Now get her blood off my runway.� He kept walking.
Not everyone accepted the life Don promised.
Anyway, this was Don�s world. It was his home. Only the superior�the just, the understanding�were invited to be a part of it.
This scientist, this Harold Del Nerdia, he wasn�t so bad. He was kinda smart. He knew strategy. He didn�t know plop shit about psychology�that was everything to Don�but Harold was a practical man. More so than Don. Maybe even smarter than Don. He gave a simple explanation as to how Chicago could be taken, and suddenly the notion didn�t seem so unrealistic.
Don watched the news religiously, but he never knew Host Grakus was a tribal�one who went from complete outsider to host in less than a week. If that were true, Grakus could well have been as big a deal as Harold asserted.
The circumstances supported it. A new underhost was selected almost annually, but they were always people Don had seen before: an administrator, a commander, an adviser�someone who made frequent appearances on the news beforehand. That was always as it was. Always. But not with Grakus. Don had never seen the man before�he would have recognized the dark face and bright eyes across a decade�nor had Don known the name. Grakus. No name before it, no name after it. Just Grakus. Don�s pace slowed as he pondered� it was a very tribal feature. And a very tribal name.
Logic, on the other hand, hardly supported it. A man didn�t just wander into Chicago. And become its leader? Maybe Host Tristan was just that crazy. Or maybe Grakus was. Entering Chicago was a ballsy thing to do. Maybe Tristan was impressed by him.
Don wanted to believe it was true. He wanted an excuse. There would be no repercussions from the other cities�none of them cared for Chicago, whose isolation gave Grakus more political power than any Skylord or governor. With the city gone, the entire center of the country would be open to expansion.
A race was underway. Many racers stood behind the starting line. All were waiting for �Go.� No one knew when that word would come. Most of them didn�t even know it ever would. Don did. He knew it was coming soon. Once the virus faded, every bit of civilization would begin to expand. The East, the West, the tribals, the outcity mercs, the rascal mercs, Eglin. Each racer would need breathing room to survive. To win.
By the time Don returned to his building�the only structure on the base a prostitute had never entered�he had made his decision.
Chicago will fall.

ANGELA

Another day driving. All day. But this time, they hardly said a word to one another. She told him this would be the last time they make camp before reaching Baltimore. She wanted him, but he needed to complete his own journey. She wished she understood that journey better. But whatever he wanted, he wanted it alone. She thought about what she was going to do as Adrian evaded her to look for firewood.
�I�ll stay close,� he said when she tried to talk him out of it. She smiled bitterly. He�d rather get eaten by zombies than spend any more time with her. She gave him a gun and let him go.
For the first time in a while, she wondered how she would feel if she didn�t find what she was looking for in Baltimore. Would she be devastated, or would her instinct for survival allow her to accept it without a meltdown? She had mastered survival�but life wasn�t about that anymore.
She opened some cans of chowder, emptied them into a small kettle as Adrian returned with a bundle of bark and sticks under his arm. He dropped them into the pit she had made. There were no larger logs or rocks nearby, so they sat on the ground, the pit between them. Angela started the fire.
It took her longer than usual to build supports to hold the kettle over the flame. She was annoyed with herself. She should have forced conversation right away with him the morning after they kissed, instead of letting this awkwardness grow. Now it had become a thick wall between them, and it was on her to break it. She waited until the food was done and she was setting his bowl before him.
She reminded him that she had a powerful father who may or may not have still cared�he hardly did when he knew her. But if he did, she told Adrian he could help him take his vengeance on Morgan.
Adrian shook his head slowly. �I�m not gonna make things more complicated for you with my own problems. This is my fight.�
�We should fight together.�
Adrian tightened his body, bent further into the fire, hesitated. He looked up at her. �Why?�
�Any other man, and I�d probably be dead right now,� said Angela. Then she smiled. �Any other woman, and you definitely would be. There�ll be other dangers. Even when we�re back with people. Why stop protecting each other?� Those words came from thoughts she spent hours with the night before. She was pleased with how they turned out.
For a moment there, she thought she saw something more in him than other men. But maybe her mind was just telling her to think that way. She could have any man she wanted, back from where she came. All she had to do was be attracted to him. She was attracted to this man. But he said no. She never knew what it was like to be rejected. Was that all this was? Was the only difference between this attraction and her cheap attractions with cheap men the fact that she couldn�t have him?
Probably. Putting a man like this in his place was a notion and a half.
Adrian looked back into the fire. �I won�t take you with me. I�m sorry.�
Angela pursed her lips and nodded. �What about when you�re done in Manhattan? Maybe we can meet up.� If she could convince him to join her later, she could convince him to join her now.
�I�ll probably be dead.�
�And if you�re not?�
Adrian grunted. �I don�t know. I just want to think about what I have to do. I�ll probably just stay with my family.�
Angela came around the fire and sat next to him. She reached across the space she left between them, ran her hand down his back. �I hope things turn out well for you, Adrian. I wish I could help you make sure they do.�
Adrian didn�t seem to react to her touch. �I just want to go home.�
�So do I. I�m just not so sure where that is anymore.�
They both fell silent. The fire crackled. Bugs hummed in the bushes around them. Angela looked at him. He was still unresponsive.
�Look,� she got up, took off her shirt, her thin bra barely holding together what was underneath. �This is gonna be our last night together. I wanted to get to know you as well as I could before you left. All I can do is ask,� she started toward the tent. �If I don�t see you again until morning, goodnight.�

ADRIAN

Wisps of gray clouds spiraled around the edge of the sky, leaving a field of bright stars in the center.
He lay in the back of the car with his fingers laced over his stomach, looking at the stars. It was cold that night, but the sleeping bag lay neglected in the driver�s seat.
He was back to thinking about her.
Angela made him feel like a child� but he was okay with that now. He was okay with feeling helpless when he was with her. She made it okay. Because she made him safe.
He turned on his side, ran his hand along the seat his head was resting on. He wondered what it would be like to, if nothing else� maybe lie beside her. Be held by her. The thought of it gave him a satisfaction that, well� Maggie Summers never did� that home itself never did.
Maybe there were better places than home. Maybe there were better women than Maggie.
Adrian frowned. Why did he never get this feeling from them? The street he grew up on, the people he knew, the woman he chose� that was his life. Was it not good enough? Did that bullet to the head force him to see something more for himself?
He grunted as he turned to chaos once again. But not to immerse himself in it�he merely opened the door to that perverted chamber of his mind. Visions of Morgan suffering. Screaming. And those who helped him. Everyone Adrian loathed in unimaginable, eternal pain. Then he thought about Angela, and the chaos abated. She was still waiting for him in that tent, just a few paces from the car. But for how much longer?
He came to a liberating realization as he lay beneath the sky that night. He wasn�t in love with Maggie. He never was. He was bound to no one. To nothing.
He didn�t know how he really felt about Angela. All he knew was that his life was no longer something he cared to plan.
Fuck it.
Adrian sat up, left the car, took off his top and threw it into the back seat. He stared at it for a moment, felt the night air cool his skin. He looked at Angela�s tent, breathed deeply, sighed. He walked to the tent and joined her.

WILCO

When two people understand each other in a city like Chicago, or even in a world such as it was in those days, it didn�t matter whether or not they liked each other�they would often end up in bed together. Besides, there wasn�t always a clear difference between despisal and desire.
It was late in the evening. He decided he was curious about himself.
Since Grakus became host, the upper floors of Willis Tower became a residence for those he shared power with, instead of the secluded cave it was before.
Wilco often passed his colleagues; Rouge, Teddles, Grakus�s adviser�Trevino something. Scowling at Rouge didn�t come as a reflex anymore, neither did acting condescendingly toward Teddles. Was he building a kinship with these people? If he was, he wouldn�t tell you.
In a hall directly beneath the office of the host, he came to the room where the brainfreak psychic bitch was lodging. Rouge was with her�arms folded, chin up, body as stiff as a tree. He was trying to look scholarly�like he was interacting with this woman for no other reason than to study her. But everybody who resided above the ninetieth floor of Willis Tower knew that Rouge was hungry for her insight. Wilco would have laughed out loud� if it wasn�t the same hunger that brought him here.
Her bedroom was an assortment of furniture where the hallway opened up into a corner lobby. No doors. No walls. Just a heart-shaped bed where secretaries used to tell people to �wait over there.� She lay on the silk sheets in her night gown as though watching television after a long day at work.
She was beautiful. For a freak.
Wilco hid from Rouge. Gloria could see him, but he didn�t care. She didn�t say anything. She didn�t even look in Wilco�s direction.
It was an entertaining conversation that Rouge was trying to have with her�to ask her to read him without asking. But Gloria was far ahead of him. Wilco watched with enjoyment as she played with Rouge, giving him nothing until asked directly.
Finally, Wilco made his presence known. Rouge turned to see who it was, then slinked away. Wilco knew he would. He let Rouge make a comfortable distance, then he walked to Gloria�s bed, stood over her.
�I�m glad you were entertained,� Gloria must have realized Wilco smiling as he eavesdropped. �But I don�t think you came to watch me tease your friend.�
Wilco released any trace of a smile that may have remained on his face. �I want you to read me.�
Gloria stood as though it were an order. �Do you think with your head?�
Wilco frowned. �How else would I think?�
�Some men think with their balls,� Gloria put her hands on Wilco�s face. �It helps to know what I should grab.�
Wilco thought about how he should react to that as Gloria closed her eyes and started to read him. She was finished before long. It didn�t even look like she had done anything. She opened her eyes, looking at him. She kept her hands on his face, saying nothing.
�Isn�t your hair supposed to fly?� Wilco asked. It had with everybody else.
�The others were harder to read.�
�Teddles? Really?�
She gave him a smile that he was helpless to interpret: a reader into an amusing book� a beast at the meal. �Exploring a person�s mind is like walking through a building,� her fingernails slid across his temples. �This city is filled with buildings, all designed differently, many falling apart with neglect. Most rooms are dark and filled with thieves and murderers and rapists. But some buildings are safe. Some buildings are designed like mine. Some buildings I can walk in and out of with ease.�
�And Grakus?�
�Grakus locks his doors. I saw nothing more than what he wanted me to see.�
Wilco nodded. �So� are you done?�
��Yeah.�
Wilco moved his eyes around. �Why are your hands still on me?�
Gloria moved her eyes around too. �Because I�m a freak bitch.�
Wilco grimaced, looked down. He thought for a moment, looked back up. �You don�t need to touch men to read them, do you?�
�Some men I do. Others I don�t.�
�The shallow ones you don�t, I guess.�
Gloria lowered her hands, softly covered his heart. �For such a powerful man, you are very insecure. No. It�s the men I understand that I don�t have to touch. I can read Grakus, but I don�t understand him. I don�t understand Teddles, Rouge, Trevino, the administrators, the council, Harold Del Meethia� I understand you.�
Aside from feeling awkward, Wilco was curious. �Why?�
Gloria took her hands away from him and returned to her bed. �A man can become attracted to a woman with a glance at her body. I can become attracted with a glance into his mind. I can have a conversation with him without him ever knowing it. I can get to know him in seconds, and realize that I want him. I can know him, understand him, feel him, love him� all in the second it took him to kiss his wife. Weird, isn�t it? I�ve fallen in love with man after man who never knew I was there. A second spent looking at his eyes and I saw his life. And it became a part of me. Your fear, Brian Wilco, is to be forgotten. Being forgotten is how I live.�
Wilco shifted. He put his hands in his pockets. �How often does a man have that affect on you?�
�My taste is strict. Ambition for power with a genuine desire to be loved is, in itself, a powerful combination.�
�Is that me?�
�It�s us,� she spread her arms as though embracing the planet. �To have control, and to be loved by those you control; never to be judged, never to be questioned, never to worry about �the right thing.��
Wilco took a breath as he stepped cautiously toward her. �Come to think of it� sometimes I do think with my balls� if you wanted to read me one more time.�
For tonight, to be wanted by one person was enough.
A man who killed those who wronged him, she told him as they lay together deep in the night, was always a pleasure to receive in her bed. That brought them to talk about the scientist Harold Del Meethia, who everyone Wilco knew seemed to want disemboweled.
�Everyone goes through some kind of torture in this city,� said Wilco after Gloria explained some of the things Harold had done to her. �Maybe Harold did too.�
Gloria turned away from him. Rain began to fall on the window. �Then I hope he gets the chance to settle his business before I settle mine.�

HAROLD

He was close.
Harold was given a small, unused building with a computer, which he used to access the Hephaestus disclosure. When printed, it stacked a foot high. He spent the day entranced in it, discarding what he already knew and seeking the things he was never meant to know.
Everything required to recreate and experiment with the Hephaestus virus was inside the bag Dr. Iris had given him. A new experiment began.
And he found something.
It became obvious why Barnabas kept the disclosure so secret, even to Harold.
Hephaestus had three phases, each independent of the other. But there was something else. A byproduct of their experiments, encrypted so deeply in the disclosure, it was possible some in the Transeternal didn�t even know about it. A virus that could spread at speeds unlike any before. Dubbed �the Renaissance virus,� it was the cure to Hephaestus, the first two stages anyway.
Once developed, it would be released into the air in large quantities, free to feed and multiply, doing no damage to humans. It would spread rapidly throughout the world. Hephaestus would be gone by winter, and the next generation of man would give birth freely. The world would return.
And he was close to developing it.
Rush was no more, and it was only a matter of time before new scientists would rise to take control of this almighty virus. Harold sought to take away its availability to be studied. Then he would have all the time he needed to get started with his own team, to hold a level of knowledge far ahead of any institution in the next thousand years.
Still, everything he discovered meant nothing if Don changed his mind, or if his assault on Chicago were to fail. Harold knew what needed to be done for Chicago to be destroyed. He needed to persuade Don to follow through with it. To do this, he needed to win Don�s trust. He needed his friendship.
He devoted only half his time to researching Renaissance. The other half was spent researching �Tired Eyes.� He talked to people who claimed to know him well�they were just as useless as the ones who admitted they knew nothing.
The ones who acted like they knew Don Masterson would leave things out, talking in circles. Harold imagined it being the same way had anyone at Rush ever asked about Professor Del Meethia. Perhaps the best approach was to get to know the man directly.
Every night, Don held a meeting with his strategists. Older men, for the most part. Maybe one in his thirties or forties.
He could only imagine how boring these meetings must have been when nothing was going on�the state of the base, defending it from corpses, expansion that would never take place. Even now, in talk about the taking of a city, there was a lot of waltzing. They spent over an hour and a half talking about fuel for the jets, fuel for the helicopters, fuel for the supply planes, the God damn weather. It was nauseating. Even Rush, a house of trial and error, didn�t have this much of that. It was like they weren�t even interested.
When the faintest trace of the attack itself finally came up, Harold took the opportunity to rally these vegetated fossils and win Don�s trust with one swift, painless act�he picked an argument with Eglin�s top strategist.
�We�ve never fought a battle on such a large scale before,� the strategist began. �I have no doubt we will be successful, but we must conserve. We can�t depend on our skills as individuals now, running about and firing as we please. We must condense our forces, conserve our ammunition and focus only on Willis Tower.�
�Wrong,� said Harold. �Do it that way, and your army will be swallowed.�
�Their army is too great to attack them directly,� the strategist said. �This is an entire city!�
Harold took a piece of bread from a platter in the center of the table, took a bite. �Transportation is the most important element in any war. If you want to destroy Chicago, you will circle as many choppers as you can over its streets. You will order them to shoot anything they see�soldiers, pregnant women, children sucking lollipops. And if you don�t see anything, have them fire at anything. Show Chicago�s military that their streets are no longer an option. Do that, and you will win. Don�t, and this battle is a coin-toss.�
Honestly, Harold had no idea what he was talking about, but he did a better job at making it look like he did. The strategist was old, not as witty or aggressive as the reputation he borrowed from his earlier years. An easy, rewarding target.
�And if a chopper goes down?� said the old man. �What then?�
�Then a chopper goes down,� Harold took another bite. He didn�t need to show Don that he was good with strategy and logic�He had shown that in earlier conversations�he needed to show Don that he had the fortitude to use it.
In the end, he embarrassed the old man. And the king was impressed. He stopped talking so much after that, let the men talk about methods of surrounding and invading Willis Tower. Don kept glancing at Harold every time Harold made a move, waiting for more suggestions. The only one he gave was that they just destroy Willis. The men precariously acknowledged his suggestion, and the meeting was over.
The men cleared the room. Don took Harold aside. �You embarrassed my best guy just to let the others take over?�
�I was done arguing with idiots,� said Harold. �Why don�t we talk more over a beer?�
Harold followed him to a small saloon on the edge of where most of the lit attractions were centered. Don bought him a beer, asking questions about the layout of Chicago and the best points of invasion. Harold did a lot of waltzing: he had no idea what he was talking about at the meeting and he didn�t now. He did what he could to stall Don until they both got drunk or he found a way to steer the subject elsewhere. Somewhere in their conversation, Harold succeeded in the latter.
He didn�t remember exactly how he did it, he just said a few things that came to mind. Suddenly, any talk about Chicago was as distant as the city itself. Could it have been something about Rush? His experiments? Whatever it was, Don�s expression changed and so did his tone�like something in him relaxed, gave way, opened. He asked Harold about Rush, the way it worked, what its people were like. Harold told him what he knew�in a word, that there were no limits on what the Transeternal would have done to gain supremacy. Don said that this was very much the way Eglin operated.
But Harold had never been the leader of Rush, nor had he ever taken any sort of leadership role in the system by which it operated. And he didn�t know if he would have ran it the same way Don ran Eglin. He said to Don, �I�ve met men who would call this tyranny.�
�We�re all held down by something,� Don answered right away. �Information, society, desire, fear, anger. Every crutch forces people to do all sorts of different things. If they could be adjusted to make people do the right thing, why shouldn�t they?�
Harold didn�t have an answer, so he said nothing.
Don told him a story: when he was seven years old, he fell from a tree in an abandoned town near Eglin. He fell on the broken post of what was once a mailbox. The post went through his body, underneath the shoulder.
�I didn�t bleed right away,� Don took a sip of beer. �But I knew it was coming. It was getting late. I was scared. I never felt pain like that. There was no one for miles. Maybe if I just waited, I thought, scouts would find me by morning. But by then, the wound would probably be infected. I had to lift myself out. I couldn�t damage myself any more�I didn�t know where blood vessels and arteries were then. So I had to do it slowly. It took me an hour.� Don set the bottle down and put his hand on his shoulder. �The scar�s barely visible, but it grew with me, and I still feel it. I felt it through a lot of times in my life� killing my father, cleansing the region, maintaining this base. Mankind holds itself back because it can�t make sacrifices.�
Harold took a sip. �Is that the only way?� He didn�t ask the question as a challenge.
�Look at my society,� Don gestured to the windows. �I built it on that idea. These are a happy and disciplined people. I gave them something the world never could, something it never gave me�a reason to wake up every morning. I made my own reason. And I shared it. The only way it could have happened was to sacrifice the weak. It�s a natural process.�
Harold didn�t show that he was grinning�he didn�t want Don to take it as an insult. Don spoke like he was very sure of himself�too sure. But underneath the layer of ardent justification, Don struggled just as much with his standing in this world as Harold did. The only difference was that Don had thought he made up his mind, driving himself to live by a decision he never even made.
Of course, there was more to this struggle. There had to be. Harold was interested in knowing what. But he stopped orchestrating the conversation. He just let Don talk for a while. And he let himself talk. Suddenly they were just two guys in a bar. It felt strange, talking to someone about nothing, like the Transeternal would have looked down on it or something. But the Transeternal was dead, and Harold was enjoying himself. He had accomplished his goal, and he was confident.

DON

Actually, he was everything but a soldier.
He walked along the runway. Not down the middle, not at the edge. The night smelled good. The cool air filled him, made him lighter. The moon was dim and the stars shone brightly. The galaxy tore clear across the sky. He kept his eyes to them as he wandered through his mind. Dawn was near. He had spent the night talking to a nerd.
A Conversation that lasted through the night was usually followed by a battle or a hangover. But there would be no battle�not right away, at least. And there was beer to spare in the only bottle he touched that night.
Pain. Intense pain. To make pain stop.
The nerd� Harold� had started talking about things. Trying to keep the conversation going�probably looking for more information than he deserved. He talked about the place where he was from. Chicago. Rush. He talked about the experiments that went on there. It had made Don wonder; he asked Harold how things worked at Rush before Grakus sacked it. The more details Harold gave, the more Don saw his own world in theirs.
Sometimes bad things had to be done.
When Don was a child, he fell from a tree, hurt his arm. He never realized how much that event would mean to him until years later� when he challenged his father. When he dueled him. When he killed him. Don loved his father. His father loved him. But Don�s legendary predecessor was taking his people no further. He was getting old, and Eglin�s success had nowhere to go but down. Young Don Masterson had to endure pain. He had to break his father�s heart. But his father didn�t even try to stop him.
Pain. It was the only way.
When he killed his father, watched him fall, his arm hurt�even more than it did when the wood had actually pierced it. He knew as he watched his father die what that sting entailed.
Setting broken bones in place was a painful process. But necessary. Critical. Unavoidable. Society had to be set in place. There had to be pain.
When he became leader of Eglin, Don sent men to the tribes and independent homeowners within a hundred miles, demanding they bow to him, to come into his kingdom. Most didn�t listen. They hated Eglin, hated Don�s father, hated the mercenaries. Don sent more men. He started killing. Still, the independents didn�t listen. Don killed again. The tribes rose up.
Once upon a time, a community of independent civilians occupied a town called Enterprise. They functioned as any of the cities did. Education. Commerce. Government. It was here where the rebellion against Don was organized.
The rebellion didn�t last long, and Don personally oversaw the razing of Enterprise, carried out many of the killings himself. A hundred of his men looked on as he fired a machine gun into a busload of people. No expression on his face, just tired eyes. And the region was empty. Eglin was free to rule. And it prospered.
But the pain began to subside. He couldn�t let that happen. The world was far from perfect, but what was there for him to mend? Where was the break? He didn�t know. But he couldn�t let the pain stop. The pain was everything.
Eglin grew more unified than ever before. The soldiers trained harder, grew happier. Don was hailed a genius for this, but he never heard the praise. He was locked away in his home, making himself suffer any way he could. Sometimes it was physical. But it usually wasn�t.
Sometimes, when the magnitude of your suffering reaches the threshold of comprehension, your mind will take you to a different place. It�s a defense mechanism. The mind doesn�t want to hurt. But Don did. He fought to feel it, and his mind fought back. He remained locked in this struggle for years. Many who saw him during these dark ages of his life would say he was somewhere else, no matter where he was.
Escaping was a gradual process.
Don couldn�t say where it was he began to feel better. It was like recovering from an illness. He could think a little clearer, and breathe a little steadier every day. One day he realized he was going to be alright.
But the only difference between those days and these was that his mind was functional. Pain was still necessary, but he could control the administration in calculated doses.
He never stopped wondering if there were a way things could have been different. If he never fell from that tree� If he had loved his father just a little more� If he loved people just a little more.
But he could never think of a better way. And for a long time, he was ashamed of that.
Harold Del Meethia� Rush� It was like they justified him. Rush did the same things Don did, and Harold sometimes questioned them as Don often questioned himself.
Don didn�t want that conversation to end. It was the first time he truly felt the feeling of liberation�of a connection to another person, since he killed his father. Maybe it was the loneliness. Don spent his adulthood alone to serve something that meant more to him than his own life. Harold did the same.
Don knew he led a successful society. The only successful society. It entertained him to watch as the stupid destroyed one another. But maybe Rush should have never been destroyed. Don�s people were disciplined. Harold�s people were educated. Perhaps that was an element Eglin needed. It surely was. Yes. When this war was over, Chicago�s government destroyed, the city left to destroy itself, Del Meethia would become a commander�a commander of education. Eglin would make itself known. More people would join them. The cities would lose their power.
Surely their encounter was nothing short of destiny.
Don couldn�t let his ambition cloud his mind. He would need to think about how to maintain order as Eglin expanded. At the same time, he couldn�t let the opportunity slip away.
He returned from the vast stretch, passing headquarters, where some lieutenants were waiting for him. He stopped, folded his arms.
�Sir,� The men saluted. �Commander Wesson wanted you to know he�s made all the preparations. As soon as an attack is planned, all the equipment will be ready to head straight out.�
Don scratched his jaw. �Haul it all onto the runway. We leave in twenty-four hours.�

GLORIA

Everything Commander Wilco did, he did it with purpose. Even in sleep, his brows were furrowed and his body was quiet, coiled tightly.
She left his side very early, pulled a red gown over her body, then a heavy robe, looking at him as she fastened it at the waist.
The halls of Willis Tower were luxurious in these parts: large windows, oak molding, expensive vases, silk-upholstered chairs. But they were as dark and empty as the halls below. Her breath rose before her in a cloud. Her feet hit the cold floor quietly. The finished hardwood caught the starlight. The silver doorknobs glowed.
This was her favorite time�when night drew its final breath.
She took the stairs to the top floor, found the entrance to the roof. It was colder out here, but she could bear it. She breathed deeply as she looked up at the galaxy across the sky, closed her eyes. She looked at the edge of the roof, where Grakus stood, facing the lake, awaiting the sunrise. A bottle sat on the stool beside him, a glass in his hand. She walked across the roof to him.
�Good morning, witch,� Grakus kept his eyes on the lake.
�Does what I am upset you?� Gloria smirked at the back of his head. �You�re not so far removed, you know.�
�I�d have you call me wizard, but someone already holds that title.�
�For now.�
Gloria much preferred a sunset over a sunrise. A sunrise meant the world was no longer hers, that the masses were rising to claim it once again. And the host of stars was by far a greater anticipation than the solid blue spread. But in the right company, it didn�t matter. She stood beside him and watched. �I thought you love your sleep.�
�I was roused by a sudden feeling of confidence,� Grakus set his glass on the stool, crossed his arms. �But it wasn�t my confidence.�
Gloria nodded at the city. �I feel it too.� She lifted a strand of black hair over her ear. �Do you think he has an army?�
�Yes,� Grakus held his gaze into the horizon as fixed as the headlights of a parked car.
Her enjoyment of the night began to fade. �How is that even possible?�
�I don�t care,� he said. �I want all of us out of the tower by this afternoon. I�ll set up a diversionary force to defend it.�
Gloria did what she could to calm herself. The stars didn�t help. Neither did the city lights. Not even the clouds. She turned to her final option. She turned to him. Grakus was as connected to her as Del Meethia was. Each of the three, in their own way, shared the same origin. She would have done anything to remove Del Meethia from her heart, even if it meant never having her revenge. Maybe there was a way.
�He�s a means to an end,� she said. �We all are, aren�t we? We�ll carry you to your destination, and you�ll say goodbye. I wonder, will you be lonely then?�
Grakus didn�t move, but she could feel his mind stir. The reaction was far greater than she expected. He spoke more calmly than his usual calm self. �Be grateful. Not everyone is important enough to be a means to someone else�s end.�
It was an obvious deflection. She was surprised he�d even try it. But he knew she was starting to see inside him. He knew she was breaking in. Maybe it was his way of accepting it.
�I�ve captured the deepest thoughts of men faster than a thought can be created,� she stepped along the edge of the roof, came close to him. �Do you really think even a man like you can keep me out forever?�
Grakus turned his head halfway to her, then back at the lake. �Keep your distance, witch.�
�It�s such a large tower to protect yourself,� she spoke into his ear. �But you�re only one man in such a big place. You can�t keep every door guarded. Not to mention every window. It only takes one trespasser to get inside and start taking things. So just tell me, wanderer, what is this journey you�re on?�
Her hair began to rise.
�I want power,� he said.
And she was in. Running through the dark hallways of his mind. Fine curtains and carpets and furniture. But no windows. So many locked doors. So many moving shadows. She kept running. Sometimes a door opened to another hall. And to another. One door opened to a rave. Colorful lights. Dancing bodies. Smiling faces. The door slammed shut. Darkness. She ran toward a room where people were praying. The door to that room slammed shut. Darkness.
�You believe that love is the highest power,� she said as her mind ran deeper into his. �If you can destroy that, you can destroy anything. But to what end?�
�Maybe all I want is the calm after the madness.� His words resonated in the halls of his mind. But with every echo, the words changed. The new words were just out of reach.
Another door opened to a grassy plain in the height of the day. Green grass into a flat horizon. Deep in the distance, a subtle disturbance on the horizon�a city. The door slammed shut. Darkness.
�You�re not a man who hungers for power. Or money. You�re a man with a cause. You�re loyal to that cause like any noble hero. Power is a means to chaos. Chaos, a means to emptiness. Emptiness, to your fulfillment.� But there was so much more. �Is that why you want to feel love for the people around you, and they for you? So that you yourself can feel the emptiness of losing them?�
Then she found in him another door. It stood at the end of a long hall, deeper inside him than anyone ever came. It was slightly open. Beyond it, solid white light. It filled the hall. She ran at it. Her breath left her. Her hand reached for the knob. An inch away.
The door snapped shut. Her vision was filled with a flash of his face, and she was thrown from him, back to where her body was, on the cold roof beside him. And he was looking at her.
�Congratulations, witch,� he smiled politely. �I don�t believe I�ve ever been properly analyzed in my life. Now can I have my night back?�
Gloria grabbed her chest as she caught her breath. Normal running wasn�t half as tiring as mental running. She swallowed, looked at him. He was still looking at her. He looked annoyed.
She shook her head in wonder, lost in the ever-expanding realization of the possibilities. �You can do so much more than I ever could. You can reach where no one else can� Where I�m trapped.� She looked into him no longer as a confident thief, but as a beggar at his door. �Pull me out.� She felt the warmth of a tear on her cheek as she laughed at herself. �Save me.�
Grakus looked at her blankly. He answered without tone:
�I can�t.�
She shut her eyes. Of course he couldn�t. What she needed to know was if he would. She couldn�t steal the answer from him. She looked for it in his tone and his face and found nothing. It was his to give or to withhold. She turned, started the walk across the cold roof to the door.
�Yes.�
She turned.
Grakus was looking back at her again. �If I could save you, I would.�
Hungry to believe him, she asked, �Why?�
�I don�t know.� He allowed her mind to approach his now. As deep as that door he wouldn�t let her touch, he truly did not know.
She kept looking at him. He wanted to say more. And she needed to hear it.
Grakus picked his glass off the stool, looked at the wine in it. �Throughout my life, there have been times� very rare times� where I made a choice I couldn�t explain.� He fell silent for a moment, like he was getting emotional. His eyes, a mix of green and yellow, shone brightly into hers across the distance between them. �I think these were the choices� my few choices� that were good.� Then he turned back outward, looking at the lake.
She looked at him as the light of day emerged.
The stars were nearly gone before he spoke again. His voice was brisk. �When the commander wakes, tell him to begin the evacuation.�
�I will� my lord.�

ADRIAN

She was in his arms when he woke up. He didn�t remember if he had fallen asleep that way, or if in his sleep she brought his arms around her. He rested his face in her neck as he put his hand below her breasts and felt her breathe. Like a teddy bear in the arms of a frightened child, it was she protecting him.
There were parts of him that still felt raw, that had never been used until last night.
He could take her with him. They could protect each other, like she said.
No.
He showed her his weaknesses. She knew parts of him he would never want Maggie to see, parts of him he never even knew before Morgan shot him, parts he wanted to forget when this was all finally over. Angela could never truly respect him, how pathetic he�d made himself look in front of her in so many ways, so many times. This was just practice. He�d do it right the next time.
There would be other women like her.
But even these things couldn�t break the cloud of bliss around him. Everything outside this tent was easy to ignore. For now, he could at least pretend.
He slid her blanket gently off her legs, slid a finger over a nerve in her thigh�he had very recently discovered it. She stirred, made a hiccup-like noise, reached clumsily for the blanket. He made her reach for it. Half asleep, she surrendered, grabbed his arm and used that instead.
Adrian kissed her on the head, laid his own back against the pillow, waiting for her to wake up.

ANGELA

There would never be a man like him.
Adrian communicated so much with his body that he didn�t with his words. He held her tightly, his face in her neck, needing her protection. It was in his motions and gestures that she found a satisfaction she would never find again. She never would have left Nevada if she had him there. She would have left the first day if he was waiting for her in Baltimore. This wasn�t about having fun with an attractive man, it was about the challenge of knowing him, of acquiring him. Now she had. And now she had to let him go.
No more games. This was a grown man. A wise man. She had to let him make the decision on his own.
Had the night been just a hookup to him? A cure for curiosity? Fine. In ways it was for her as well. She did things for him she hadn�t done for any man before. And there were a lot of men before. All of them handpicked. All of them enjoyed. But none of them compared. Not as lovers. Not as men.
But she wouldn�t make the same mistake twice. She turned to face him, their bodies tethered by each other�s arms. �Do you wanna eat before we go?�
Adrian smiled meekly, nodded. They kissed.
She got up, put her clothes on, started breakfast. She took her time. He didn�t leave the tent until she was finished. He emerged fully dressed, even wore a hooded sweater over the tank. God damn him. They sat down to eat.
�Did you sleep well?� Wow, did she really just ask that�
Adrian smiled. �I don�t know, did I?�
Angela smiled back, blushing. She never blushed in front of a man.
Breakfast ended quickly. Before she knew it, they were on the road.
BALTIMORE: 50mi

The fog cleared long before noon. A beautiful day. A mountain range of cloud bestrode the horizon. One cloud towered high above the others. There was a storm between these clouds and the land beneath. Nothing violent: surely little more than a gentle rain and soft thunder. The sun still shone on the road they traveled, and on fields of wheat that ran for miles, into the storm.
She looked at him. Forward. At him again. She slid her seat belt on, told him to do the same. He obeyed.
BALTIMORE: 20mi

Her defenses were down. She didn�t have to protect herself from how weak she made him. It was just as well that she immerse herself in it, take ownership of it.
BALTIMORE: 10mi

Angela never said to a man what she was about to say to Adrian. It was very soon. But when a person knew oneself as well as Angela Mesa did, there were certain things that person had the right to say. She took a breath, tried to smile.
�We�re having a baby.�
Both their bodies pressed into the seat belts as the car skid to a halt.
�What! How? Why!�
�Because we had sex.�
Adrian put the car in park and got out. He didn�t shut the door behind him. He locked his hands behind his neck and paced. Then he threw them out and yelled at her again. �How do you even know already?�
�I�m psychic.�
�What does it even matter! Haven�t you had like fifty abortions?�
�Yeah,� Angela looked at her hands, packed tightly in her lap. �But I want to keep this one.�
�Why!�
She looked up at him. �Because it�s yours.�
Adrian lowered his hands, his expression relaxed. He turned away from her, folded his arms and looked out over the field.
Angela got out of the car, walked around it and came to his side. �I haven�t known you very long,� she said, looking where he was looking. �But I know stupidity. I know disregard. I know indifference. You are none of these things. You live for the ones you love, and the ones you loved betrayed you. But I know you�ll never give up that journey of finding people to love. Even if some things get in the way sometimes. I never even realized until I met you that I�m on the same journey.� She put her arm around him and kissed his shoulder. �Now are you going to take me and my baby to Baltimore or are you not?�

HAROLD

In Eglin, a person was either training or enjoying life. Just not today.
Aircraft were lining up on every runway. Hardware from bullets to tanks rolled out to be boarded onto them. Sergeants hollered orders at one another, driving around in golf carts.
The soldiers were at home, hanging around, thinking, unsure who would be picked to go, but prepared. Most weren�t even going, but all felt the gravity of Eglin�s first true battle�the declaration of war against a sovereign state. All felt the fear of failure. All felt the hunger for victory.
Harold left his building and crossed the runway headed toward Don�s. Two cargo trucks nearly had an accident right in front of him.
�You got the whole fucking runway!� one of the drivers screamed at the other.
He came to Don�s house�the only one along the strip. Soldiers in the area looked at him strangely as he walked across the yard, stepped onto the porch and knocked.
�Come in, nerd.�
Harold opened the door. It was a clean house, but small. He passed a laundry room, where clothes were piling up, and found the living room. Don was lying on a couch, arm behind his head, watching the television, an empty bottle on the floor beside him, a full one in his hand.
�Beers in the fridge.�
�How�d you know it was me?� said Harold.
�No one else would ever come close to this house.�
Harold looked at the TV. The skylord of Los Angeles was holding a press conference.
�I wish all the skylords were like this guy,� said Don. �I�d have taken the country by now.�
He was Francis Mercado, brother to the other Western skylords, Darius and Roger, and to the respected General Karen Mercado. Their father was the elusive governor. But that was all people knew. It was the Mercado family that held the solid unity of the West. They were a nation of very different worlds, led by very different men. But they were one nation.
�Lord Darius has been trying to arrange a tour of Eglin for years, says he admires the place and loves guns. I think he wants to add a few of mine to his collection, along with my head.� Don finished his beer, set the empty bottle next to the first. �There are mercenaries and there are fakes.� He pointed at the screen, where Francis Mercado of Los Angeles was still speaking. �If you were in that man�s army, he�d tell you your life belongs to the West. You live to give the Mercados their power. What they do with that power is none of your concern. If you question it, or just for a second put your life before the power of the skylords, everyone loses respect for you. Even the ones who call you friend. It�s so God damn fake.�
He got up, walked to his window, looking out at the people running around. �Ask any man or woman here why they obey me. Every single one will have a real answer.� He checked his watch, put his hands on the windowsill, kept on staring over the field. �When this virus ends, and it will end, people will want to go back to the way things were. Blind loyalty to empty ideas. I won�t let that happen. I will build an empire that changes human nature itself.�
He had a similar tangent last night, intoxicated by nothing other than ambition. Harold didn�t have an answer then. He did now. �I say let the world be stupid. I�m content to gather the people who are worth knowing and leave the rest to their own devices.�
�The world�s not stupid,� said Don. �It�s uneducated.�
�The people worth knowing seek their own education.�
Don turned from the window, looked at Harold. �How can you teach yourself when you�re born in a cave?�
Harold paused, looked at the carpet. Were Don�s ideas correct? They certainly weren�t something a man like Adrian would accept. And Adrian was a good man. But Don�s ambition was driven toward the welfare of the world. Harold had always been for himself, and even Adrian admitted he was more or less the same. And neither Adrian nor Harold, especially Harold, knew the world as well as Don did.
�I always wondered what kind of woman I might have married,� said Don. �What kind of man I�d be if I did. But there�s not enough time. I belong to something bigger than that. Something bigger than me. If this attack fails, I want you to find a new leader for my people.�
Harold looked at Don with sudden gravity, like an offensive suggestion had been made, and all their petty philosophizing was forgotten. �This attack cannot fail.�
�It�s Eglin that can�t fail,� said Don. He turned from the window, looked at Harold. �If I don�t have a guarantee from you, I call this off now. The planes go back in their hangers and you can go back to Chicago.�
Harold might have noted the stupidity of calling his men back after the commitment was made, or the lack of reasons Don had to trust Harold with such a guarantee. But there was no reason not to tell the mercenary what he wanted to hear.
�You have a deal.�

WILCO

He found Charlie in a building of stone squeezed between buildings of glass, the dying Christian god carved into the face. The inside looked like the pictures he had seen of the generic church interior. The golden walls and white lights reminded him of his father�s mansion�what little of it he remembered. They bore abandonment well.
Charlie was standing before the altar at the end of the aisle, looking up at the man on the cross. Wilco walked around a large, dry fountain, down the aisle. Or was it up the aisle? His footsteps made no sound. He was halfway to the altar when Charlie spoke.
�I almost wish I could have had a shot at this world while it still belonged to faith.� It wasn�t clear if he was talking to Wilco, if he even knew his commander was there. �When it still belonged to itself. Long before the disease they called �apocalyptic.� The important thing is that I have a shot at those who remain.�
��The move is complete, my Lord.�
Grakus didn�t seem to react to Wilco�s presence. �Do you believe in God, commander?� His voice echoed smoothly. Beautifully. Like it were meant for such a place as this.
�I was never taught the old religions,� Wilco came next to Grakus at the altar, looked on with him at the man on the cross. �Moses had a nose, the Christ had abs, and Buddha� didn�t. That�s my theological background.�
�But I mean do you believe there�s a place for you when you die?�
A simple answer would have been �no.� But Wilco was sworn to satisfy his lord. And the lord was not satisfied by simple answers. He paused to think�Charlie never minded waiting. �History is my God. Our worthiness for it is our promise of immortality. Our only salvation.� He cocked his head toward the man on the cross. �It took a while, but that guy�s immortality has ended. Ours has begun.�
Charlie threw his arms into the air. �Rejoice! Your faith has saved you.�
The doors behind them opened. Rouge was all black in the shadows. Only his round glasses caught what little light there was. Teddles walked in after him, his bunny in one hand, a Tommy gun in the other.
�The move is complete,� Rouge glided down the aisle. He was about to say something else, when his eyes turned to the left of the altar, the corner of the church. A statue of a hooded woman in blue and white. He stepped toward it.
�Careful, Rouge,� Charlie stopped him, looked at the crucified man. �We are guests in this house.�
Gloria appeared. She was silent as always. The long tail of a short dress carried dust behind her. Wilco knew she was there long before the others did. Her head turned slowly upward as she came before the altar, looking at the great cross above it. Desolation came over her face. Maybe she had been tortured in a similar way. Subtly, she shielded her face from it with her big red bonnet.
Without looking, Charlie seemed to realize everyone was here. He turned to Gloria, Rouge, and Teddles. �Is mass in session?�
It seemed silence was no longer on Charlie�s side.
�He should come down from there!� Teddles� voice echoed. The scarf on his face was coming down. He readjusted it.
�He should indeed, Teddles,� Charlie smiled as he turned back to the altar and the cross. �Unfortunately, some people find it hard to let go.�
The host stepped forward. He knelt before the steps to the altar. His head came low. His foot landed on the first step. His weight pressed down on it, and it cracked.
He ascended to the platform, stood on one end of the altar, opposite the hanging god. He gazed up at it�not as one gazes at an object, but with the focus and attention with which one gazes at another person, as though speaking with the thing, some silent conversation. Finally, he turned to face his friends. �It�s time we closed shop for the evening. Let�s have dinner. Wilco, why don�t you cook us something?� He walked down the steps, toward the doors. His friends followed.

MORGAN

They sat around the glass coffee table in his living room. His staff had found a guy to help write the speech. The writer was scribbling notes on a pad, exchanging words with Troy Vernon. Morgan was silent through most of it�neither of these men saw the speech as he did.
Troy was a supportive adviser and a good man. But to him, this was politics. As for the writer, Morgan supposed he was skilled, but motivated only to prove it to the world. Morgan and Maggie should have been the ones having this conversation. Neither were a part of it.
�How about �implore� instead of �beseech?�� Troy was slouched, his feet on the table.
�Hm� �I stand on this platform to implore forgiveness of my family,�� the writer pondered out loud. �I don�t know, do you think the �family� is gonna know what either of those words mean?�
Troy chuckled, turned to Morgan. �What do you think, boss man?�
�Sounds good,� said Morgan. He didn�t know it yet, but deep inside his mind, he was thinking up a speech of his own.
�How many people are even expecting an apology?� said the writer. �This almost seems like a waste of a great speech!�
�Humility�s good PR,� said Troy. �We�ve got the whole city kissing our feet. Dissenters are blacklisted and I want to keep it that way.�
Morgan rolled his eyes. It was the most significant reaction he gave to the conversation. Is this how everyone saw it? Is it how the people he wanted to reach out to would see it? He realized it didn�t matter. He was going to do it. Let the people think what they do. Honesty was all he had left.
He excused himself. He passed the kitchen. Maggie was cooking with her friends. It smelled good. The news was on. Skylords were making speeches. Commentators were chatting. Talk of economy and politics in the East and West. Distant worlds to Morgan now. He caught Maggie�s eyes, shared a smile, walked on.
He stepped onto the balcony�though it was really just another room with a rail instead of a wall. He leaned on it, looked at the lands beyond the river. The start of America. The horizon. The falling sun. He forgot the speech, forgot his crimes. Maybe it was the news. Maybe it was the view. A mood swing. There were other worlds across those lands. He knew he was to play a part in them. Probably later rather than sooner. But the time would come.
Birds flew across the city. Their form was an arrow, all in perfect stride with the leader.
The faint echo of a gunshot called from below. The leading bird fell. A second shot rang. A second bird fell. Then another. Morgan looked down, squeezed his eyes shut. The city police just loved shooting at things. He looked up again, focused on the sun, stung with a compulsion to reach for it, to keep it from going down. When it came back up, it would be changed.
He sighed. Change was seldom good in this world. But he had made the most of it so far.

ADRIAN

Baltimore wasn�t like Chicago. It wasn�t like Manhattan either. Both of those cities kept their farms and shadowpastors separate from the city. Chicago had a wall, Manhattan had a river. In Baltimore, the farms blended seamlessly into clusters of colorful homes, which blended into larger buildings, which blended down I-70 into the urban hub.
At a point where the farmlands turned into houses, he pulled up to a barricade. It only covered the road. Anyone could have dodged it on foot without ever being seen.
A soldier approached the car. His gun was holstered, his hand nowhere near it. He came to Adrian�s side, looking the car up and down. �I�m sure I�d remember a whip like this,� he said. �You guys from around here?�
�My friend is,� Adrian cocked his head to Angela. �Her father�s with the MEB.�
�Sweet deal,� the soldier backed away. �Better not keep you guys waiting then.� He signaled to the SUVs blocking the road. They parted and he waved the car through.
Adrian sped into the city, but gradually slowed down.
Driving a car out in the country was the easiest, most enjoyable activity imaginable� Five minutes on a city street and he never wanted to look at a car again. The ones around him whisked and swerved all over the place, jumping out from corners and weaving chaotically through the traffic. When the buildings got tall, things slowed down. But you couldn�t go too slow, or the cars behind you would make these loud, obnoxious noises. But Adrian got the hang of it before long, and could give some of his attention to the city around him.
Not as many frowns as in Chicago. But not a lot of smiles either.
They passed a building that looked like a church, at least in the way his parents would describe and draw them for him. But if it ever was a church, it was a clinic now.
Angela guided him to their destination.
The MEB was based in a structure called the Crown of Avicenna. Angela had mentioned that a convention center used to be there. The building was massive, designed like something you might find resting on the head of a god. It stood on a high foundation like a throne, many stairs rising to the entrance.
By Angela�s suggestion, he parked in the street. Even there, finding space wasn�t easy, and there were many cars still in motion around them. She took him by the hand, guided him across the street. She looked up the stairs at the Crown. �This building�s younger than I am,� she said.
Adrian watched her as she gazed reverently, watched her beauty change. He watched as the memories of a child returned to a grown woman, and the two became one. He realized how important this journey was to her, and he found pride in having been a part of it. Just being here made him feel like he was a part of something bigger.
Down the road a little ways, a team of men with hard hats were working on a sewer. The sewer had a curious bright red circle painted around it. Adrian found this curious, as Chicago�s sewers didn�t have such markers calling attention to them.
Along the pavement before the many steps began, there ran a quotation: �And on this plot which one day served the city, let us build a hospital to serve the world.� The words were credited to one Aden Mesa.
Angela held tightly to his hand as they climbed the stairs, walked through the large doors into the Crown. The lobby had glass walls on the front side several floors high.
As productive as it was on the streets, the halls of this building outmatched them without a need for loud cars. People moved faster across the halls in here than the cars did. And many of them were carrying more crap than a car could�towers of papers, piles of boxes, carts overloaded with bagged mysteries. The room spun faster than the traffic circle Adrian almost killed himself to get through.
�It hasn�t changed,� Angela stood still amid the traffic, taking in the scene.
�How are we gonna find your father?� Adrian looked around nervously.
She turned. There was a long counter with a row of secretaries moving as quickly from computer to computer as the people around them moved in and out of sight. She took Adrian by the hand and led him to these older women. She picked the one on the end.
�Hi, Carol,� she said.
�Hello, dear,� the secretary was too busy to look up. She was nearly out of breath, typing with one hand, a neat stack of papers in the other.
�I�d like to speak with the council,� said Angela.
�Sure, dear,� the older woman took her hand from the keyboard, reached blindly into an open drawer. �Waiting time is currently thirty-one days. Let me find the form for you.� She found the paper and turned to Angela. In that moment, both her hands dropped everything she was carrying and covered her mouth, trembling.
All activity around them seemed to stop as Angela and this woman stared at each other.
�An�� the woman swallowed hard. �Angie?� Her eyes went glassy. A hand came over her necklaces of beads.
Angela uttered back, �Hi, Carol.�
The woman rose from her chair, walked around the counter to Angela. She ran her hands over Angela�s face in disbelief, then hugged her. �I prayed every night for you!� she cried. �You�ve grown so beautiful! Where have you been all these years, child?�
�Far away,� said Angela.
Carol rushed back to her desk. �I�m gonna let the council know you�re coming. I�m telling them it�s an emergency so go quickly.�
�Thank you, Carol.� The two women kissed each other on the cheek across the counter. Angela wiped her eyes, and took Adrian to a large elevator. There were maybe fifty people in it, with half the space taken up by their baggage.
They rose one level. People and their things flooded out. More flooded in. Some patients on board got sick. The elevator had to be evacuated on the third floor, the vomit �immediately and effectively� cleared� though it was more effective than immediate. Angela didn�t want to take the stairs. She said she didn�t want to sweat.
By the time they reached the forty-eighth and final floor, it had been over an hour since their emergency meeting was arranged. By then, they were the only ones left in the elevator, and by first glance the only ones on the entire floor.
Angela took Adrian through a large hall, their footsteps echoing. Neither said a word. They came before two large doors. Angela pushed them open.
At the far end of the plain room they found themselves in, there was a curving table where men sat in one row, facing the door, facing Adrian and Angela. The room was dark, and the men were silhouettes against the windows behind them.
�We canceled five appointments waiting for you,� said one of the men. �What is the nature of this emergency?�
Angela looked around, and Adrian hoped she wasn�t implying that it was his turn to speak. Finally, she asked, �Where is High Chancellor Mesa?�
The man in the center spoke up, confusion in his voice. �My name is Philip Howard. I am the high chancellor. I have been for ten years. Are you not from Baltimore?�
�I� I�m not.�
�Then who are you? And what is your business in our city?�
It seemed difficult for her to speak, like she were confessing something shameful. �My name is Angela Mesa. My father was high chancellor of the Medical Establishment when my mother was killed and I was left in the desert to die. I�m in your city to see my father. What happened to him?�
All the shadow-faced men at the table rose one-by-one. �My God�� said one of them. �She looks just like Evalynn!�
�She has Aden�s eyes!� said another.
�Someone turn the damn lights on!� barked the man in the center.
The lights came on. Not that it mattered to Adrian, who didn�t recognize their faces anyway. Angela didn�t seem to either. The men surrounded her, shaking her hand, inspecting her. Adrian found himself strangely offended, and was about to push them away when the high chancellor did. �Give the woman space!� he said. He touched Angela�s shoulders. Again, Adrian was offended. �We haven�t met, my lady. I became good friends with your father soon after you were taken from him.�
�Are you about to tell me my father�s dead too?� Angela looked down. �Just tell me how he died.�
The men in the room looked at one another.
�He�s not dead, sweetheart,� said the chancellor. �He left office ten years ago.�
Angela looked up. �Where is he?�
�Down the hall,� said the chancellor. �Your father is the skylord of Baltimore.�

ANGELA

The skylord had never remarried, and had never fathered a second child. They say the loss of his wife changed him. Maybe Angela helped too. Nobody said. Whatever. It wasn�t as if she wanted him to suffer. Still, a tear or two on her behalf would have been nice. But again, whatever.
Even if Aden Mesa didn�t want to do the whole �be a dad� thing, they could still be friends. She wouldn�t expect much from him, certainly wouldn�t ask for anything. She just hoped that the sound of her name could mean a little more than something out of his daily affairs. Maybe that would be enough.
There were other possibilities to be prepared for. And she was prepared. Even if this man turned out to be an asshole, she promised herself she would love him. And she would still feel compassion for him. He lost his wife, and was lonely. Bitterness was understandable; she knew it well.
The office of the skylord was in another extension of the complex architecture of the massive Crown. The entrance to that wing was covered with guards. The halls inside were empty. Angela felt a sting in her stomach every turn she made with her companion, fearing that they would come within sight of the door to her father.
She let go of Adrian; she wanted to face her father with the same independence her years among the mercs had taught her. And her hands were getting sweaty. She controlled her breathing, and thought about what she was going to do.
The final turn. Another white hall. This one didn�t even have windows. Just two large doors. Her throat quivered. Her hand rushed back into his.
Adrian came close to her. She felt the warmth of his protection. �It�s okay. You need to do this.�
She took his hand, staring at the door.
�We�ve both worked too hard not to face what we came this far to face.� His hand landed on her back and like a child gently pressed her toward the door.
She took a breath and started walking.
He lagged behind and let her open the doors. She feared he might not follow her in, but he did.
The room�s windows faced the sun, whose light shown through in sharp, dust-filled rays. And there he was�looking out through one of the windows, blocking some of the rays. He was so still. He looked majestic.
Angela swallowed. She remembered Adrian was behind her. �My lord.�
�I�m trying not to resort to micromanaging, but you people aren�t leaving me much choice with your emergencies.� His strong voice and firm tone displayed impatience with a hint of sympathetic understanding. He sighed as he turned from the window. �At any rate, I hope nobody�� The skylord paused when he looked at her.
Suddenly she felt light-headed. Her legs grew weak and her stomach felt like an anvil. She wasn�t ready.
The skylord turned back to the window. �I hope no one�s in danger.�
Angela closed her eyes and sighed. Half relieved. Half disappointed. �Have I offended you, my lord?�
�No�� The skylord shook his head. �You reminded me of someone.�
Angela looked down. �I�m sorry, my lord. I hear your wife was beautiful.�
�She was�� he almost whispered. �But you reminded me of� someone else��
Angela couldn�t control herself anymore. She felt the heat of tears in both her eyes. They warmed her cheeks. Her temples swelled and her throat went sore. She stepped forward.
�Daddy.�
At first, there was nothing�the skylord�s posture was a fixture to the window. Angela held back from a breakdown as best she could. It grew difficult as the skylord slowly turned. Composure in battle was easier.
His stance changed. He stepped toward her, hunched forward. She held firm. He came closer. She still couldn�t see his face in the sunlight. She tried to start explaining herself�what had happened to her, where she had been, somehow prove she wasn�t wasting his time with some tasteless game. But no words came out.
He stumbled into her. She caught him. Both fell to their knees in silence. He asked her no questions, made no comments. He just hugged her, his head pressed tightly into her shoulder.
�My mother�s dead.� It was all she could say. The pain came back to her as she shared it with her father, as fresh as the very day, and he held her even tighter.
�All I ever wanted was to tell you I�m sorry,� her father said. �Did you grow up happy?�
�Yes,� Angela whimpered. �But I had to find you.�
He drew his head back, put his hand on her head. �You wear your hair just like your mother.�
Angela laughed through her tears.
He smelled her hair and kissed her on the forehead, tickling her with his short gray beard. �Thank you, baby girl� thank you for still loving me.�

GLORIA

Their relationship was always professional. Even in bed. Effective, but professional.
The commander sat on the bed next to her, topless, looking at his boots. Giant of a man. Watching him worry was like watching a man dance well. It was deep and sexy and highly uncommon.
Maybe Grakus couldn�t pull her from the darkness she�d been crawling through since she was a girl. Maybe she just had to keep crawling. Maybe, slowly, the darkness would thin, and she could see the ground beneath her feet again. But for now, she could see Wilco. For now, that was enough.
�I�ve never been as happy with my life as I have since I met Grakus,� his elbows rested on his lap. �It�s gotten better every day. Until now.�
She reached, touched him. His shoulder made her hand feel like a child�s.
�If I knew how much of a threat this man really was� I feel like I would have tried harder to stop him when he escaped.�
As big and protective as he was, as protected as he made those around him feel, she realized that she felt a worry for him; a desire to protect his happiness�what he wanted, what he had�and a fear of failing.
She came closer, guided his face in her direction, kissed him. They had never kissed before. �You�ll have your second chance tomorrow. And you�ll have me to make sure you do it right this time.�
Wilco kissed her back. They held together for a long time. When they parted, his forehead came down on hers.
The man who took everything from her would take it all away from him. Harold Del Meethia would not succeed a second time. But he had the audacity to try. The anger returned. Her body became hot, sensitive to Wilco�s touch. He put his hand on her stomach, cooled it. His head came down on her chest. She felt his beard against her breasts, brushed his hair with red fingernails, looked through the window at the stars.
When the stars were gone, the sky would be filled with planes. She saw them roaring in her mind. Tonight, she expected she would dream about them. She would have nightmares of losing everything again. She would wake up knowing that the nightmares might come true.

DON

The sun shone a thin line of dawn where the water met the sky. It seemed to curve from where he stood�a thousand feet above lake Michigan.
There were twenty cargo planes escorted by fifty attack choppers. The bomber jets were on their way. The objective was to destroy Chicago�s military and its leadership, altogether eradicating the city�s infrastructure and place as a national power. It was easy enough: draw out anything that had a gun and shoot it. Then wait for the Lancers to destroy Willis Tower.
Don was in a chopper half-a-mile behind his fleet. He was flanked by four attackers. He kept his eyes ahead as the Eglin army bore into Chicago.
The skyline gave its own illumination to the horizon, prettier in its own way.
The fleet soared over the city�s harbor, into the embrace of a massive jungle lush with brightly-lit buildings. They encroached on the one that rose above them all.
A single bullet popped against the hull of Don�s chopper. A dull sound, barely audible. It marked the start of what he knew would become the greatest battle in a hundred years.
His cargo planes dropped paratroopers by the dozen onto the rooftops of skyscrapers around the tower. Rockets whipped from the ground at them. Some were deflected, some just missed. But most of them were stopped by the buildings. Don smiled as he watched them explode.
Paratroopers landing on the rooftops mounted sniper rifles on the parapets, firing aggressively at anything that moved. Other paratroopers landed alongside the buildings, smashing through windows, shooting anything they found inside. Others landed in the streets, shooting everything the snipers didn�t. The choppers and planes circled the great Willis Tower, firing at it and at the streets below. They ensured that nothing left the tower. Chicago was alive with panic before the sun appeared.
Don�s chopper and its four escorts hovered above the tower. Through mounted binoculars, the mercenary king scanned the city with his tired eyes.
Scores of Chicago�s soldiers ran from every building, across every bridge, down every street. They closed on their attackers at Willis. Don�s choppers sprayed them overhead. They ran back into the buildings, fired from the windows. The choppers had little trouble swaying to avert their onslaught to return it tenfold.
Chicago�s cavalry emerged, filling the air with bullets. The choppers had to retreat. But Don had wheels of his own.
In lighter parts of the city, where the streets were wider and the buildings shorter, Don�s planes dropped forty jeeps and twelve tanks onto the West Harrison highway. Their wheels were at full spin before they hit the ground.
A squadron of Chicago�s armored vehicles caught up fast from outposts along the city wall. Don�s Humvees opened fire. His tanks swung their turrets back and popped a devastating barrage at the squadron.
The destructive pursuit continued along the highway, across the canal and into the loop. Don�s hardware surrounded the tower. All the remaining Chicago vehicles that followed them were taken out by his choppers.
Surprisingly slow to react, Chicago�s army was stuck outside of that barricade, their host trapped helplessly within. Eglin�s assault was established, and the fight was even.
Don drew back from the binoculars and scratched his jaw. Chicago�s defenses were not nearly as effective as he thought. For all its power, it was pathetically disorganized. Even to protect their host.
He smiled. He should have done this years ago.

WILCO

He was no longer sure which he loved more: the prospect of his glorious future, or the man who gave it to him. But he wasn�t about to let Del Meethia take either one.
There was a plan to stop him:
Wilco�s army and Charlie would hide in Rush University, the majority of Chicago�s vehicles in warehouses by the docks south of the city. They would remain there until the invaders got what they wanted (presumably the occupation of Willis Tower). Wilco�s men would then shuffle out quietly, take position, and shoot them down. The vehicles would provide whatever additional support was needed.
Wilco feared it wouldn�t be enough. The plan was sound, but none of them saw this coming until this morning. What else was on its way that they would only find out at the last minute? But more than ensuring victory, Wilco would bring the humiliation of this �genius.�
According to reports, Harold�s forces weren�t moving to occupy Willis Tower. They just surrounded it. Whatever their reason for this, it made for a strategic opportunity Wilco couldn�t pass up. He risked his life to get ahead before; hopefully this would be the last time.
He left the house of torture known as the Kid�s Table. He remembered with regret the day he took Charlie here to have him tortured. Now it was Charlie who had ordered him to stay to coordinate the battle and protect their friends. Wilco was disobeying that order with as much armor and munitions as he could carry: including a bazooka and twelve missiles. He was buckling the last bit of it around his waist when Teddles ran to him from the Kid�s Table, carrying his bunny and a gun.
�Snugglebuns told me to go with you,� he said.
Wilco turned and faced him. When he first met Teddles, he felt the same disdain toward him as toward any wasted denizen of Chicago. He nurtured a feeling of companionship toward him when Charlie accepted them as equals. He found pity when Gloria read him. Now, Wilco found it hard to realize exactly how he felt about the broken man, only that he didn�t want to see him hurt.
�Charlie told you to stay with Rouge and Gloria.�
�They left!� Teddles stomped his foot on the pavement. �I asked where they were going and they just kept walking!�
Wilco snarled. Where the hell could they be going? Probably back to Rouge�s childhood house to read his fucking nightlight. He looked at Teddles. �Fine. Just be careful. If you see a chopper, shoot it.�
The two men started down the street. The sound of gunfire rose ahead as Wilco�s forces closed on Harold�s. A cloud was rising around Willis Tower, headlights piercing them to guide the swarm of Harold�s choppers.
Behind them, tires screamed. A jeep nearly toppled over as it swerved to a stop beside them. The wind pushed both men back a step.
�Man the gun, commander,� said the driver.
Wilco squinted. The driver was Rouge. Gloria was next to him. Wilco smirked. �You had your orders.�
�To stay with Gloria, and so I have,� said Rouge. �What�s your excuse?�
Teddles climbed into the back seat and Wilco jumped into the bed, where a mounted gun was waiting. He aimed it to the sky, and Rouge began to drive. Willis Tower and the yoke of smog grew larger.
The jeep reached a bridge over the canal into the metropolitan area. A chopper was just flying over it. One of Harold�s. It stopped in the air as the jeep was half-way across. Rouge stomped the brake.
The chopper began to turn.
Wilco aimed.
The gun on the jeep sprayed hot metal into the chopper�s cockpit. It tore across the body and into the tail like gutting a beast. The chopper spun, pouring smoke, exploded. Its burning remnants splashed into the water.
The jeep thrust forward, sped across the bridge. Smoke from the battle for Willis Tower began to envelope them.

DON

His chopper landed on the roof of Willis Tower. The host was somewhere below his feet.
His closeness to the dream had charged his blood into a liquid flame. The plan was working. Of course the plan was too good to fail, but to watch it unfold without error, without any unexpected factors� it was breathtaking.
Still, some of history�s greatest undertakings had been foiled by small mistakes. Don squeezed his mind of every possible outcome to bar his kingdom from entry into that embarrassing statistic. He looked on, arms folded, through the encompassing smoke into the city that would soon be encompassed in anarchy. A lieutenant ran to his side. He was hyperventilating.
�Sir, there was a breach.�
Don turned. �How do you mean?�
�The barricade outside the tower, sir,� the lieutenant bent forward, focused on his breathing. �An unmarked SUV sped onto the scene, shooting everything. We think it took out one of our choppers on the way in. It passed the line and went straight through the tower�s wall.�
Don turned back out to the city. He didn�t know this building. The people who just slammed into it probably did. All it would take was a bazooka and a dozen missiles to bring down as many of his choppers, or destroy as many of his tanks. The host�s guards didn�t have such weapons or they would have used them already. The intruders probably did, or at least knew where in the tower to find them.
�Should we send some guys from the barricade in after them, sir?�
�No.� Don swung his arm at his escort choppers who were still circling overhead. They landed. Twenty men poured out of each of them, assembled neatly before their commander.
The important thing was diminishing Chicago�s power over its people. Don had enough supplies to win a war of attrition, but he had to protect every person and vehicle he had. The destruction of Willis Tower was more a weapon of psychology than a means to kill the host. If Don had to do the latter himself, he wouldn�t mind.

WILCO

There was a factory in Willis Tower. It took up the thirtieth to the thirty-fourth floor: one massive room filled with motors, cogs, smelters and conveyer belts, many of which were still in motion twelve hours after the tower�s evacuation. Grakus told the workers not to bother shutting down, just get out. A stairwell and an elevator shaft ran together in one large columnar structure, out of which Wilco rushed, his bazooka over his shoulder, and his three companions followed him into the center of the massive room.
People normally didn�t require many guesses as to the sort of product that a factory in the house of the host supplied: munitions. In fact, many people went further, guessing that this factory was the only one in Chicago authorized for this sort of production. These people guessed correct.
Wilco told Rouge, Teddles and Gloria to wait in the center as he took to a catwalk. There was a web of these things sprawled across the factory, crossing from one side to the other. Wilco ran across one, and the entire network rattled violently.
The factory had large windows, and fast access to all four sides of the building�the perfect vantage point over the blockade surrounding it. Wilco came to a catwalk that ran alongside them. He stopped, speared the glass with the tip of his boot. He raised the bazooka, aimed and fired. He leapt off the walkway, back onto the floor. He didn�t see the blast, but he knew he hit a tank.
The response wasn�t heavy�the besiegers on the ground couldn�t have known exactly where that came from�but a few bullets made it in. Nowhere near any of them, though, the windows were too high.
Wilco took a knee and stood the bazooka upright. He�d hit them on the opposite side this time. He opened the chamber, slid a shell inside. When the chamber shut, a bullet tore through his leg. He fell. He looked to his friends. They were scattering. Mercenaries poured in from the elevator. There could have been as many as a hundred of them. The shaft had to be made big enough to carry out the artillery cannons.
He struggled to secure himself. He aimed the weapon, let the rocket fly. It hit the wall just above the doorway. The explosion at least crippled all the mercs who were already inside. The few left in the elevator ran in quickly and dispersed so as not to be caught in another explosion. Wilco dropped the rocket launcher and drew his sidearm. He staggered up the metal stairs to the catwalk as his three friends kept the ten or twelve remaining mercs busy. Everyone had their own conveyer belt or smelter or howitzer to hide behind.
He could take them. He just needed a view. It would make him an easier target, but the odds were in his favor so long as he stayed low�he just had to hope his friends could hold them.
He crept along the high walkway. The wound hurt more the slower he walked. He caught a merc who was peering out of cover, made sure he�d never use his left eye again. He saw Rouge behind a support beam, barely holding off five relentless mercs. Wilco hit one in the shoulder, another in the throat. He waited patiently for one more good shot. A third merc made his way around the beam Rouge was poised behind, aiming high, just about to reach him. Wilco blew a chunk of the merc�s head across the floor. Rouge started peering out to fire at his remaining assailants. Wilco moved on.
He found Teddles. The idiot wasn�t even looking where he shot. Fortunately, the mercs on him seemed naturally repelled by his madness. Maybe it was the scarf over his mouth. No, it had to be the bunny. Wilco got one in the heart, lobotomized another. He scanned the factory further.
�Looking for me?� said Gloria, shooting beside him.
�Shit, woman, what are you doing?� Wilco grunted. Whatever. He advanced across the walkway as she followed. It was down to under five mercs throughout the factory. There was mostly silence. A shot only now and then. Wilco paid close attention, mostly to Teddles, who was most likely to draw them out with his white coat and loose finger, especially when it dawned on them that the monster was only a man.
Wilco lined his gun with the corner of an engine-looking thing. He could make out a sliver of a merc�s jacket. The merc was still, anxious to put a bullet in Teddles. Wilco held as steady as he could. His leg was trembling, bleeding. If the prick would just move an inch out��
�Wilco!�
Wilco turned to Gloria. There was a shotgun to her head.
�Put the gun down,� said the merc behind her.
Wilco paused�both his body and his mind.
�Don�t think,� said the merc. �Drop it.� He was different than the others. He was taller, bigger, dressed heavier, authority on his face. Wilco would have loved to put him down with the others.
�He doesn�t want you to drop the gun,� Gloria intervened. She smiled. �He wants to be shot. He wants to be put down like a dog. Ever since he killed his father.�
The eyes of the merc behind her widened, his lips parted as he looked at her, then quickly back at Wilco.
�He�s just like Harold,� Gloria went on. �They probably think they�re friends. But they don�t feel love. And no one could ever love them.�
�Shut your mouth,� the merc pressed the gun hard against her ear.
�He could never return the love his daddy gave him,� Gloria squealed with laughter. �That�s why daddy�s dead!�
The merc took the gun from Gloria�s head and put it to her back. He pulled the trigger and blew her stomach out. She screamed, but somehow kept her laughter blended in with it.
But there was no laughter in Wilco�s scream, which was inspired neither by madness nor rage. Just pain. He only had a second to kill the man who shot her. But he spent it watching Gloria fall. He barely saw the merc behind her aim at him.

GLORIA

She would have liked to lay beside him as they died together. She would have liked to hold his life in her heart as her last experience. But Wilco was a lifeless corpse on the other side of a rusty metal walkway, his brains draining through the mesh, pattering to the factory floor. The footsteps of his killer, and shortly hers, faded as he walked on casually to another task. She felt the vibrations on her open torso. They were excruciating. She couldn�t move. There was only one small comfort she could afford with these last few minutes of her life.
She sent a message.
She felt through every part of her mind she could. She let her memories take her back to Rush�memories more painful than her wound. She didn�t know why, but she even visited her childhood: her home, her parents, her little brother, none of whom she�d seen in nearly twenty years. She gathered it into a single stream of thought as though stuffing it into an envelope, and sent it all to Grakus. She could still feel him, and his presence inside her made her passing easier.
Take everything you can from me, lord� Destroy them all.

DON

There were two left�one in black with a white scarf over his shoulders, the other in white with a black scarf around his face�both of them insane and neither of them veterans. They were across the factory, behind cover, searching for the only two or three men left of Don�s.
He positioned himself so that the one in black could see him. He was too far to do much damage with a shotgun, but his target probably didn�t know that. All Don wanted to do was scare him out of cover. He fired. His target fired back, unwavering, and Don was out of ammo.
�Fuck,� he chucked the shotgun off the walkway.
He usually didn�t lose track of his ammo, especially in close-quarter combat. That bitch� how did she do that? Grakus must have told her� but how did he know? Harold was right. Grakus had to be killed. And Don had to win this shootout to ensure that happened. Without ammo. He had to improvise while those psychos were still distracted.
The one in white stuck out, and unlike the one in black, didn�t seem to realize Don was on the walkway above. Don considered his options. He could easily be killed in the time it took to check the nearest fallen gun. He scanned the scene. A plan came quickly.
He ran low across the walkway straight at the unsuspecting psycho and his unsuspecting bunny. He jumped, kicked off the railing and swung from another walkway overhead, propelling himself to the floor right behind the psycho. He hurt his ankle as he landed. The psycho turned and almost had the time to point his gun. Don went straight for it. He wrestled for it longer than he thought he would have to. The psycho pushed him against a furnace. Don shook the blow and pushed back. The psycho wasn�t letting up, and his buddy could have been anywhere. Don put all his weight into a final thrust, and took what he really came for�the bunny.
�No!� The psycho screamed as Don evaded. �My Snugglebuns!�
�Drop the gun,� said Don.
The psycho�s gun pattered to the floor.
�Slide it to me.�
The psycho obeyed with a flick of his heel.
Don glanced at the soft thing in his hand. Blue eyes. Black nose. Big smile. Fat body. A bow-tie around its neck. How can a society allow any man to become so weak, even a psycho? Don turned, lifted the door to the furnace, chucked the toy inside.
�Snugglebuns!� The psycho ran past Don. He didn�t try to pick his gun back up. He threw his hands into the furnace, screaming like the maniac he was.
Don watched him, thought about picking up the gun and putting him down. The psycho drew his hands from the furnace, his sleeves burnt almost to his shoulders, his arms smoldering. His scarf had burnt off as well, exposing his face. His knees hit the floor hard. He cried loudly.
Don turned his head. The psycho in black had arrived. Don recognized him now. He was Marcus Rouge, underhost and second-in-command of Chicago. Rouge let his gun fall from his hand. He came to the psycho in white, knelt beside him, comforted him silently.
One of Don�s mercs came next to him, a sergeant. �Look at them,� he said. �This is what your leadership has saved us from, Tired Eyes.�
Don sighed, turned to the sergeant. �Are you the only one?�
The sergeant sighed regretfully. �Bastard with the rockets took most of us out in one hit. The other bastards just kept shooting. Dropped us one-by-one. Next thing I knew, it was me and Stokes. Stokes took one in the chest. He�s done.�
Don turned back to the psychos. The one in white had gone silent, even if his pain hadn�t. Don watched as the underhost�s hand formed a grapple on his friend�s back. His head turned slowly up to Don. As their gaze aligned, Don could see the once tempered underhost�s true nature beaming out of his eyes.
The sergeant stepped forward. He was raising his gun. But the underhost� Don had never seen a person move so quickly. Don just blinked, and the underhost had already grabbed the sergeant�s arm, holding his gun away. He was grabbing the sergeant�s hair, pulling his head aside. His mouth was on the sergeant�s neck. Don didn�t realize how much damage the underhost was actually dealing until an explosion of blood covered both their faces. It sprayed the machinery around them. It even reached the walkway Don had just leapt from.
The underhost rose from a twitching body, his face no longer recognizable. Not a hint of white remained on his scarf. His jaw chattered as he stared across the bloody floor at Don. He smiled. It was a sight no man would want down the barrel of a really big gun, let alone with nothing. Don turned and bolted. At first, he couldn�t tell if the underhost was following.
He hurdled over a pipe, swung around a column, rolled under a moving belt. No matter what he did, how fast he ran, he could hear the snarling of the underhost as though his mouth were at the curl of his ear.
He ran for the elevator but changed his mind quickly. He wasn�t getting those doors open and shut in time.
He slammed through the stairwell door, held it shut. The underhost threw himself against it from the other side, nearly knocking Don away. The underhost threw himself again, snarling and wheezing. Three slams, and he stopped. After a calm moment, Don sprinted up the stairs, wriggling out of his overcoat as he did. He made one flight when the door flew out of its frame behind him, followed by the underhost. Don ran faster. He threw the coat at him. He stopped at the top of a flight when the underhost had come within a few yards. He turned and kicked him. The underhost fell to the bottom of the flight, but was back up in a second.
Surely that wouldn�t work a second time.
Eighty flights to go.

TEDDLES

This was the only place he thought to come. The office of his master. He knelt before the great glass window where a woman once showed him the man he could have been� if his life had only been a little different.
There was a part of himself he kept when Chicago took everything else. With it, he could stay in control, keep himself alive. But that part of himself was ashes in the bottom of a factory furnace. Now, Max Argyle, Teddles, as he was known, could see himself as others saw him: as the sane, or close to sane man could. What he saw, he hated.
He looked down at his hands. They were charred and bleeding. Useless. But it didn�t matter. They accomplished nothing in the past, and they never would. They could have spent years holding a child. Instead they held a stuffed bunny. And sometimes a gun. And sometimes tools to hurt people. Tears fell on them. The tears burned.
He turned his head, his vision a blur, to the window. He could still see etchings of the family he should have had in the glass.
His legs and his hands shook as he rose. He walked, ran. He screamed as he jumped through the glass, the window collapsing behind him. As he fell, his body turned up to face the sky, and he was happy.

ROUGE

As fast as he chased that fucker, as hard as his teeth would crunch the fucker�s trachea, Rouge knew he had surrendered something.
All his life, he protected himself with calculated intellect�with composure, with politeness. But what good had philosophizing ever done for him? How far had manners ever taken him?
He wasn�t counting the floors, but they had just passed beneath a flickering exit sign.
The fucker had no more heavy jackets to throw at him, and if he tried to use his leg again, Rouge would grab it and eat it.
He could hear the fucker�s feet begin to drag. He was getting tired, even in his fear. And oh, how afraid he was. Rouge knew fear. He lived it all his life. And this fear, lying in a clear trail behind the fucker, was of an especially exquisite taste. It was the fear of a man unfamiliar with the emotion, whose life was devoted to power and idealism and internal struggles with himself. A man who lived in such luxuries never felt fear. He felt insecurities, envy, impatience, desperation to prevail. But fear� true fear� was alien to him.
Clearly, he picked the wrong city.
He was almost within reach when the fucker made it to the exit door onto the roof of the tower, flooding the stairwell with light. The fucker slammed it shut behind him, but it barely slowed Rouge down. He flew through the heavy metal exit like it were a storm door. The sun was up, the sky was clear blue. The fucker waved his arm and screamed at the three choppers ahead to go.
The propellers spun. The choppers lifted.
They timed it well. Rouge was only ten feet behind, but it wasn�t enough. The fucker jumped into the nearest chopper, collapsing inside like an old man, and all three were off by the time Rouge got there. The fucker looked back at Rouge, and Rouge could see how glad he was to be away.
Rouge felt his anger turn to anguish as he watched the choppers go. Then he saw jet planes. Two of them. Flying in circles like a halo for the tower. They were loud. So loud. They closed in, and Rouge was afraid. He didn�t hear them fire. But he felt the explosion.
The roof expanded beneath him, and he flew a yard into the air, fell to his knees. The tower rumbled louder than the jets, and the roof began to fall. He looked up. The three choppers just hovered, watching. They grew farther as Rouge felt lighter. His body was lifted, and he felt like he was flying. The roof broke apart as he fell with it into a cloud of ash.

DON

He never ran so hard for so long in his life. He never knew he could. When his heaving slowed, he laughed. Grakus had quite a crew. He sat up, looked out the side of the chopper. The sky was blue, the water glistening, and the tallest building in the Seven Cities of America was now a great cloud covering downtown Chicago.
�Whew!� the chopper�s pilot cheered.
�Don�t see a show like that every conquest!� said the copilot.
Don nodded. �Good job, boys.�
�Did ya�ll catch all that!� one of the bomber pilots called on the radio. �Finest God damn work of my life! I call it the Mona Fuckya!�
�You hit that beast right in the balls you awesome sons of bitches!� Don�s pilot called back.
Don grinned as his pilots, captains, tank commanders, everyone with a radio, cheered together. There was still a bit more to do. The tanks, jeeps and choppers that guarded the tower fanned out to crush what remained of Chicago�s military.
Shortly after the cheering calmed, the radio came back on. �All units, be advised, uh� there�s something weird going on south side��
�The commander�s here, captain,� said Don�s pilot. �What�s going on?�
��The whole wall�s coming down.�
�What wall?�
Don got up and approached the cockpit as another voice came on the radio�one of the bombers. �Commander, we need permission to pull out, something�s not right here��
Don got on the radio. �Jonesie, it�s Tired Eyes. What�s wrong?�
�I�m seeing rocket fire, sir� I don�t think it�s ours, and� Oh God�� The radio went to static.
�Jonesie!� Don squeezed the radio. �Jonesie, come in�� He called for his other bomber. �Viggie, come in�� He turned to his pilots in the cockpit. �I think my jets are down.�
The cockpit fell silent until the radio came back to life. A few guys were trying to get through.
�All units, we have heavy resistance on the south side. We need reinforcements on the south side!�
�Commander�we need help in the west side by the landing zone!�
�Two choppers are down in the north side! Repeat�two choppers down north side!�
Don scratched his jaw. It was a civilian revolt� what else could it have been? Walls coming down, resistance in the streets. It made sense. Chicago was falling into chaos. It was time to pull out.
Don looked up through the windshield as he thought about how he was going to get his people out of there.
He had just enough time to see the missile swinging from the city straight at his face. The two pilots saw it a second after he did. Don jumped back. The cockpit exploded. He held on to a seat belt as the door beside him swung open and closed, the chopper swinging in all directions. The bright morning sunlight faded as he descended into the clouds of ash over the rubble of Willis Tower. He felt the chopper thrash against the ground. It flipped around. The door slid shut. Silence. No shouting, no panicking, no gunfire, not even distant. Nothing.
Don slid the door open and breathed the ashes, coughed. He fell from the chopper onto a road. He got a few yards before he fell, winded. He looked around. He was in a small bubble of visibility. He couldn�t even see the edge of the street he was kneeling in the middle of, just a faded double-yellow line running back and forth into the cloud. Don looked down and tried to think.
There was a set of footsteps coming from straight ahead of him. Then there was another, coming from behind. And then there were many. Slowly coming closer. They appeared in a circle around him. They were soldiers wearing gasmasks. One more set of feet followed these. The man they belonged to broke the circle. He was the only one not wearing a mask.
Don looked up. The face was easy to recognize. He had seen it on TV many times, and many times thought about it since this mission began.

GRAKUS

So here he was. Don Masterson. Tired Eyes. The Mercenary King. Alive.
It was only by having been raised in a tribe that Grakus knew who this man was, a man feared and shunned by tribes across the country. And surely he knew that Grakus was a tribal. Yet he didn�t seem so afraid. A look of� some sort of acceptance on his face. Satisfaction? Not quite� It was the face of a man with six months to live who just found out he actually only has five and a half.
Grakus looked down at the dying man. �Is Harold with you?�
The mercenary king shook his head.
�Where is he?�
The mercenary king smiled and shook his head again.
Grakus received the message from Gloria before he felt her die, before they all had died one after the other. He understood, in part, who Don was, which helped him learn about who Harold was. He smiled back at Don. �That�s alright. I�ll get one of your men to tell me. I don�t think they�ve developed the same� perverted devotion to him as you have.�
Perverted. Not a word Grakus used often; hardly in his life did he act out of anger.
�So�� said the mercenary king. ��I guess you�re gonna kill me now?�
Grakus looked down at him like a parent at a child. �Would you kill you?�
The king laughed, shrugged. �I don�t know.�
�Let me help you out,� Grakus paced in front of him, Masterson following him with his tired eyes. �You came into my city on behalf of my enemy. You terrorized my people, destroyed my home� you killed my friends. Look around. Look at the mess you left me. This mess is all your life has ever meant, Don Masterson. You know that. Tell me, king,� he stopped and faced the kneeling man, �how do you feel right now?�
Don pursed his lips. �What does it matter?�
�I want to hear your voice break as you say it.�
Don scratched his jaw, looked around, looked down. �Tired.� His voice didn�t break. He looked up at Grakus. �I feel tired.�
Grakus drew a pistol and stepped forward. �Then rest.� He put it to the king�s forehead, and shot him. Soldiers at the scene would swear later on that, as they watched the mercenary king slump dead to the road, they saw him smile.
There was information that could have come from this man, had Grakus tortured, or simply read into his thoughts a bit more. But there were other survivors. And he just really wanted to kill him.
Walter Trevino, Grakus�s chief adviser, who would be the underhost if Grakus gave a shit about that, put his hand on Grakus�s shoulder. �I�m sorry about your staff, my lord.�
Grakus shut his eyes, a grumble in a heavy sigh. �They shouldn�t have disobeyed me.�
He looked down at the king�s body. Killing was a waste, and Grakus rarely found satisfaction in it. Destroying life outright was no victory. But watching the blood pour out of the king�s skull hypnotized him. He broke from it. He couldn�t afford the distraction.
He took the pain into the depths of his mind, lit by the fires of a great forge. He remembered what the witch had said when she tried to comprehend those depths.
��Emptiness, to your fulfillment.�
And the pain began to change. Personal interests fell to greater ambitions. He made friends out of necessity. Having done so, he made them truly. He lost them, and now was filled with the very emptiness he wanted for the world. The pain had become the deepest satisfaction he ever knew. Everything was as it had to be. This set back was enough to annoy him. It didn�t have to hurt him. He smiled. The work could continue.
But before that, there was still Harold.
There was a decision to be made�one that had been on wait longer than any decision he ever had to make�the role Hephaestus was to have in this world. With full control of the virus as an added perk of Barnabas Vulcum�s estate, it was time for Grakus to find a quiet place and think.

ADRIAN

The evening sky was purple over the city�a beautiful view from the front steps of the Crown.
�My daughter is fond of you.�
Adrian stood with his hands in his pockets, his arms stiff, his hips against the railing. �I know.�
It was another chilly night.
�I don�t know what your feelings are,� Angela�s father crossed his arms, looking out at the view. �But I owe it to her to give her what she wants� and you don�t seem in any rush to hurt her.�
Avoiding eye contact, Adrian muttered back, �I can�t stay here.�
�Yes, she told me about all that,� Aden Mesa pulled a cigarette out of his lab coat, lit it. �I love nights like these, when the air reminds you autumn�s coming,� he glanced at Adrian. �You can smell it.�
Adrian kept his gaze into the purple horizon over the lit homes on the outskirts of the city. It was beautiful.
�So anyway, yeah,� Mesa drew a shallow breath with the cigarette, exhaled slowly. �Revenge. Or justice, whatever you want to call it. That�s your concern. I have no right to deny you. All I can do is offer something better.� He flicked the cigarette away. �I�m be retiring soon. Angela doesn�t want the job. If you stay here with her, you can have it. You can rule Baltimore. With as much or as little help as you like.�
Adrian scoffed. Marrying Maggie Summers, befriending Morgan Veil, helping mom and dad build a prosperous new world� He was sick and tired of presumptuous anticipations. He turned a spiteful eye to him. �What kind of leader hands his people to a man he doesn�t know?�
�Angela knows you,� said the doctor. �And I trust her. She has her mother�s sense of scrutiny. Being good is all it really takes to manage this city. You�ve got advisers for everything else.�
Adrian took his hip from the rail and faced Dr. Mesa. �I don�t know how I feel about your daughter either.� he turned his head to the east. �When the sun comes back up over that horizon, I�m leaving this city. I�m going home. I don�t know what I�ll do when I get there. See my parents, at least. Maybe I�ll bring them back here. Maybe I�ll stay. Maybe I�ll be killed.�
Worry and frustration were mixed in Mesa�s voice. �I can�t uphold the offer if you�re dead.�
Adrian nodded. �If I�m not back in a week, I won�t be back at all.�
�Will you let us check your car and supply you before you go?�
�Thank you.�
�I can give you bodyguards.�
�No, thank you.�
�Alright, well�� Mesa turned back to the building. �Everything will be ready for you by dawn. Good luck, Mr. Velys.�
Adrian leaned back against the railing and sighed. Angela was good to him. He owed her a lot. And then there was his child� but damn it, no�There were other things he had to do. Maybe when he was done with them, he�d take care of his obligations here. And if he died, his obligations were over. That�s it. Do what he had to do or die. There was no over-thinking it.
He ran his cold hand along the back of his neck as he walked into the Crown, through its dimly-lit, empty halls. It was amazing how desolate this place became at night. Every once in a while, someone would pass, usually with a jacket and empty lunch container, headed for the door. Adrian had found himself near what looked like a check-in counter. A nurse sprinted toward him, brushing her hair along the way.
�Hi are you busy?� The words came out of her so fast he hardly understood her.
�I� not really��
�Thank God.� The nurse took keys out of her pocket, threw them on a tray of food on the counter, grabbed the tray and shoved it against him. �I have to leave early�I need you to take this tray up that elevator to room one-thirteen. You don�t have to feed him, just put the tray next to his bed and the night nurse will do it. Thanks!�
�Wait,� said Adrian. She didn�t stop. �Feed who?�
�Don�t worry about that,� the nurse called back, her attention on her watch. �Thanks again!�
��Okay then.� Adrian took the tray. Suddenly, he was glad he spent so much time in the massive elevator with Angela earlier, or he wouldn�t have learned how they worked. He walked in, hit a button and the doors shut. When they opened, he was somewhere else. He looked around. Another empty hallway. The room across from him was one hundred. He followed the hall to one-thirteen. The nurse didn�t tell him which key to use, and the labels were weird. He went through every key and none of them worked. He went through them again, trying each one upside-down. Nothing. He cursed.
�It�s the black one,� he heard a voice call. �Turn it left and to the right.�
Adrian did as the voice instructed, and the door was opened. It was a small room that smelled like pine needles. There was a window with a nice view. A large television. A bookshelf. A single bed. A man with glasses. He was very old.
�I�m sorry I woke you,� Adrian set the tray gently next to a stack of books on the old man�s night stand.
The old man grinned. �I�m not resting for the triathlon.�
�What?�
�Never mind. What�s your name?�
�Uh, Adrian.�
�Hm.� the old man looked ponderously at the ceiling. �What�s your real name?�
Adrian looked shyly down. ��Adam.�
�Ah,� the old man took his glasses off and set them on his books. �I�m Martin.� He grabbed some of the food and started eating. �I can eat on my own just fine, by the way, in case the nurses told you different. I just like when they hover over me.� The old man waved his hands over his chest to simulate big breasts.
Adrian laughed, looked around the room. �So� you probably remember the world� before there were seven cities?�
Martin popped an apple slice into his mouth. �I knew the world before the virus.�
Adrian looked at the old man, eyes wide. �You must know everything.�
Martin laughed. �Because I�m old?� He took a sugar-shaker out from under his pillow and sprinkled a blanket onto his cup o� fruit. �Humanity is old, Adam, what has it learned? Me, I�m just as dumb as you are.�
�How old are you?�
Martin pointed at the numbers on his door. Adrian turned. 113. He turned back to Martin. �What was it like in those days?�
�Oh, very different�� said Martin as he ate. ��Or so I used to think. If you could catch a glance at it, you might agree. But the more I think about it, all the differences become mundane.� He set his spoon down into the cup, laid back, his hands over his stomach. �To be honest with you, young man, the world hasn�t changed much. There�s evil in the shadows to be sure; but mostly, people just don�t know how to understand each other, and don�t find it important to learn. People aren�t evil as a whole, they�re just a little dumb.�
Adrian nodded. �Sometimes I wonder how different things would be if just a few people were stopped��
�Not much,� said Martin. �We�re not living in a crisis. We�re living in an era; just like the ancient, the modern, the post-modern� the apocalypse. Man was bound for this age as he was bound for every other. And now it�s time to make a choice: learn, or die. No over-thinking it.� He pointed at Adrian. �Your generation finds itself with the burdensome opportunity to bring redemption to mine.�
Adrian looked at the door. �You can�t force people to change.�
�You�ve seen the world, Adam.� Martin cocked his head at the window. �Take another look at it. What you see, it isn�t choice. It�s anger and greed. It�s fear, loneliness, and uncertainty. These are the nature of the body. It only takes one good man to reveal to them the nature of the soul. It�s been given to us before. But we�ve forgotten. I sense good in you.�
�Well,� Adrian started for the door. �I�ve got my own anger to deal with.�
�I can sense that too,� Martin set his head back on the pillow. �It�s okay to be angry. It doesn�t make you bad. But everything will make you angry sometimes. Even yourself. You can�t destroy it all.�
�I guess not,� Adrian sighed. �Well, I�ve got a lot waiting for me tomorrow. It�s been good talking to you, Martin. Maybe we�ll see each other again.�
Martin smiled. �I hope so.�
Adrian shut the door behind him, shoved his hands in his pocket and headed down the empty hall for the elevator, his footsteps echoing.
He was a nice old guy, thinking so highly of a man he�d never met. Maybe when Adrian was a hundred-and-whatever, he could sense things too. But now, he sensed Manhattan. First thing tomorrow, he�d be on his way. He would say goodbye to no one. He would get in that car, and he�d be gone.

GRAKUS

He had decided.
The more he thought about it, the clearer it became. All he had to do was remember who he was�what he wanted. Whether in happiness or in misery, this world belongs to man. The sickness was a blasphemy. He wanted nothing to do with it. Why violate life? Grakus had a plan to turn life itself into a violation.
It was time to bring the reign of Hephaestus to an end.
He stood on the roof of Herb Tower at Rush University, where his new office was being built. It was the best view of Chicago there was. The skyline was probably even more majestic when his tower was still there� when this view belonged to Harold. Yes. This was where he used to stand. Right here. Grakus could feel the heavy footprints of Harold�s thoughts�when he would watch the city and sort through his troubles.
He could also feel the virus, as though it were bowing at the base of the tower, awaiting his command.
Grakus closed his eyes and took a deep breath of fresh night air. It soothed his throat and filled his lungs. He turned his head up and opened his eyes to the stars, which were clearer in this part of town. He meditated, brought himself into communion with the virus. It was like realizing you had an extra arm, except it wasn�t attached to you, but sitting on a desk in a house across the street. Grakus had many arms, and some of them were very far away. His awareness reached across the city, across the state, across America. His nerves brought life into these dormant limbs, and he felt their response. He flexed them, felt around with them.
They were everywhere, thirsting for the sound of his thoughts.
Hephaestus� His mind was clear in this communion. From the moment of your creation, you have helped to show man how weak he is. Now, he is where he needs to be, your task fulfilled. And mine begins. One more brief assignment, and your suffering shall end. He placed a beacon in his message, and all of those to whom he spoke could feel this assignment he was giving them. Gather yourselves into a great host and march.
Grakus receded from his trance, let the city and the sky fill his vision again, let his plans for the future fill his thoughts.
All at once, he could feel his unseen limbs begin to move.

HAROLD

He stood in a control tower overlooking the airfields of Eglin. Peaceful. More than half its occupants were gone. The half remaining were mostly recruits. There were a few twinkling lights awaiting their return through the starlit sky. All other lights were out. No noise. Most were sound asleep. The bars were empty, as were the casinos and the restaurants, the theaters and the strip clubs. The streets were bare. Even the air was still.
A small television was on the desk of switches and buttons to the right of him. The news was on. Harold ignored it in favor of the view. It relaxed him. Besides, he knew what the news of the day was. They were talking about the same thing since morning.
�The king is dead,� they proclaimed. �An attack on Chicago was stomped by the foresight of the host. The city�s military has been badly damaged, but is still more than enough to maintain order.�
And, of course, �The host did survive the siege.�
His eyes followed a golf cart across the runway. Late-night errand. Whoever was driving it would be in bed soon.
Harold forced himself to be friends with Don out of necessity. Having done this, he felt a genuine connection toward him. He felt like there were people out there like him, like it was okay to be the way he was. Now, he was gone, and Harold felt anger�something he hadn�t felt in many years.
An election would be held for Don�s replacement. Most of the respected figureheads were either too old or had been killed in Chicago. And Eglin knew that Don had favored Harold. They also had heard the often exaggerated stories of Harold�s intellectual slaughter of some of the base�s smartest men.
Harold cared little for any of this. He had come here for a reason. That reason had expired. Masterson failed. It was time to move on, as there had been a time to move on from Rush. Eglin was useless to him now. He opened a window and sighed.
Almost useless.
He had one more plan. A last resort. In a way, he hoped it wouldn�t work�that circumstances would force him to think up something else. But there was nothing else, not unless he was prepared to settle for anything less than the death of Grakus. He couldn�t settle.
Even if he could, he couldn�t help but feel that this was becoming personal.

HEPHAESTUS

About a hundred miles into Colorado from Utah, there was a building surrounded by tents. It once belonged to tribals. Now it stunk of their bodies. On the second floor, where the smell was at its worst, there was a door boarded up. It had been so since before the tribals there died.
From the inside, this boarded door popped open, flung against the wall. A desperate man ran forward, through the narrow hall, down the stairs and out the door. There was a place he had to go, a thing he had to do there. And he knew he was not alone. No thought aside from these was on his mind.
In her father�s field outside Los Angeles, a girl of six was clumsily reaching for Luna moths well past her bedtime. The night was inviting and her attraction to the gorgeous insects was irresistible.
So captivated was she by one particularly radiant pair of wings that she didn�t notice the man running at her. She found herself thrown to the ground. The man had stumbled, kept running. She rose, a scrape on her knee. She watched the man go. He was dark, and sounded angry. And sick. She turned from where the man had come. Many more like him were running toward her�more than she could count with her fingers. They were running fast.
She came back to the ground and covered her head. The moth she was seeking landed on her knee as the men passed. None of them tripped over her. She stood once again when they had gone. They were in a real hurry.
In the Mojave Desert, a mercenary scout was pissing on a cactus outside his tent. He looked across a basin. He saw them. He cut his streamline short and grabbed his friends, who loaded their guns as they joined him to watch a thousand zombies sweep across the desert.
Skylord Mesa was in his office when he got reports of hostiles on the move just outside Baltimore. It was Antilife. According to the reports, they attacked no one, just traveled southwest.
Mesa gave the order to shoot on sight.
News stations from East Eye to California Broadcast gave reports that very night on the sightings by traders, soldiers, mercenaries and farmers. Family members, friends and neighbors watching the news this late awoke one another to warn them. The aspect of Hephaestus that the cities had either forgotten or was shielded from by ignorance was now on every television in the country. America was confused. And afraid.
Every one of the tens of thousands of Antilife zombies traveling across the country could feel one another. They were one body. With one purpose.
Eglin.

ADRIAN

He wasn�t out of Baltimore as early as he had planned. But then he should have realized Angela�s father would stall the work on his car for a second chance at persuading him to stay. Like father like daughter.
As bitter as he grew the closer to his destination he became, Adrian couldn�t help but reflect on everything he�d seen in the world outside the street he grew up on: forests, plains, rivers�how the sun and starlight each complemented them in their own way. Even the empty towns and cities had an appeal to the wandering eye.
He passed a sign on I-95. Manhattan was less than twenty miles away. He crossed a bridge over a small river. An interesting view�a layer of forest stretching for miles, metal towers rising high above them like roaming giants, carrying wires.
After a few miles, the trees grew sparse. A few miles more and they were refined only to places people allowed them to be. The road widened, the scene opened up and he could see far ahead. No sign of the city yet. He passed an airport on his left. On his right, he passed a row of cranes to a ship yard, but could hardly see any water through the bushes and docking equipment.
The highway rose as it became New Jersey Turnpike, crossing over a dirt yard of multicolored shipping crates. And in a perfect display on the eastern horizon, across miles of land and water, he saw it. Manhattan. Home. No other view of the city could have looked so intriguing as it did from here. It was like the architects designed the skyline from this very spot.
But the view only got better. The strip of trees to the right of him pushed the city in and out of sight, the skyline growing bigger with every flash of it he caught: across blue water and green grass, beneath massive clouds of gray and white.
The tree line ended by the time he merged from I-95 onto Pulaski Skyway. He was no longer cruising alongside a horizon spiked with towers. He was riding into it, the towers in whose shadow he was born and raised and nearly died. Bitterness and joy scrambled his mind and for a moment disoriented him. He turned to the passenger seat to see Angela�s reaction, and in the same moment remembered she wasn�t there. He looked back ahead.
He learned a lot from Angela. She helped him understand his feelings in several ways, and not always on purpose. Sometimes it was simply his attraction to her that synchronized his perspective. He loved Maggie as a friend. He loved his home as a place to begin. But his sense of belonging there�of marriage in a primitive ceremony, raising his sons and daughters under the authority of Morgan Veil, composing his will of a shack and a can of tuna fish to share among his children�had faded.
There was a time when his home and Maggie made him feel like he fulfilled his purpose. Angela and a new world had given him a new purpose. He started to regret leaving Baltimore so suddenly. He wondered if this was only because he had slept with her�
�Or if it was because his home had been tainted.
His foot pressed harder on the gas as he thought about the things Morgan�s government was doing to innocent people like his parents. The conversion of a society troubled enough as it was into an oppressive dictatorship. Now there were two Chicagos. And his family was stuck in the worst of them.
Pulaski Skyway became Lincoln Highway. He drove beneath a small strip of Jersey City�s moderately-sized buildings into Holland Tunnel. Dim lights flew by him. He passed a truck headed out. Probably traders.
He felt relief as he made it to the end, but that receded as he came to a stop at the gate. He realized only now that he had no excuse to get into the city, other than to tell the soldiers he was a farmer� then they�d ask him what he was doing out of Long Island� They�d probably just shoot him out of boredom as he thought of an answer. Well. If this is where his journey were to end, he hadn�t planned on getting very far anyway.
He emerged from the tunnel and the packed buildings stood tall and dark over him, blocking most of the sky as it was in Chicago. His car sat at the gate. No one was there. But he was afraid to proceed. Were the soldiers on lunch? Five minutes passed, and he let off the brake. The car went a few feet forward and he braked again, listened for a reaction. Nothing. He advanced a second time. Nothing. He drove slowly, merged into the city�s traffic. A feeling that he�d soon be pulled over lingered, but a few seconds in the city and there were other things to be concerned about.
There was more traffic in Manhattan than Adrian would have thought. Certainly more than Chicago. It was almost as crowded as Baltimore, except that the drivers were safer here. There were just as many people on the sidewalk here as in Chicago and Baltimore. But they were different here than both cities. They carried themselves straight, faces forward. Each walked at their own pace instead of the depressing crawl of Chicago and the irreversible rapids of Baltimore. Some of them were even smiling.
He ignored them, making made his way east. After a few wrong turns, he reached the Williamsburg Bridge. As he exited onto Long Island, One World Trade Center stuck stubbornly in the center of his rear-view mirror. He tore it from the windshield.
All he needed was to get to the LIM. From there, he could find his way home. He searched the streets of Queens. He needed to find someone who looked as miserable as he did. Children playing by a fire-hydrant� cheery man selling hot dogs� people having a lively discussion at a bus stop�
Finally�lonely woman with frizzled hair smoking a cigarette on her stoop.
Adrian stopped his car in front of her house and stepped out. �Pardon, ma�am. I�m lost.�
The woman exhaled a small cloud. She wasn�t at all concerned that a man she didn�t know was walking across her property to her. She almost seemed inviting. �You�re not the only one, kid,� she said.
Adrian stopped and looked around. Her building was structured similarly to his when he lived here. He couldn�t have been far. �I�m looking for the LIM.�
The woman snickered as she put the cigarette to her mouth. �Last time I went there, I got raped over a can of tuna� but times were different then.�
Adrian put his hands in his pockets, shifted his weight to the right leg. �What do you mean?�
�I mean a pack of clerks carried me into the bathroom and took turns putting their members inside me because I tried to steal a bit of food I didn�t have the whole of two dollars to afford.�
�I�m sorry,� said Adrian. �But I mean� what do you mean times were different?�
�I guess you�re not from Long Island,� the woman killed her cigarette on the stoop. �Used to be a different place. People didn�t smile like they do now. Starvation�ll do that to you, I guess. And the LIM was a place of fear for the people forced to go there.�
�What happened?�
�Morgan Veil happened,� the woman turned her head to the tower over the distant skyline. �He changed things for us. Cared for us. It�s said his approval rating is even higher than Mesa�s in Baltimore. Of course, things were always going well for the city itself. Except for the rebellion. They had no choice but to embrace him, and loved him when they did. Economic success�ll do that.�
Adrian didn�t notice his head turned. It just did. And his vision was fixed on the tower she was looking at. He clenched his teeth so tight his jaw went numb. He felt his upper lip shake.
�So are you here to stay, or just getting some trading done?�
He looked back at her. �If times are so good, why do you seem so down?�
�Being a single mom in any society aint easy,� she replied. �I�m hungry every night but my kids aren�t. And we�re alive. And I don�t have to live in fear to keep it that way. Considering the way things used to be, that�s enough for me. But I still get tired.�
Adrian reached into his bag. He took out Morgan�s tuna can, handed it to her.
She smiled. �You�re alright, kid. The LIM�s less than half-a-mile east of here. Take that road. Keep left.�
No words came to Adrian�s throat, nor a smile to his lips. He nodded and turned. Got in his car. Started off again.
He stopped when he came to the LIM. He only recognized it because he recognized the area. It was busier, more colorful. Happier. The people who shopped there, faces he recognized, were clean, smiling, and dressed with new clothes. They looked as though they were from the city. They had forgotten their despair, forgotten their abuse, forgotten their anger. Like rats. He spent almost an hour just watching them. He sped off. It should have been a clear path back home.
But nothing in this city was clear anymore.
When he was close to home, or should have been, he came to a stretch of farmland he never saw in his life. Right on the path from his home to the LIM. In fact, the field seemed so big that it went past his home, surrounding it. Adrian spent an hour circling it in frustration. It should have been here. Neither the street nor any place near it showed up. In the center of the great field were a few buildings. Maybe someone there would know what was going on.
He took a dirt road to the buildings, after taking another half-hour to find it. There were many people working: watering, planting, tilling. The farm was new and well-built. An old man sat on the porch, fanning himself, overseeing the work.
Adrian stopped his car in front of the home. He started up the path toward the man.
The old man saw him and stared. He rose slowly from his chair. He put his hand over his heart. He fell to his knees.
Adrian came faster to the man. He knelt and asked him if he was alright. The man�s face turned up to him. It was his father. He looked like he had aged ten years. And he looked like he was dying.
�Dad�� Adrian grabbed his father�s face, tears in his eyes. �Daddy, are you okay?�
His father started to shake. His face jolted around like he were being electrocuted. His eyes rolled back. He lay unconscious on the porch. Still breathing. Still shaking.
Adrian started to panic, but stopped. That�s not what Angela would have done. He felt for a pulse. It seemed normal.
A Hispanic worker knelt beside them, looked dad over.
�Is he dying?� said Adrian.
�Not today,� said the worker. �But he needs a doctor. There�s a hospital nearby��
�Fuck that,� said Adrian. Dad was getting real doctors. He lifted his father and rushed him into the back seat of his car. Some of the workers looked on, curious. Some of them asked if the old man was alright. Adrian answered none of them. He hit the gas and spun around, shooting out of the field back onto the street.
He was going back to Baltimore.

MORGAN

Yankee Stadium hadn�t been used professionally in over fifty years. Through most of that time the stadium had been maintained by young volunteers and by the schools. They maintained it well. Its image today matched the photography taken during the days of peanuts and crackerjacks. It inspired Morgan to breathe life back into sports. Every seat in this arena was filled almost daily to watch teams from different neighborhoods play baseball and softball, to watch actors perform, to watch ceremonies for the honorable. If Jets Stadium were closer to the city, he would have brought football back as well. In time, perhaps.
All the seats were filled today. Not for baseball, not for a show. Not for an honorable man. Everyone who mourned the death of a loved one to the revolt that put Morgan Veil in power was here this afternoon. And many more aside from that. More people than he had ever seen assembled.
Before the speech, a ceremony was held, wherein all the names of those lost in the revolt�on both sides�were said aloud by volunteers and families of the fallen. This was followed by further traditional rites: soldiers calling out, firing rounds into the air. Prayer.
Morgan looked down at his speech. He grimaced as he said the words in his mind. It was filled with lines like �my faithful and devoted leadership,� and �my loving people,� and �my humble apology.� He stared at it while the names of the dead filled the stadium. The resonance disoriented him. He thought he might be sick. It went on for so long, and so coldly, like the list were some inventory charter. When all the names were spent, a final prayer was shared by cloths of different faith, and suddenly the attention was on the skylord.
Trying to keep his head as far down as possible, Morgan looked up at the countless people before him, knowing that there were just as many behind. They all looked back in silence. He looked to the giant screens above them. They were filled with the face he was trying to hide. He looked down at the speech prepared for him. He flipped it over. He held the podium and leaned into the microphone.
�All my life�� His voice echoed. �All I wanted was revenge.� His hands migrated restlessly from the edge of the podium to the center, back to the edge. �I was angry at the way people were treated� and even angrier at them for not fighting back. The way I saw it, everyone was either a tyrant or a coward. There was no one in the world I could befriend or respect. My cowardice drove me to hate myself more than anyone. Letting the world degrade me, abuse me, take everything from me. And doing nothing. When I did fight back, when I stood up to the government, I hated myself even more.�
He breathed more steadily. The air passed smoothly through his nostrils. He could smell the grass.
�I killed people, murdered people. And I had the chance to stop it earlier. To negotiate. To bring peace with fairness to the people I was fighting for. But I kept killing. Because I couldn�t stop hating.�
He could no longer understand these feelings he explained. They were far from him now.
�I am a coward. And a murderer. Every name you heard spoken just now, they were spoken because of me. No outcome makes that worth it. Standing before you today, giving this confession, is the only thing I�ve ever done that makes me feel something other than resentment.� A tear came down his eye. He took a moment. He kept his voice as steady as he could. �I�m asking you, especially those who see me for the angry child that I was, to give me a second chance. I can�t give you back the husbands and fathers and sons I took from you. But I can give your children a better world. I know there are those who will always despise me, who realize I don�t deserve dominion over this city� who wish that I was dead. I understand. And all I can say is that I�m sorry. I can do better. If you allow it, we will build the perfect world together. To those I hurt�� He lifted his face straight toward the people. �Please forgive me.�
Morgan let his head fall once again. Quiet as it was for so many people to have been before he spoke, it was even quieter now. Like the stadium was empty. A wind passed through, but he couldn�t feel it. He could only hear it, hitting the stands from one side to the other. It grew louder. Morgan looked up. It wasn�t the wind. It was the sound of fifty thousand people rising from their seats. They started to cheer.
Morgan stepped back from the podium, looking around the stadium. His fear of them was gone. He realized how pure they were, how fragile they were. He didn�t have to blame them anymore. He didn�t have to be angry. All the responsibility was his, but it wasn�t a burden. He was in control now. He was clear.
Troy grabbed his shoulder and shook his hand. He called over the noise of the crowd. �Jacques may be offended you didn�t use his speech.�
�Has Jacques been paid?� Morgan spoke calmly in spite of the noise.
�Yeah.�
�Good.�
Maggie ran to him. He had told her not to show him too much affection in front of the people. He belonged to them. She grabbed his face and told him how proud she was. She hugged him. The forgiveness was complete.

HAROLD

Paranoia. An interesting topic. A far more interesting experience. He hadn�t the fortune to study it firsthand since his early twenties. Now it was back. Just as straining as in those dark years of contention to control his own mind. But this time, there was a tangible cause for it: the media.
It started with a glance�the most wretched bouts of paranoia always started with something small and sometimes completely unrelated. It was the television. The news was still playing clips from the Chicago battle. One camera had gotten a close shot at one of the jets. Harold thought he saw a Russian symbol on it. Curiously, he waited for the slow-motion replay. He was wrong. That was when a sudden notion came to Harold�s mind like a shrill voice demanding his attention. The Eglin insignia could easily have been on any one of Don�s machines. The Eglin insignia was an outline of Florida State with a God damn cross hair over Eglin�s location.
Harold took a DVD from his desk and recorded hours of news footage. Then he watched it while he kept an eye on the news that was still playing. He paused and rewound. He put his eye against the screen, studied every frame. He took the disc to a computer and analyzed it, expanding and adjusting countless images. He couldn�t find the insignia. But there were many vehicles the cameras didn�t catch� and there were the survivors.
No. Every man Don took with him were the hardest he had. Even if every single one of them didn�t die fighting, they wouldn�t tell Grakus a thing. No matter how creative Chicago�s persuasion department had grown� and it was art to begin with. What did they call that place� The Kid�s Table? Yeah. The doctors there were good. Surely Grakus made them even better. The hardest man alive didn�t stand a chance against them. And even if Don wasn�t stupid enough to leave a map on all his hardware, he certainly was arrogant enough. Damn. Once again, Harold would have to relocate soon. Once again, because of Grakus.
But on a positive note, his project was finished. It wasn�t hard work, just time-consuming and tedious. He had hooked the product�virus, cure, whatever men with doctorates would call it�into the sprinkler system. Don had always made sure they were in working order.
Harold walked out onto the porch of his lab. A triangular crossing of runways lay before him. A little bit of forest after that, and the fence rising high beyond that.
Captain Dicks was walking toward him from a plane that just landed down the runway. He was half a mile away, but looking straight at him.
Harold grunted. He hated Captain Dicks. He never bothered to remember his real name. The captain knew Harold saw him. He was expecting Harold to stay in place as he made his long, awkward approach. Harold did stay, but only for the air. He needed at least an hour of it for every sixteen in a lab, preferably with a view. He leaned on a support for the overhang and kept his eyes on the trees and the fence.
The captain came onto the lawn and stopped. �Could you come down off the porch for me please?� He spoke with monotonous authority.
Harold replied in kind. �Fuck an ant hill.� He didn�t even look at the captain.
�The rookies may like you, Del Meethia, but I�m still the ranking officer until a real leader�s elected. Now step off that porch.�
Harold�s answer was the same as before. Except he looked at him this time.
The captain folded his arms. Poor thing. He couldn�t even scare a nerd. �We just got word you want to leave.�
�A chopper would be nice,� Harold listened to the distant gunshots of target practice on the east side of the base. �A fast one, please.� Out of the corner of his eye, he could see how hard the captain tried to look firm and motionless on the lawn. He felt a twitch in his ear as target practice started up on the west side of the base as well. He turned to the captain. �I should think the news would have made you just a little happy, no?�
�Half this base just sacrificed their lives fighting your battle, scientist.�
�Yes,� Harold chuckled loudly. It was all for him. He wasn�t going to argue with the captain. But he was going to piss him off. �And they lost.�
Standing still looked like it was becoming increasingly difficult for the captain. �You can�t be that heartless. Our commander respected you.�
�I�ve done worse to people I liked more.�
The gunfire was getting louder.
Harold watched with accomplishment as the captain�s face turned red. Yet he still held stubbornly to his attempt at a solid posture. He said nothing. He may have been about to, but a young merc came running across the runway toward them. Really young. Twenty at the oldest. �Sirs!� He called, panting. �We�re under attack!�
�Then why aren�t you at the fence?� said Dicks. �And stand straight when you address your captain.�
The merc stood straight and shook his head. �There were just too many of them sir. They came up the fence so quickly and we couldn�t slow them down.�
Harold squinted. He was too far to make out an individual, but there were definitely people climbing the fence. Many people. Grakus was faster than Harold thought. But why send people up the fence? Chicago had the hardware to deteriorate that thing and half the base in minutes. His mind and body paused as he considered another possibility. He turned to the young merc. �What did these people look like?�
�Like civilians, sir,� said the merc. �But� they were black. I mean, like literally black. Like bruised. Black eyes. Just screaming.�
The captain turned to Harold. �It�s Antilife. Isn�t it?�
Harold looked down. The zombies hadn�t organized to siege an entire community since Kansas City. And that was because Barnabas controlled them. Now Grakus did. There may well have stood every single Antilife zombie right outside of Eglin. A hoard like that would stretch over a mile out from the fence in every direction. And they were getting in.
Dicks no longer sounded so authoritative. He looked to Harold. �What do we do?�
Harold snapped his head to the captain. �I want you to get every soldier into groups. Tell them to barricade themselves indoors with as much ammunition as they can find. They are not to engage the enemy except to defend themselves. When you�re done, find me at the heliport and bring a chopper pilot. Do you understand me?�
The captain whipped out a radio and forwarded Harold�s instructions to the lieutenants�most of whom were newly-appointed.
Harold ran across the runways to the triangular space in the center, where Don had designed and built a matching heliport that took up nearly all the space. The fence darkened as the hoard came over the top and down.
Choppers started spinning and lifting off. They flew over Harold as he climbed the stairs to the triangular-shaped, stadium-sized port. Five choppers were off. Two remained. Harold told the hundred-something port guards to take their choppers to the edge of the base and shoot anything that wasn�t a merc. �You�ll know what I mean in a second.� The choppers headed toward the fence, but stopped half-way to fire into the forest. There was a barracks in that area.
Further down the tree line, where the forest opened up into that barracks, Harold saw people charging out onto the runways. They weren�t mercs. The choppers followed them, missiles flying out like carelessly-thrown footballs, pounding craters into the concrete. Wads of the hoard were vaporized but there were so many more. And they were scattering. Some were going toward the buildings�the training centers, the housing complexes, the offices and the recreation zones. Many were headed for the heliport.
The guards surrounding Harold leaned their rifles on the railing and took aim.
�Fire slowly,� said Harold. �Concentrate.�
The men obeyed. The advancing line was slowed, but barely.
An armored car plowed its way through the hoard on its way to the heliport. It had just enough time to block the staircase before the black abyss surrounded it.
Captain Dicks and a pilot rose from the hatch and jumped onto the stairs.
�Hold fire!� Harold called to the guards. �Shoot any of them that get up the stairs. If you run out of ammo, hide in the chopper. They�ll all be dead within a few days. Hold out. The others are doing the same. Be safe.� He followed Dicks and the pilot into one of the two remaining choppers on the port.
�Will they really be safe?� said Dicks as he took his seat.
�Not all of them,� Harold shut the door and tapped the pilot�s shoulder. �Let�s go!�
The chopper lifted. Dicks secured his seat belt, scowling at Harold. �You don�t care what happens to them, do you?�
�You do,� said Harold. �So just keep doing as I say.� He looked out the window as the chopper flew over the masses of Antilife. They inhabited every square yard of walking room. He looked hard, seeing none of the creatures with swine heads. He faced forward when the base and the hoard were behind them. He looked to the captain. �How much fuel do we have?�
The captain looked back at him, defiance on his face. �Enough.�
The paranoia hadn�t gone away. It adapted to the relief of his escape and evolved. Harold had made it safely out of Eglin with his research and his life. Grakus had lost him once again. But Grakus had research of his own. He had control of the Hephaestus virus. Hephaestus would be gone in a few days. But of what else, aside from the servitude of an entire city, had Grakus taken control?
�Where are we headed?� the pilot called back.
Harold brought his feet up and rested his head on a parachute, preparing himself for a long flight, and another uncomfortable situation. �Seattle.�

ADRIAN

He sat on the top step of the foundation of the Crown. The sun was setting to the right of him, illuminating that side of his body as his forehead rested on his arm. Afraid as he was, the gratitude was overwhelming. He didn�t care what Aden Mesa�s motivations were�thank God for him. Thank God for all of them.
He had sped onto the sidewalk over an hour ago. His bumper smashed against the stairs. He carried his father in his arms as he climbed, screamed for a doctor over the crowd of people passing up and down. Doctor Mesa happened to be having a cigarette at the time. He threw it to the ground when he heard Adrian�s voice, ran down to him, helped him carry his father up to the building. A stretcher arrived and his father was rushed away, Doctor Mesa following to oversee his treatment. Adrian was alone. He walked outside again to think, and hadn�t moved since.
So much was on his mind. But for once in a long time, Morgan Veil was not. Adrian was worried about his friends in the building he grew up in�a building that was no longer there. He was worried about his mother. He was worried about Maggie. He was about to lose his dad.
�Sweetie,� a hand came down on his shoulder.
He turned. A black woman wearing white was behind him. He stood.
�You�re the young man who brought his father in, is that right, honey?�
Adrian nodded. �Yes, ma�am� Is my father gone?�
The nurse put her hand back on his shoulder. �Your father had a stroke today. But the doctor says he�s going to be just fine.�
Adrian felt the breath escape him, nearly fainted.
�Oh, honey.� The woman hugged him.
�Can I see him?�
�Doctor Mesa said you can, but only for a moment. Your father needs a lot of rest. And don�t excite him when you see him. And don�t be alarmed by his speech. He can�t talk so well, but that�ll get better with time.�
�I�ll be there soon,� said Adrian. �Thank you.�
�Of course, honey.� The nurse walked back into the building.
Adrian turned again to the suburbs and the water, all stretched to a great distance before the Crown. He closed his eyes, covered his mouth, breathing deeply. He would get everyone else out of Manhattan and bring them here. Even if he had to make a trip for everyone. He caught his breath and turned back to the Crown. Another woman was in his way.
He stopped, looked down, the sun blinding his left eye. No one else was on the foundation of the Crown that evening. Just Adrian. And this woman.
�I�m sorry I left so quickly,� he said.
�Well,� Angela shrugged. �You came back quickly.�
He lifted his head, squinting in the light. �I missed you.�
Angela�s usually vigilant eyes came loose as they looked into his. �Really?�
�Are you really pregnant?�
Angela nodded. �And I�m really keeping it. This world needs more men like you.�
Adrian looked back down with a half-smile. �And if we have a little woman?�
Angela smiled back. �We could always try again.�
They stood facing each other silently for some minutes, but it wasn�t awkward. He was comfortable to stand in her presence, to be watched by her. The sun fell behind some clouds over the horizon, probably not to be seen again until morning. Adrian could look with both eyes now.
�Are you gonna see your father?� she asked.
�Will you come with me?�
Angela cupped her breasts. �The nurse said not to excite him.�
Adrian couldn�t hold his snicker back. He pushed her as he passed her. �You bitch.�
She took his hand and guided him through the great hospital. He held it tight. Visiting hours were over, as were public appointments�dental cleanings, checkups, elective surgery, audience with the council. The Crown was relaxed. What doctors and nurses remained traversed the halls at leisure. No emergencies tonight. They made it to his father�s room in minutes.
The nurse was sitting on a bench by the door. �Go right in, honey.�
The room was similar to 113 on the second floor. It was luxurious, and the television set was even bigger than Martin�s.
Angela stood back as Adrian approached the bed. He sat by his father, who turned his head slowly, reached for him. Adrian leaned forward. Dad put his hands around his son�s neck and kissed his forehead. �I thought you were an Angel to take me away.� He could barely speak, couldn�t pronounce certain letters.
�We�re alive, dad,� Adrian kept his head close to dad�s.
�Where have you been?� Dad let his head fall back into the pillow.
�Chicago,� Adrian was smiling.
Dad looked concerned. �Did they hurt you?�
�No. I had a friend. I almost died again and again but I made it. Did they tell you where you are?�
Dad nodded. �Baltimore� only the best from my boy.�
�I�ll get you back to mom as soon as you�re better.�
Dad froze, stared at Adrian like he had just said something very hurtful.
�How is mom?�
�Oh God, Adrian�� dad covered his face. �We thought you were dead.�
�I�m not dead, Dad. I�m gonna go back and tell mom. I�ll bring her here. Is she holding up okay?�
�My boy�� dad was panting. �After we thought� you were killed�� a tear came down his weathered cheek. ��Mommy got sick.�
Before he even comprehended what this meant, Adrian saw his mother in his mind. She was laughing at the dinner table with her friends. Why that memory in particular was the one in his mind when his father told him she was dead, he would never figure out. He just stared blankly into his father�s eyes.
Dad reached up and hugged Adrian again, crying into his shoulder. �She�s gone, Adam� Mom�s in heaven��
Doctor Mesa walked in then, distressed at his patient�s excitement. �I�m afraid we have to cut this short. Your father needs to rest.�
The nurse took Adrian by his arm. His eyes remained in a hypnotized stare at his father as he was escorted out to the hall. He only remembered Angela was with him when she put her hands on his shoulder, trying to release him from the trance.
�Adrian�� she said, then waited. She was prepared to catch him if he fell.
But he didn�t fall. He put his hands to his head. His breathing quickened until he was heaving desperately. Angela stayed close, but left him space. The room was swelling. He needed something to hold on to. He grabbed her. She held him, stroked his head. He screamed into her shoulder. Rambling. He didn�t remember what he said. She said nothing, just listened to him� until Adrian said the only thing he did remember.
�I want revenge!� He called through a broken voice. �I wanna kill them all!�
�Shh, it�s okay,� Angela let her voice flow into his ear. �I will give you revenge.�

HAROLD

Mount Rainier. It was good to have a name for it. Post-apocalyptic education was almost as bad as it was before. No one kept any records. Thank God for the Wizard�s guide to Seattle.
Harold stood in the tower with the bag from Rush hanging from his shoulder. Two mercs were with him: the pilot with no personality and the captain who needed a new one. They looked through the violent opening of Alabaster�s tower at the mountains over the old city. When they had arrived, Alabaster had said he was taking a dump, and would be out in a minute. That was over an hour ago. But Harold didn�t mind, and he didn�t expect the others did either. The old man�s tower provided a far better view than the old man did anyway.
�How long does it take that cure to work?� Captain Dicks broke the silence and Harold�s enjoyment of the view.
Harold grunted softly. Dicks had been pestering him the entire way here. Miraculously, he had been silent for the hour in wait, probably out of discomfort. It surely would have been far too much to ask for another ten minutes. �I told you the base will be safe in a couple of days.�
�I think you said that just to shut me up.�
�It�s a sensible feeling,� Harold kept his eyes on the view, trying to at least pretend he was still enjoying it. �I would like you to shut up, after all.�
�So you were lying?�
Harold turned to the captain. �If I get what I want from this man we�ve come to see, I will do what I can for your base. Until then, if they followed my instructions, their chances are at their best. That is the best I can do. And if you can�t believe what I say, then stop asking me questions.�
Any response the captain may have had was held to silence by the wizard, who entered the room in laughter, applauding slowly. �I send you to the most powerful mercenary base in the world and days later they�re blasting the shit out of Chicago on national TV! A humiliated Chicago wipes the shit out of the base and look at you now�standing before me once again, ready for more!� He shook Harold�s hand fiercely. �In all seriousness, though, congratulations.�
�For what?� Harold grimaced. �The battle failed.�
Alabaster smiled. �You focus too much on what you aim to accomplish, Harry��
�Don�t call me Harry.�
��Not nearly enough on what you already have. I saw Grakus�s face as he spoke to the world of the attack. There was pain, Harold, on the face of a man I would never have thought could even feel pain. You accomplished that at no cost to you!�
Harold turned his attention outside again, and noticed just then that the posts on the brink for binding women was empty. The young lady who was there when Harold last visited was probably roaming the city as a broken byproduct of Alabaster�s hobbies.
Alabaster seemed to notice what Harold was looking at. �Are you going to teabag me with your lectures on everything I owe your disbanded university?�
�I don�t think I need to,� Harold stepped to the edge, set his bag down and folded his arms. �You know what this man is capable of. Maybe not as well as I do, but you know it�s in the best interest of your children that he be removed from power.�
Alabaster stood next to Harold. �Let us suppose, strictly speculating, that I were swayed by that lazy excuse for a call to arms� I just don�t see what I have left to offer you. But the confidence in your eyes contradicts my logic. And once again, you�ve left me curious.� He put a hand on Harold�s shoulder, leaned into him. �So what is it you had in mind?�
Harold paused. A part of him hoped the wizard would laugh in his face and throw him off the tower when he asked what he was about to ask. But everything that had gotten him this far was given to him by someone else. This was not the time to question good fortune. He�d beg if he had to, for this thing he didn�t want. He concentrated on the view. �I need you to make me a skylord.�
The wizard froze, then laughed louder than before. The floor vibrated with his hysterics. He threw his arms high. �Is there no end to the ambition of the great nerd!�
�If I can�t beat him with the mercenaries, a city will have to do,� said Harold. �Maybe I can convince the other cities to see him as a threat as well. Grakus wouldn�t stand a chance.�
Alabaster finished laughing. �Well, I�m sorry to shut down such an entertaining plan, but� I�m no longer the governor of the West.�
Harold felt a sting of disappointment in his chest. �Were you overthrown?�
�Christ, no,� Alabaster bellowed. �All this planning the destruction of Chicago seems to have taken your eyes from the news that matters. I�ve passed governorship to my daughter Karen. It took me forty years to convince her to take an interest to politics. Now the Mercado children are in complete, unshakable dictation of the West. Barnabas himself couldn�t give his family the power I�ve given mine. But then again, Barnabas didn�t have the will to drop his hatred and start a family, so forget I mentioned it. As for my children, I suppose I wouldn�t have any problems with your offering something they�d want more than a city. But even if there were something that compared, I doubt you have it.�
Harold hardly paid attention to a word Alabaster just said. He was thinking. He thought about the position of Alabaster�s family. And he thought about Captain Dicks, who was standing aside, angered by just about every syllable in this conversation.
He turned to the wizard. �Do you have a child who might be interested in inheriting Don Masterson�s kingdom?�

ADRIAN

There was joy across Baltimore when its people learned about the reuniting of Skylord Mesa with his daughter Angela. There was further celebration when he announced that she was soon to be married. There was sadness when the skylord went on to announce his resignation. He assured the people that the administrations and overall system he had worked nearly fifteen years to establish would keep the people happy no matter what man inherited his office.
The council and Aden Mesa spent hours trying to persuade Adrian, who now was skylord, to make a speech to the people. It finally ended when the former skylord said, �You�d be insulting them just to take their city and lock yourself in my office.�
Adrian grunted and begrudgingly agreed. But he had a condition: his speech, his name and his face were not to be known outside the city. Not until he was ready. Baltimore agreed. East Eye News would not receive the documentation. But the government couldn�t guarantee the audience wouldn�t disclose it. Adrian said that was fine.
Not wanting to speak had nothing to do with a fear of the crowd. Adrian loved speaking to people� at least he used to. Now, he didn�t like people at all anymore. They�d worship anybody.
Adrian stepped out from the hanging curtains and onto the stage to a cheering crowd of hypocrites.
He came to the podium. Some speech notes were waiting neatly for him. It took one word in the speech��indubitably��to make him crumble the damn thing into a ball. He threw it off the stage and clutched the podium like he owned it.
�Some people want to rule the world,� He held his head upward the entire time, never bringing his eyes below the back row. �But to me, the only thing about this world that�s worth the effort are the people right here. The people of Baltimore.�
He paused to let the people cheer.
�I�ve been to Chicago. All I can say is that the stories are true. In fact, they probably leave a lot out. Baltimore has the luxury of a thing called �family.� I had a taste for it in Manhattan. I lost the taste in Chicago. You�ll never find people gathered around a table for dinner in Chicago. Sons aren�t taught to be men, nor daughters women. The human body is an object of pleasure and pleasure is the only responsibility a person has. Fertile women are taken from their husbands and conscripted to regulated procreation. Orphans of all ages are marched to brothels for brief training and a lifetime of service. The ideas that glorify Baltimore are fostered by the support of friends and family. And by the love we have for our world. The only progression Chicago knows is living to another day. The love of self��survival,� as some would rather call it�is the only love its people ever learned.
�And Manhattan? Manhattan treats its shadowpastors no differently than Chicago treats its skytakers. You don�t know that because the media isn�t interested in Long Island. I grew up there. Our only place to go for food was run by men who rape old women for not walking fast enough, who execute young men for sneaking a single vegetable off the farms they work to feed their families. All this happened so that the skytakers could live comfortably.
�Do you think things changed because they have a new leader who says he made them better? Let me tell you something about Morgan Veil.� He evaded the podium and began to pace around the stage. His voice was more than enough to rend the microphone obsolete. �When the Manhattan rebellion began, it was in a market�the place where women were raped and little boys shot. Morgan Veil was not leading it. A man who wanted to end the market�s oppression was leading it. I was there when Morgan killed him, and took the revolt into his own hands. He tried to kill me. I escaped to Chicago and found no peace there. While I was gone� he killed my mother.�
He hesitated. The audience had gone so quiet that Adrian�s sniffle echoed clear across the room. He dried his eyes. He couldn�t think straight. It was like his mind had veered off the road into the air. It was the only time he brought his head down. Until he found his place, assessed his direction.
�He thinks I�m dead,� He brought his head back up. �He put a bullet right here.� He pressed his finger against his reddening forehead. �He�s done it to so many others. Young and old. And the skytakers love him because he keeps them fatter than his predecessor did. Because he sucks it out of Long Island, leaving the shadowpastors just enough to keep them laboring through the abuse and degradation.
�And he�s building an army. This you already know. His soldiers are more numerous than Baltimore and Pittsburgh combined. How long before he coerces nearby Pittsburgh for their resources?
�This is a spectacular city. Among your people, who know nothing of shadowpastors and skytakers, who live together without walls or borders, I have found a generosity like the world hasn�t known in many years. The time has come to share this prosperity with the world so that humanity can march toward a future worth living. Without fear, without bitterness, without war. I ask you, the last of the world�s pioneers�will you follow me?�
The audience applauded. Not with the same madness as those who followed the lords he just denounced, but it was a start. Just a little more time. Morgan would make a mistake before long. Adrian would be watching.
He exited the stage.

HAROLD

He went to the Wizard of Seattle a second time to be named skylord, and settled for a meeting with one.
�Darius loves soldiers!� Alabaster had said proudly of his son. �He�s been designing all sorts of weapons since he was five. He used to steal his sister�s toys to use as target practice for the pellet gun I got him. He was only seven. I didn�t even think about getting him anything real dangerous until he was twelve. He�s an aggressive leader. He does what needs to be done. I�m sure he won�t turn down the opportunity to lead Eglin��
After the wizard�s winded monologue about his gallant and noble warrior-child, Harold was hoping for another Don Masterson. Once again, Harold was reminded how useless expectations were. Don was a daddy-killer. Darius was a daddy�s boy. Thirty-seven years old but never lived a day past seventeen.
Darius�s walls were filled with guns and posters of guns and schematics of guns and posters of half-naked women holding guns. Harold watched him across the desk�leaning slightly to the left because the bong was in the way�as Darius slicked his hair back. It was America�s model of the typical mercenary. It must have been difficult trying to look Italian with blond hair.
Harold tried to be professional. �I don�t presume your love of guns comes from your father?�
�Nope,� said Darius. �But my love of pussy does.�
�Actually, I think that comes from Charles Darwin,� Harold took another look at the posters, a simultaneous sensation of hope and hopelessness in his gut. �But� anyway� I�m sure your father told you what I want.�
�My whole damn city!� Darius laughed. �You must have something real good to offer. Dad said it was a surprise. I�m curious!�
�Eglin Air Force Base.�
Darius went stiff, then gave Harold a skeptical look. �How?�
�The king is dead and I�m in charge now,� Harold crossed his legs. �I don�t care to explain it any further.�
Darius leaned back. �My sister tells me not to trust you.�
�Your sister is going by a statistic,� Harold smiled as warmly as he could. Word traveled fast in this family. �Most men shouldn�t trust me. You�re not one of them. I would never cross the son of the Wizard of Seattle.�
The office doors flung open. A woman in her twenties walked inside. She closed her robe when she saw Darius was not alone. �Sorry handsome. Didn�t realize you had company��
�Darla! Come in!�
Harold grunted as the woman skipped excitedly to the desk. She sat on it, facing Harold, her foot close to his knee. �Who�s this handsome guy? He looks so serious.�
�Distance, please,� Harold pushed her foot away with his finger. �I�m allergic to hepatitis.�
�Pucker up, buddy,� said Darius. �Give her a touch. Feel how smooth her skin is. Soon you�ll be offering me Eglin for just her.�
Harold rolled his eyes. He was an amusing man and Harold would have enjoyed him as a student, but there were many steps to go before he was teaching again. �You were talking about your sister?�
Darius laughed. �Karen� She�s even less fun than you are. Always looking out for her little brothers, though. She keeps up with things. Always has. Always nagging the old man, always with the questions. She knows all about your university. All the rest of us know is that you�re from one. She knows everything about you. She�s not the kind of woman a man like you would want to have to answer to.�
Harold wasn�t going to give a snappy comment to that. The statement intimidated him. It deserved respect. �If your sister has any sense, she feels the same way about Grakus. His battle with Eglin weakened him. If I have the backing of a city, better yet, the backing of the West, I can finish him. I�m prepared to offer you Eglin. I know what I�m getting in return. I won�t come bitching at you later because the job wasn�t what I expected. I don�t give a damn about the job. Do you want Eglin or not?�
Darius ran his tongue across his teeth, pondered. He looked at the whore for a second, smiled at her, pondered some more. He looked at Harold. �If I go there and find a crater, I will come back. And I�ll do more than bitch.�
�Oh no, it won�t be a crater,� Harold stood. �Worst-case scenario, everyone there will be dead. But everything will be intact: guns, artillery, vehicles, ammunition, aircraft, buildings. I assure you, no man ever built a better base.� He held out his hand. �Do we have an agreement, Lord Darius?�

GRAKUS

�Our top story for tonight: San Francisco skylord Darius Mercado, brother of the newly-made Western Governor, Karen Mercado, has stepped down from office. He is said to be headed to the East first thing tomorrow morning to become commander of Eglin Air Force Base�this following the attack on Chicago by rogue members of the same base. Lord Darius, who has vowed to restore order to the base, has been replaced as skylord by self-proclaimed �man of science� Harold Del Meethia. It is rumored that Lord Del Meethia plans to start a laboratory on vacant Alcatraz Island using secret research from an undisclosed organization. His coronation will be held tomorrow evening and will of course be covered by California Broadcast�your source for all news West.�
Three men, each in fine black suits, stood with their arms folded in a room lit only by the television. One of these men tapped the remote in his hand. The screen went black and so did the room.
He drew a satisfied breath. �So that�s what he looks like.�
�My lord,� said one of the men who stood behind him. �We have to assume Del Meethia will rally the others against us, having done so as easily as he did with Eglin.�
�We�re not ready for such a war!� came another voice from behind the host. �Even if we did recruit every able-bodied man in the city! Even if we could train them fast enough!�
Grakus continued his stare at the black television screen. In his mind, Harold�s face was stuck to it. He would have to solve this strategic problem soon. And he would. But right now, there were other things he wanted to think about.
�At least I finally have a face for my independent variable.�

THE TRIBES OF DESERET

Tribes throughout America spoke their own language, each one unique to its tribe. But there was one forbidden language used to communicate universally with other tribes. Only the highest-ranking tribals were allowed to study and use it. The language, of course, was English.
�If Cedar City is taken out, the mercs of Black Rock will no longer have the supply of luxuries keeping them in Deseret,� a sneaky elder said to a greedy one. �You�d be free to expand across the entire basin.�
The greedy elder wasn�t particularly fat, but his lethargy was an embarrassment. Sitting up was a chore for him. �If there is one more merc guarding the town than we calculated, my warriors would be stomped out. Then Black Rock will retaliate. I�d be defenseless.�
Children in the cities usually weren�t taught until a later age that the Founding of the Seven Cities was not a pleasant affair. There were many who ran from the mercenaries assigned to collect them. And there were many who fought for their right to embrace the apocalypse and live free of government. They left their decaying suburbs and took to isolated places across the country; bunkers, caves, warehouses, docks. These were the early tribes.
Over time, most of the old tribes faded, and new ones rose. None of them forgot their hatred for the civilized world, especially the mercs who would harvest them for the greed of the Failed Man. The skylords paid well for the apprehension of people into their cities, even forty years after the Founding. Most tribes in the east were wiped out by Eglin.
Circumstances were very different in the West, where the most powerful tribes reigned, laying claim to a region they called �Deseret.� Among these powerful tribes, the most powerful were the oldest�the ones that never faded, but grew stronger with the passing of time. There were eleven of them. Their leaders met frequently in a secret place they called �Beehive.� It was a dark conference room.
Today, they were discussing expansion. The sneaky elder saw an opportunity to further strengthen the tribes and drive the mercenaries out of Deseret. The greedy elder cared more for his own interests than the ambition most of his brethren shared.
�There is nothing in the basin worth the risk,� he said to the sneaky elder.
The sneaky elder was Evagrius, of the Eagle Mountain tribe. They were based out of a large bunker hidden beneath a private airport in a town of the same name, just east of Utah Lake. His tribe was the largest, though not the most powerful. It didn�t matter to him, though: his lands were surrounded by allies, and his ancestors worked hard to persuade the other tribes to gradually expand the borders of Deseret, while Eagle Mountain remained deep in the homeland, contributing little. The agenda was a family secret. But it was another thing Evagrius didn�t care so much about. Not anymore. It only made sense that the tribes closer to the border, with the more powerful warriors, be the ones to defend their land and attack their enemies. Secrets were no longer worth killing people over. Only land was.
�Surely I have something to appeal to you,� Evagrius said to the greedy elder, who sat across the table. He turned to one of his guards who was standing to the side. The guard took a large, block-shaped package out of a duffel bag. He gave it to Evagrius, who dropped it on the table.
The package immediately got the greedy elder�s attention. �Is that sugar?�
�One small package out of many,� said Evagrius. �Only recently, my tribe uncovered a cache in a factory. There are eighteen pallets, each with hundreds of these. I can have them delivered to Cedar Breaks immediately.�
The greedy elder made it look like he was deliberating, then accepted Evagrius�s deal.
But this meeting Evagrius held that day was not centered on the petty assault of some useless little town. It was centered on a larger undertaking, one that the tribes had hungered for since their beginning. They had to attain and secure every bit of land they could in preparation for their final mission: the extermination of the mercs. The surrender of the Western nation. The unity of Deseret.
�The era of the mercenary is over, my friends,� Evagrius announced. �They have become a squadron of lazy, love-sick teenagers. They don�t want to be out here anymore. They want to be in the cities. Where there is alcohol and women. And now that their king is dead, the world has seen that the mercenaries are no longer the rulers of the uncivilized world. All it will take are a few events, a few shocking losses by the mercs, and they will go into retreat. They will abandon the gun and go back to the cities. All those remaining will be slaughtered. Then we will attack the cities. We will destroy their crops, slaughter their livestock. They will scatter. They won�t survive in these lands. Man will have seen the failure of his governments and institutions. People say the apocalypse is past. I say the apocalypse is on its way.�

HAROLD

His coronation took him from the morning into late night. The cheering, the music, the smell of weird food mixed with perfume and cigarettes. He was carried around the city through crowds of people who took off from work to watch a car swing by. He rubbed his temples through the whole ride. Some adviser or whoever it was in the car with him incessantly called his attention to points of no interest, explaining histories, dousing him with information he would never use. He was taken to City Hall, where the biggest crowd was waiting to hear him speak. The last thing he wanted was to improvise a speech to all these idiots, but his writer�s incompetence left him no choice. He had to get these people on his side. What he produced on the spot was nothing overtly inspiring, but certainly better than the flowery bullshit they prepared for him.
The new skylord barely had the time to sleep away his migraine before he was thrown on a plane to Los Angeles. The Western powers�that is, the Mercado family�wanted to meet him in person.
Harold had studied the Mercados as diligently as he studied the Hephaestus virus. Roger Mercado, the oldest of his brothers, was skylord of Sacramento. Francis Mercado was skylord of Los Angeles. Both cities were managed well, albeit in very different ways. Organized crime, for example, was handled by Roger through marshal law; Francis by legalizing and taxing all narcotics. Each skylord received few complaints from within their cities, but heavy criticism from neighbors, most of all each other.
Critics of Lord Roger often compared his city to Chicago. But from what Harold read, Sacramento was nothing like Chicago. There were flying letters and numbers crossing stock exchanges, corporations advertising on massive signs above the streets, men in suits herding down every sidewalk to bolster an industrious economy. An intelligent and proud people.
The Los Angeles government resurrected Hollywood when Lord Francis took charge, reestablishing a massive entertainment industry that bestrode the West, leaking east. It was run mostly on privatized funding, but the government granted it massive subsidies and tax breaks.
Each citizen was free to live in whichever city suited them. As such, it was the conservatives who took to Sacramento, while the liberals gravitated toward Los Angeles.
Both Lords stood around a small table in Francis�s private library. Francis was flanked by two guards and his general. Roger had no guards. He stood alone, leaning on a shelf. Francis was hunched forward with his hands on the table, looking at some papers. Noticing Harold, he stood straight and faced him. Roger didn�t move. His head wasn�t facing Harold, but his eyes were.
�Skylord Del Meethia,� said Francis. He seemed just as unhappy to be there as Harold was. �Welcome.�
Francis Mercado looked like a movie star. Cosmetically muscular. Gelled-back hair. Sunglasses hanging on an unbuttoned collar.
Harold thanked him, set his bag on the table, looked around. �Do you actually read all these books?�
�I run a city, Del Meethia,� Francis gathered his papers, handed them to a guard. �My people are a little more important to me than books.�
Harold always despised that answer: �better things to do� in all its varying phraseologies. He used to get it all the time from his students. It seemed everyone had better things to do than the best things there were. Clearly, he had time to body-build. Would it have killed him to do some pushups over a dictionary?
He said, �I was just looking for the Mercado who inherited his father�s intellect. It wasn�t Darius. I guess it�s not you, either?�
The room was as dusty as he would have expected. Light from the high windows came down in clear trails, rivers of glimmering particles moving across them. He felt the pain of yesterday return to his temples.
Francis�s eyes narrowed. �Darius tells us you only want San Francisco for war against Chicago.�
Harold glanced at Lord Roger. Roger just stared back. Harold turned to Francis. �And were I born a Mercado� would it matter why I wanted it?�
Francis hesitated. He was considering how to respond. His general cut in. �The Mercados have already proven they do right by their people.�
�Really?� Harold was waiting for this. �Because I was sure one of them just sold his city for a couple tons of hardware.�
Francis�s general was Julian Shaw�his longest and closest adviser. Shaw represented his lord on many occasions, often showing up by surprise to meetings with the governor in Francis�s stead. Many major decisions affecting Los Angeles, including the mandate of unionization for all adult employees and the ban of religious expression in public, had been made by the city�s general. He was a short man with a wiry build, navy blue fatigues with the sleeves rolled up. Distrust in dark eyes.
�What do you want, then?� said Francis.
Harold smirked. �I never denied your accusation.�
Harold knew it was best not to bellow a desire for war in front of Francis. But he didn�t have to lie about it. In fact, it was probably best that he didn�t. This is because he was also in the presence of Roger.
For years, Lord Roger publicly denounced Chicago, asserting that the host and his people were an existential threat to the country. He had tried assembling the other cities in imposing sanctions on the host�s power. None succeeded. When Grakus came onto the scene, Roger went quiet. People liked Grakus. Grakus brought change. But Roger would never trust Chicago. Maybe he needed someone to help him show the world why.
�So you do want war with Chicago?� Francis was leaning further ahead.
�Chicago wants me dead and I want me alive,� said Harold. �The logical way to protect myself from the power of a city is with equal force. Satisfied?�
�Why does Grakus want you dead?� General Shaw reached for the bag on the table. He lifted the flap, looked inside.
�Grakus wants a lot of people dead,� said Harold, watching Julian look, not particularly worried.
Shaw dropped the flap over the bag, shook his head, turned to Francis. Francis looked at Harold, �How are we supposed to trust you if you won�t talk to us?�
Harold started moving around. It helped with headaches. �If you don�t trust me, it�s because your sister told you not to.�
General Shaw stepped forward, threw a hand in the air. �We don�t trust you because your little war with Grakus has gotten thousands of people killed in the past week. How many people are going to die if the both of you have cities?�
Francis put his hand on Shaw�s arm, and the general calmed down. Harold knew that touch. Students did it all the time at Rush. Supportive, assuring, and almost invariably romantic. Harold turned to Roger again. Everything Harold said, every movement Harold made, Roger seemed to take note of. But he did the same to his brother, and his brother�s general. And the guards. �And what�s your reason not to trust me?�
Roger gave a bright, defiant smile and for the first time spoke, �I don�t trust anybody.�
�Then you�re the only one with daddy�s brains.�
Francis crossed his arms, grunted softly. He handled passive aggression well. It must have come with being a Mercado. Shaw was much more fun to insult.
�I�m told you want to build a lab out here,� said Francis. �Where, exactly?�
Harold looked at his bag on the table, suddenly closer to these men than he was comfortable with. He mentioned his plans to build a lab to one of his own advisers, and the whole nation found out. Now, he wasn�t sure what he was going to do. What he could do. He only knew that he still needed help, and he was out of things to offer people.
�I don�t know,� said Harold.
�You realize we have the right to inspect it for humanitarian concerns?� said Shaw.
�Don�t strain yourselves,� said Harold. �I�ve already killed all the children I need to.�
�There you are,� Roger uttered as he pulled a book from the shelf, thumbed briefly through the pages. �Perfect condition.� He passed Harold, headed for the door. �A pleasure to have met you, my lord.�
�You aren�t leaving�� said Francis.
Roger held the book over his head. �I have what I came here for.�
�We canceled a staff meeting for this, Roger,� said Shaw.
Roger stopped, turned, looked at Francis. �Brother, your general has disrespected every skylord in this room at least once today. Teach him to respect his betters, or I will.� The room felt no emptier when the quiet man was gone.
Harold walked to the table, grabbed his bag. �Clearly, the smart one realized we have nothing to discuss.�
�You just got off the plane,� said Francis. �You want to go home too?�
�I might peruse the library,� said Harold. �Maybe save a wasted book. You can go.�
�Have fun,� Francis seemed very annoyed. He and his guards left the room.
�Actually, my lord,� Harold blocked the door before the general could leave. �If I could have a word with Julian Shaw��
Francis looked confused. �I think what you say to my general can be said to me.�
�Well, he could always tell you when he gets out, right?� Harold shut the door and locked it. He faced the general, who was standing by the table, pistol drawn. Harold laughed. �I�m not going to molest you, Shaw. I wanted to praise you. I couldn�t tell who the real skylord was.�
�Cut the act,� Shaw holstered the gun. �I know my place.�
�In battle, yes, I imagine you do�� Harold pulled a book from the shelf, looked at the binding, put it back. �But I�m wondering, when the battle is over, where is your �place� then?�
An authoritative man in a crowd, alone, Shaw was afraid. �What the hell are you talking about?�
Harold left the shelf, came to the table. �Will the public know what I�m talking about when I tell them Lord Francis is fucking his general?�
Progressive society or not, there were always things certain people would not have wanted others knowing. Especially a military man.
Shaw was unresponsive at first. It was the shock. The reality hadn�t hit him all at once. As it trickled into his eyes, his face changed from fear to defense. �You don�t want to make an enemy out of me, pal.�
Harold held his posture, looking down on Shaw. �My enemies would put you in a skirt so fast you�d forget you ever had a dick.�
�You can spread any rumor about him you want,� Shaw speared his finger across the table. �I�ll say a thousand times as much about you and back it up.�
�Oh, I�m not worried about you stopping me, general,� Harold stepped back. �Los Angeles will have no choice but to help me, I�ll see to that. But your boyfriend is a pain and I�m prone to headaches. I�m going to have enough trouble as it is with his sister, so kindly persuade him to back off. Or I will make things difficult for him.�
Shaw strode for the door, awkwardly took his time to figure out how to unlock it, and left.
�Just know your place, sweetie,� said Harold as the door slammed shut. �Give him a kiss for me!�
In the silence that followed, Harold returned to the bookshelf and started shopping.

FRANCIS

�What did he want with you?� He put his phone away.
�I�ll tell you in the car,� Julian took his lord�s side down the hall into the lobby.
Francis and his general strove to build influence in San Francisco while Darius let corruption run the city. It was their hope that they could shape the city to be like their own. All that work could be undone if Harold Del Meethia had the chair long enough. Not to mention the newest skylord�s concurrence with Roger that Chicago�s millions of people deserved to die.
�How could she let this happen?� Julian asked.
�Karen�s got a lot to deal with. And it�s not like she had a choice.�
�Her choice is to put a scrap of paper before her people.�
They�ve had this argument many times. The Constitution. The West, the East and Chicago each retained their own, each written by the first governors and the first Host. Francis didn�t read the others. But he knew the Constitution of his home. He believed in that scrap of paper. Even the numerous amendments authored by his louse of a father. The law could only be held if the rules could not be confused. Julian believed that a wall only stood forever if it could bend. But then it wouldn�t be a wall.
Though lately, their disagreements had more to do with his father�s choice of governor. Karen was the most tempered leader Francis had ever known. She was tough enough to turn the world against her. But she was fair, and never got credit for that. Julian didn�t want fair.
�We�ve got bigger things to worry about right now.�
Tribals were one thing. There were few complaints when asked to clear out a den of untrained thugs or a coven of wannabe sorcerers. But lately, scout reports and rumors alike kept turning up a word no western official liked to hear.
Deseret.
They were a race, a new species bred on hatred, taught to enjoy the most brutal acts against people of the cities. Because everything that promotes civility is a lie against nature. Human life was nothing before this indoctrination.
The most disturbing thing was that the indoctrination didn�t even take much effort.
Tribal warbands would capture children from the cities or from trade caravans or even from the mercs (rarely from the mercs, but it happened), and introduced to the children of the tribes, who were at first instructed to welcome the captive, be nice to him, include him. Then, the children were told to make fun of the captive. The next day, make fun of him more. Then throw things at him, call him more names. Then beat him up.
Then kill him.
That was how children were raised in Deseret.
Scouts observing this behavior left their report on Julian�s desk early one morning. Francis passed his office to ask if he wanted breakfast. The general, the toughest man he knew, was crying.
Julian didn�t want fair. He wanted a bloodbath.

KAREN

There were two, technically three governors in the Seven Cities of America. The three most powerful people in the nation. The governor of the East spent his career collecting taxes in his mansion on the outskirts of Baltimore. Nobody remembered his name. Karen Mercado was a name nobody forgot.
There were those among her advisers and among Western officials who thought she would take the action her father never cared to. To them, this woman was not just the leader of a nation, but the rightful heir to the throne of the world. Vying for that very throne was Deseret. There was talk every year or so of their rise to some new despicable motive. Back when Karen served the West as Sacramento�s general, Roger would often send her to inspect these motives.
One such event took her and a small army fighting through a narrow pass in the Mojave Desert to a compound less than a hundred miles north of Las Vegas. It was held by the tribals, who were reportedly shipping captured civilians there. This was the first and last encounter she had with the virus known as Antilife.
Roger�s chopper touched down when the compound was secure. He stepped out with his guards in his usual black attire. She showed him the inner facilities. The chambers. The prisons. The equipment.
�What were they trying to accomplish here?� he asked.
�My guess is that they were building an army out of these things,� said Karen. �Out of our people.�
�Was this tribe independent?�
�Their leader had no ties outside the compound that we know of.�
Roger nodded. �Good.� He turned to leave. �Antilife lives in rumor. It will stay that way. Destroy it all.�
Karen disagreed with Roger�s orders, but at the time she was in no position to question him. The facility was put beneath a blanket of artillery fire. No official report was ever made. There were of course the soldiers who witnessed these things, but Roger didn�t seem to mind.
This event, maybe two years ago now, had taught Karen what the tribals were capable of. What people were capable of without guidance. Proper guidance, that is. She suspected the Tribes of Deseret were guided�taught to be machines by men driven by power and hate. Everyone suspected this. And it made them afraid. When Roger reluctantly disclosed to his siblings that Deseret had spies in Sacramento that even he couldn�t keep up with, the fear gripped harder.
In spite of everything she knew, Karen was in no rush to wipe the tribes out, be they independent or of Deseret. Not if there was any chance they could be saved.
Nothing meant more to her than protecting California. Her advisers were right�Chicago was still a mystery; The East was growing very strong very quickly, as though they were preparing for war; and the tribes of Deseret were becoming more aggressive by the day. But it was not what was outside California that she feared the most.
Karen was a historian with an interest in how nations rose and fell�Caesar�s Italy, Napoleon�s France, Hitler�s Germany�they didn�t fall because they were conquered, they were conquered because they fell. The United States was proof of that. No one conquered them. It all just fell apart.
Which brought her to Harold Del Meethia.
She sat on the bench in the Assembly Hall in Sacramento. The room was dark, and the representatives before her were at tables in the light of their laptops and mobiles. She had called this closed meeting to discuss the transfer of power over San Francisco. She wanted a consensus. Her advisers didn�t seem to see the importance of discussion. They were of the impression that, by law, she had no choice but to accept and work with the exchange.
By law, they were right.
�Sources say Lord Del Meethia plans to open up a lab on Alcatraz Island,� the chief adviser tried to assure her. �Perhaps we stand to learn from what he can do?�
The governor sat poised, her legs crossed. �Nothing comes from Rush University worth learning.�
It was both a good thing and a bad thing that the general assembly didn�t seem to mind Del Meethia, at least by comparison.
California politicians feared the uncertainty that Harold Del Meethia brought to the West. But they feared Chicago even more. They feared the East. They feared the tribes. They feared everything outside California. To survive it all, they knew they had to hold the West together. They needed to support Del Meethia. They urged the governor to do the same.
�With all due respect, your honor,� One representative spoke up while he texted. �Your father helped him acquire San Francisco for a reason.�
Karen turned her eyes across the room at him. �My father is a madman.�
�Accepting Del Meethia is the only option, your honor,� another representative�s tone suggested he thought the discussion was nearing its end. �We can�t dishonor a legal coronation.�
The governor gave herself a quiet smile. No one but she knew it was on her lips. �Can�t we?�
Heads began to rise.
�The West hasn�t dishonored a legal coronation since the Founding!�
With calm eyes, she looked back. �The West hasn�t had a leader suspected of crimes against humanity.�
Karen had a talent for making people nervous. She practiced it on her father from the age of five, on her brothers and friends after that. She enjoyed it very much, making people question their own logic, however fearfully they clung to it. She liked to think she was helping them. But if human nature allowed for the acceptance of help, the world wouldn�t have the problems it had today.
The only solution was the West.
People across America thought highly of Baltimore. Karen didn�t buy it. Lord Mesa was like family, but his city�s success wasn�t made to last. Neither was Manhattan�s. And Pittsburgh�their success was in production alone. They were narrow-minded governments.
It gave her pause every time the subject of Chicago came up, whose people were even weaker than those of the East, whose government was even stronger than that of the West.
�Then what is your plan for Lord Del Meethia, your honor?� said the speaker of the house.
Karen took her glasses off and stood. Thinking was a dangerous thing to do without proper information. So without pause, she replied, �I�ll have to meet him first, won�t I?�

ROGER

Secrets are everything we have. When people start to learn them, they start to own pieces of you. Celebrities become corporations because of this, every little piece of them owned by someone, somewhere else. Me, I am owned by no one. And I own everybody.
Do you remember when you told me that? I imagine you had something clever to say to each of us when we became gods of our own worlds. I imagine what you said was different from person to person. I wouldn�t be surprised to learn they even contradicted. That was always you. Never caring for idealism�only that we were powerful and happy.
I�m criticized for my willingness to take freedom away, yet ignored when those decisions save more lives than any method my siblings ever employed. Never am I credited for my restraint, the things I have to witness and do nothing about; the justice that will never be because it was not my place to render it.
I can live with that. I can sacrifice my pedestal in history so that history can continue to crawl across the desert sands. It is my only responsibility.
Karen understands this responsibility. And she understands her limits. She doesn�t try to overstep either one. She�ll keep the West strong, but she won�t advance it. She spent too much time with Francis growing up. They�ll take one another�s side in everything, and the delicate balance I�ve been working with for so long will fall.
�Unless Del Meethia remains skylord.
She will depose him if she feels it�s right. Talk to her. Do what you can to stop her from thinking he�s genocidal or whatever. And if he is, I�ll keep him under control. But I need him if I�m going to hold any influence outside my city. I need that influence if I am going to protect this country; or, as I�m sure you prefer�this family.

MORGAN

Things had only gotten better since his speech, both for his city and for himself. There was no longer that negative atmosphere when he visited the wrong part of Manhattan, or encountered the wrong person. There was an openness among the people now, where before they held to their own problems. When someone needed help�a struggling family, a single mother, a beggar�it was like the whole city was there for them. Maggie wouldn�t stop telling him how proud of him she was. Even his advisers carried themselves with greater confidence than he ever knew a man in this world could have.
Morgan knew it was only a matter of time before the success of his city caught the attention of the other leaders of the world. And today was the day. An actual visit with a fellow lord. Morgan couldn�t remember being so excited. But he was also nervous�many frightening rumors spun around the host of Chicago.
Morgan stood with Maggie, Troy and the other members of his staff on the observation deck of One World Trade Center. Another beautiful morning. A cool autumn breeze came over them, and the sound of helicopters preceded the sight of four black marks in the beautiful western sky. A smooth approach. A gentle descent. The doors opened. Men poured out.
Morgan and his entourage approached the man who came from the center chopper, who was wearing a black suit and purple shirt. No tie; Morgan remembered reading that the host wasn�t very fond of them.
�My lord,� Morgan offered his hand.
�Please,� the host threw his arms around Morgan. �Call me Grakus.�
�How was your flight?� Morgan caught Grakus�s contagious smile. �I hear Eastern currents get a little difficult for pilots this time of year.�
�No, it was wonderful!� said Grakus. �I have the best pilots in the Seven Cities!�
So far, Morgan found little to be nervous about. Grakus seemed to be a politician no different than any other. He guided the host through the Skyview Lobby�a room of glass at the top of his tower. Grakus noted that no tower in his city gave such a magnificent view� anymore. Morgan took him to the elevator.
�Things sure are changing quickly in this great nation,� Grakus smacked his hands together as he enjoyed the ride down. �A new host, a new Manhattan skylord. Even Baltimore is under new management.�
�Baltimore?� said Morgan. �I thought Mesa was the most loved skylord in the country.�
�Besides you he was,� Grakus smiled. �He retired, handed his power down to his son-in-law� Adrian somebody.�
Morgan took Grakus down to the ground floor. A motorcade was waiting outside. The tower staff and curious civilians who slipped past security were there along with the news vans. Sudden though it was, this event had been heavily anticipated. The mystery surrounding Host Grakus made him a popular celebrity. There were many people taking pictures of their motorcade in the streets as their tour proceeded.
Grakus talked very little at first�a few brief comments about how big the city was. Morgan watched as the host looked out through the window at the people. He was captivated. Morgan wasn�t sure by what exactly, until Grakus muttered: �look at how happy they are.�
The motorcade took Grakus to many wondrous sights of Manhattan and parts of Long Island. But Grakus couldn�t stop gazing at the people. They passed a ship yard, Grakus asked what it supplied. They passed a truck with a logo, Grakus asked about the company. They passed a police cruiser, Grakus asked about law enforcement. Then the military. Morgan was embarrassed when he got a question he couldn�t answer, which happened more than once.
When they were back in Morgan�s office, sitting face-to-face on a pair of gilded chairs, Grakus became hesitant, awkward. He brought up small talk, asked about Morgan�s family, if he planned on having kids, then immediately apologized for not thinking about the virus. He was trying to get to something, but failing.
Morgan was concerned. �Are things well in your city?�
Grakus wrung his hands, his eyes on the floor. He looked at Morgan. �Things aren�t well anywhere in the country,� he chuckled dryly, and looked back down.
The host sounded frightened.
Morgan poured water into a glass and set it on the table. �Why have you come here, lord?�
Grakus looked at the glass, then up at Morgan. �I would have given anything to rule Baltimore, with its advances in medicine; Pittsburgh, with its productivity; Manhattan, with its� well, what isn�t Manhattan the best at these days?� Grakus smiled, then his face went cold again. He sighed. �But I think God put me in charge of Chicago for a reason. I don�t come to you from a peaceful part of the country, Lord Veil. I come from a place overrun with tribals, bandits, disease� and above all a reputation built by years of oppression. I think the West will wish for war against my people� a war I can�t win.� Grakus took a breath. �I came to ask for your army.�
Morgan poured himself some water. Grakus looked on anxiously. �You know my history, Grakus. You know what I�ve done to get to where I am. But I�m changed. I no longer advocate war.�
Grakus almost exploded. �But isn�t it so easy to say you�ve changed when all your problems are gone? Your people don�t spend every hour of their day in fear. I�m glad you�ve changed now, but could your city have gotten to where it is without the man you used to be?�
�I don�t know,� said Morgan. �I wish I would have tried.�
�Well my city couldn�t have�� Grakus looked down. �I�ve had to do violent things to overthrow the host. To end the suffering of my people. Every time I think the pain is over� everything I�ve done was never enough.�
Morgan tried to find the right thing to say, but not a single word was surfacing.
Grakus stood, paced the room. He pointed at Morgan. �I know what men like you think about men like me, Veil� that I�m weak. That my people are suffering because I can�t do the job I�m sworn to do.� He stopped at the window. �Maybe you�re right. I failed thousands of people when the last attack on my city took their lives. I just want it to stop.� He turned to Morgan. �I�m not asking you to be the one to kill, or to make the decisions that will lead people to suffer. I am prepared to live with those decisions� as you were.� He walked back to his chair, leaned on it, looked at Morgan. �You�ve done legendary work cleaning your city. Give me the chance to clean mine.�
Morgan looked through the office windows at his city. It was a difficult thing to deny�that his people were happy because of things he would never do again. It was difficult to deny that the people of Chicago may never know such happiness without help� A city where corruption turned every block into an aisle of the LIM. A city compelled to misery that even he had never known. All his life, Morgan had feared rumors. But since before he was born, they lived those rumors.
�I have nothing to offer you aside from alliance,� said Grakus. �Economically. Militarily. In every way, we will support you. I�ll put it in our constitution if I have to.�
Grakus didn�t have the same anger in his eyes as Morgan once had in his heart. Far from it. It was easy to believe he simply wanted peace in the most violent part of the world. If Chicago had Manhattan�s full support, the West would surely be deterred from war. And Chicago could handle its local problems. Grakus could do for the country what Morgan did for Manhattan.
All Morgan could do was ask himself: did he have the right to deny him that?

ADRIAN

His speech had spread throughout the city. It made people and many politicians very worried. They worried about Manhattan. But they also worried about him�their new skylord. Was he lying? Was he vengeful? Ambitious? Baltimore were smart people, difficult to sway without fact. Something they could see, react to. Something they could fear.
Today they were terrified. Every single one of them.
From televisions on display in windows to radios in passing cars, the news was cast, on every street beneath a darkening red sky. Conversations blanked out mid-sentence. Knives stopped over cutting boards as eyes turned to counter-top TV�S. Cars slowed down. The silence was contagious enough to kill the mood for street hockey and hopscotch.
Manhattan, with the fastest-growing army in the East, had signed their alliance and their army to the host of Chicago� making Chicago the most powerful city in America.
When Adrian declared that alliance had to be broken, nobody argued.
Baltimore�s military leaned more on technology�artillery cannons and stealth bombers�than the numbers of its boots. To Adrian, this was fine, but his advisers had concerns.
His desk was covered in maps and surrounded by the top officials of his military. They dragged their fingers over Manhattan and its surrounding lands and waters, jabbing their fingers at key locations. Tactical maneuvers were represented by pieces taken from board games, which moved over the maps all evening, and it would be after midnight when they found the places everyone agreed they should remain.
Angela had left the city the night before. She said that when she returned, Baltimore would have its army. Adrian planned on meeting her at Manhattan in one week.

THE WIZARD OF SEATTLE

Alabaster Mercado, or the wizard, as he was known, was pleased to have the family for a meal, and on such a lovely California evening. The only of his four children he saw regularly was Darius. Roger was too caught up in making his city perfect. Francis was too busy making his life perfect. And Karen� she had suspicious eyes on her father since she slid from her mother. Alabaster liked to keep his children organized: the ones who hated him were seated at his left, the ones who either loved or tolerated him were at his right.
Just to the right of Alabaster was Darius, former skylord of San Francisco and now the owner of Eglin Air Force Base. Darius was happy with the deal he made with Harold Del Meethia. An entire army without the petty bureaucracies was good for a free spirit like Alabaster�s youngest. Eglin had all the makings of a city: casinos, theaters, strip clubs when he wanted to be teased, bordellos when he didn�t. Eglin�s survivors of the Antilife assault would be trained by Darius�s elites, and Darius would have the power no city would ever give him. Alabaster was happy for him.
Further down on Alabaster�s right was Roger. Roger Mercado very rarely trusted anyone he didn�t handpick. His own family was no exception to that rule. Naturally, he didn�t trust Harold. But he didn�t mind him either. In fact, Alabaster suspected that Roger minded Harold less than he minded most of his siblings. Harold wanted the host of Chicago dethroned. He wanted protection. Harold wanted for himself. That was one cause anyone, even Roger, could understand, maybe even trust.
Across from Roger was Francis. As far as Francis was concerned, his father was one of the men to blame for all the problems in the world. But he didn�t hate his father. He told him so. Instead of �I love you, dad,� Alabaster was content to hear from his handsome son �I don�t hate you, dad.� He knew Francis was nonetheless grateful that his father was no longer the governor of the West. And probably grateful that his �idiot� brother was no longer skylord of San Francisco. He was right. Both changes had come for the better, which is why Alabaster had allowed them. Francis was right about another thing: the only hope for the West was Karen. Francis was an unapologetic man and Alabaster loved that.
Alabaster watched as Francis gave Karen, seated next to him, a glance. Alabaster understood that glance. It was discomfort. He didn�t want to be there. Karen didn�t look like she blamed him.
Karen did love her father, but in a way most fathers wouldn�t understand. She loved her brothers also, even Darius. Like Francis, she was glad her father and Darius stepped down. Also like Francis, she was not glad with the man who gave Darius his reason.
Alabaster didn�t tell his oldest child and only daughter everything that went on at Rush University, and he had his reasons for that. He wanted to serve as an example to his children. Not a good example, but not an evil one either. He wanted to give them what they needed to choose their path with as few predispositions as possible. He believed that may have been his one trait as a father for which Karen respected him.
Alabaster slurped his broth lightly. After three hot tastes, he set the spoon in his bowl, laced his fingers over his lap, looked up. �I want to talk about Harold.�
Three of his children looked up. Darius kept eating.
�Harold is the only survivor of Rush aside from me,� Alabaster lowered his head. �He has no one else.�
�What kind of man is he, dad?� Karen asked.
�What do you mean, love?� Alabaster took a sip of his wine.
Francis put his elbow on the table. �She means is he like you.�
Alabaster set his glass down, refilled it. �In some ways� Is that so terrible?�
Francis sat back and grumbled. �He�s gonna turn Alcatraz into a concentration camp.�
Karen turned to her father. �What good is he going to do for us? For the West?�
Alabaster was about to respond, but Roger interrupted. �Maybe he�ll be man enough to help me bring stability to this wasteland.�
Francis looked across the table. �Is war the only good you see in anything?�
Roger gave his signature grin that the whole family knew meant he was about to say something insensitive. �Francis, I have to say, I don�t think you hate men of war as much as you like to make the West believe��
Alabaster turned his eyes aside and pondered for a moment. �Oh,� he finally got the joke. �Now, Roger, your brother is free to fuck whom he likes.�
�Dad!� Francis bellowed.
�I�m just trying to support you, son.�
Karen sighed, looked across the table. �I don�t like Chicago either, Roger. But they have done nothing to show me that I should risk the lives of our people only to destroy theirs. Until I find out whether Chicago�s recent changes have been for better or worse, there will be no action from us. Including Lord Del Meethia.�
�That�s the problem with people these days,� Roger started to eat, a fork in each hand. �They�re too unsure of themselves to make a decision until it�s far too late not to hurt someone all the more when they finally do.�
�I�m sorry you don�t trust me, Roger,� Karen inspected the bottle closest to her. �But I am your governor.�
�I trust you to do what you think is right,� Roger tore through his chicken with the dual-forks. �I don�t trust you to know what that is.�
Karen poured the red wine into her glass. �I know it isn�t bugging civilian apartment buildings.�
�Tell that to my crime rate.�
�Children, please,� Alabaster raised his hands for peace. �Now listen. Harold is an orphan. He lost the only family he had and everyone else he�d ever known to violence. And this violence came from a man who�if you would believe it, Karen�is even more evil than I am. Harold is one of us now. He shares in our power. He will share in our secrets. And while he may be interested in neither, if he wants it, you will give it, or he will take it. And you�ll be on your own.�
Roger looked pleased. �I think you just made your children hate their new brother, pop.�
�Surely we don�t have to worry about you hating him, Roger,� said Karen.
Roger gave his grin once more. �I feel the same way about Del Meethia as you do about father. He has his uses�but for now, I�ll keep my distance.�
Karen and Francis lowered their heads, and Roger let the silence brew. The only sound at the table was Darius chewing on a leg of lamb.
�So�� Alabaster lifted his head with a big smile. �Grandchildren?�

HAROLD

Distress was something he learned through tedious experiments and extensive equations. It was something he knew from fleeing his home, getting shot at and running from zombies. It was not something he knew in dealing with people. It took one day among politicians to change that.
Harold was skylord of San Francisco. Unfortunately, Darius Mercado was his predecessor. And Darius Mercado had no interest in political power. So he had given it all to his underlings. District managers, utility administrators, the city-planning committee, they controlled everything from public funding to the military. The skylord didn�t even have a say in city plumbing. It wasn�t uncommon to find entire blocks out of power or flooding from the toilets because one humble public servant was angry at another.
Harold cared for none of it. All he wanted was the military.
He had phoned one of his advisers earlier that morning and got his secretary, who told him he was on vacation. Harold doubted a secretary would know much, so he asked her the simplest question he could: �How is a skylord supposed to lead his city into war?�
�Well, he really doesn�t do that, sir,� said the secretary. �The foreign relations administration does. Lord Darius was content to inspect the arsenal and soldiers periodically to ensure��
�Didn�t he have a personal army?� It was small, but it was something.
�I believe Skylord Darius took them with him to train his new��
Harold hung up the phone. He leaned back, grunted. He looked out his office window. The country had no better place for a secret lab than that island out there, which stood proudly in the center of the best view San Francisco offered. But that had become the least of his priorities. He couldn�t even find pleasure in the prospect of it anymore. Not until Grakus was dead� which would not happen without the help of the Mercados. And Harold had as slim a chance at gaining their support as he did his own damn city.
But maybe Grakus would leave him alone for a while. Maybe a year, maybe two. But if in that time he tried to build a lab, there would be rumors. Theories. Witnesses. In a city, such things would be far beyond Harold�s ability to contain. They would reach Grakus, and Grakus would act. And if Harold never did build a lab, Grakus would still find a way to kill him eventually. Once again, Harold found himself pressed for time.
The sound of choppers cut his thoughts. She was here.
The home of the San Francisco skylord used to be a luxury hotel, serving politicians and celebrities from all around the world. Many of them would fly in by helicopter, and the landing pads were still up there. So the time between �Sir, someone you should give a shit about just entered the city,� and �Sir, someone you should give a shit about just walked in� barely gave Harold enough time to straighten his tie and wonder why he was sparing them the courtesy. His staff managed to persuade him to start wearing a suit. But it remained beneath his lab coat.
His secretary paged him. �Sir, the governor just walked in.�
He liked his old secretary better.
A powerful knock rattled the hinges of his door.
�Who is it?� said Harold.
A man�s voice replied. �Her honor, the governor of the West.�
Harold put his feet on his desk. �You don�t sound as sexy as I imagined.�
The doors opened and two guards entered, taking either side of the doorway, looking at Harold like a criminal about to escape. Following them inside was she. Not terrible looking for a woman Harold�s age. The flawless blond hair didn�t hurt either.
Harold smirked. �I doubt you were this intrusive to Darius. But considering his usefulness, I guess he didn�t receive you as often as he did the other women in his life. Am I right, governor?�
The well-dressed woman pursed her lips. �You may call me �your honor.��
�Your family does enjoy its nicknames.� Harold took his feet off the desk. �But my instincts are telling me �your honor� just isn�t appropriate for a woman who pretends she�s better than the experiments that gave her this powerful life.�
The governor�s guards went wide-eyed, then quickly returned to their proper, blank expressions.
Governor Mercado fixed her hair with a solid stroke, her head never tilting, her eyes never resting. �How about this, Lord Del Meethia: you show me respect, I show you respect. Or we can both act as our instincts insist.�
�Is that a boner in my pants?�
One of the guards quickly and discreetly stifled laughter.
The governor sat in a chair in front of Harold�s desk, eying him with an icy countenance. She asked for his report on all of his plans for San Francisco. This reminded Harold that he was supposed to complete that stupid thing. Oh well. He dropped a folder on the desk with papers of the highest quality inside. Mercado lifted it, wobbled it in her hand. �It seems even a simple outline can suffer anorexia,� she said.
�Well, it is a simple outline,� said Harold.
She opened it. �I can see that.�
Even with her eyes over what little content the folder contained, Harold couldn�t move. Every time he did, every little thing, her eyes would rise and stare at him. She was like Roger, but worse. She obliterated every sense of privacy with those eyes. He wondered how she might react if he just started picking his nose.
She looked at him once more and spoke. �This is the best you could come up with?�
�I just don�t see very many problems with my city.�
�So the fact that San Francisco is run on the corruption of its administrators is alright with you?�
�Apparently it was alright with you when your idiot brother gave them all the power a skylord has.�
�It�s called a democracy,� said the governor. �All the cities should be governed as yours is. You can do what my brother didn�t have the care to. You have the power to enforce the law. You can find out where the corruption is coming from and bring it to an end.�
�I didn�t take this city because I wanted to fix it.�
�No. But I�m letting you keep it because you will,� she dropped the folder back on his desk. It landed on some data sheets he had taken from his bag. She stood. �Aside from that, you will end this tension with Chicago.�
�Tell that to the host,� said Harold.
�I will,� the governor walked to the door. The guards opened it. �In the meantime, if you like your office, I suggest you start using it.�
The guards were the last to leave and the doors were gently shut. Harold turned again to the view of Alcatraz. He shut his eyes. He grabbed the desk lamp, flung it through the glass.

ANGELA

She had thought she would never be back in the West, among her old teachers and lovers�and that if she did, it would be in shame, her spirit and her body defeated. But when she did return to Battle Mountain, it was in solid formation with the finest choppers of the East.
Eleven out of the twelve choppers hung back as Angela�s flew forward, close to the ground. In this way, she showed the small town of mercs that this was a peaceful squadron. Even still, she knew there were maybe three hundred weapons capable of ripping a jet in half pointed straight at her.
She guided the pilot to Battle Mountain Headquarters, which once was the Battle Mountain school district. All were trained and educated here, and visitors from other bases were always instructed to land on the field inside the track. Several young mercs were running on it now. Angela�s chopper landed, and she waited.
Within a minute, a small group of golf cars, each with rifles pointing out the sides, was riding across the field. It stopped. None of the guns were pointed at her chopper.
�Come on out,� a familiar voice called. �Slowly, please.�
Angela smiled. Old Bolton was always polite. She told her men to stay inside, slid the door open slowly and stepped out.
The old man�s bushy beard came out of the golf car before he did. He laid his rifle on the seat. �Ange?�
Isaiah Bolton was one of seventeen generals in charge of Battle mountain, the only black man of his colleagues. At sixty-eight, he was nearly the oldest. And his duster probably had fifty years on him.
Angela started forward. �It�s me.�
Bolton almost skipped to her, threw his arms around her, his giant beard tickling her shoulder. �The note you left was our only contact in months! Did you make it to Baltimore?�
Angela nodded.
Bolton held her by the arms. �Did you find him, Ange? Did you find your father?�
She nodded again. �He�s the skylord now. As a welcome home gift, he gave me his city.�
Bolton�s eyes widened. �Liar!�
Angela smirked. �Where do you think all my choppers came from?�
There were tears on Bolton�s face as he laughed joyfully, hugged her again. �Come sweetheart,� he locked elbows with her. �Something about your grand entrance tells me we have a lot to discuss.�
Angela and Old Bolton left their bodyguards, traversed the green fields. He took her through all the familiar places of her upbringing as she told the story of her journey. And explained her proposal. In a word, Battle Mountain would shut down, and its mercenaries would swear loyalty to Adrian Velys, the skylord of Baltimore.
�Our city can easily support everyone here,� she told him. �Including maintenance on all your hardware. Plus the other mercs I plan on gathering. Real bases in a fortified city, far from the constant warfare of these factions out here. The men can mingle with the people of Baltimore, spend time off in its theaters and bars. Your men and women can live as they deserve to live.�
The two found themselves on a roof overlooking the expanse beneath a sky filled with the sunset.
Battle Mountain stood on a bed of flatland in a narrow valley. Weeds and cacti grew from the dust, which followed the interstate northwest, where the valley let out into the deserts of Nevada�a land of gray beneath a sky of purple.
Bolton was nervous, but nervous was good. He was considering it. �This is where we�ve been since I was a young man, Ange� since most of the men here were born.�
�That�s exactly my point, Bolt. The generations have changed.� Angela walked to the parapet, spread her arm across the small, quiet town. �These guys want to be back in the cities. This life isn�t for them. Even you always said you missed the libraries of true civilization. Baltimore is the most educated city left in the world.�
Bolton scratched his beard. It always itched, but he only noticed it when he was vexed. �I like the offer, Angie� It�s a chance at something better than what the Western cities would ever offer� But Deseret is on the move again. Someone has to stop them.�
�And should it be these young men, who have nothing to gain from the fall of the tribes and everything to lose by fighting them? Only the West gains from that. So let the West take care of it.�
Bolton rested his hands on the parapet, sighed. �I assume you�ll be recruiting your rascal friends as well? You know we won�t get along with them. And your baby daddy�s army will be divided.�
�There are easy ways around that,� Angela sat on the parapet. �You can serve Baltimore�s navy, the rascals can serve the army.�
Bolton ran both hands through his beard, tugged at it a little. He was looking for something. Angela didn�t blame him. Surely, there was something that could go horribly wrong, he was probably thinking. But there just wasn�t.
�It�s the tribes that will destroy you, Bolt,� she said. �The cities won�t help you until their property is compromised. By then, every person in this town will be dead. Help me make the East as powerful and as unified as the West.�
Bolton turned, looked harshly into Angela�s eyes. �Skylord Velys is aware of this transaction?�
Angela nodded. �He is.�
Bolton grumbled softly, looked back into his little town. �Stay with us tonight. Tomorrow, make your rounds around the base. Let the men hear all this from you. And I�ll convince the others. When you leave, I�ll give the order.�
Angela hugged him once more and left him, then did as he told her to do. She made her bed in her old room. The base as a whole was not aware of her presence until the next morning, when she walked the streets and spoke with officers and captains, even regulars. They treated her like a general. The younger ones strove helplessly to keep their eyes away from her breasts. One tough little guido, whose eye level was barely higher than her chest, actually began to sweat. It was too hard not to laugh.
By the time excitement had electrified the entire base, the generals were already prepared to accept Baltimore�s proposal�Angela had put them in direct contact with Adrian. As she returned to her chopper to continue her recruitment, the mercs of Battle Mountain were packing. But her time in the West was not over.
Implementing the same formation with which she approached Battle Mountain, she visited the other mercenary bases, including the rascals.
The mercenaries, with their networks and respect for one another, accepted Baltimore�s offer. Most of the ones who were skeptical left because the others were leaving, and the numbers were diminishing. The mercs of the West now belonged to the navy of Skylord Velys. The rascal mercs would not accept this deal. But Angela knew they wouldn�t, and she had a plan.
Outcity mercenaries knew procedure and negotiations, how to read a situation and act accordingly. The Rascal mercs knew Angela. And Angela knew them.
There were rarely leaders among the rascals. But there were the popular, the influential. Angela knew many of them intimately. Some confessed to still loving her. To these men, she promised everything Adrian promised the others with one difference: they would not follow him. They would follow her. They would build with her a new nation in the East, a glorious city, a true home. She told them the Western mercs were leaving, and that Battle Mountain was empty. She told all those willing to accept her offer to meet her there.
The next evening, the rascals intent on joining her were assembled. Thousands of them, filling the streets of Battle Mountain, and the fields of Battle Mountain Headquarters. Angela was on the roof beneath a red desert sky, backed by the most legendary rascal mercs there were. Her voice would be projected into the ears of every man who filled the streets of that town. She removed her leather jacket, revealing her scarcely-covered upper body. Nobody cheered. Nobody whistled. Nobody made a sound for fear of disrespecting her. She spread her tattooed arms and spoke:
�Rascals� for longer than many of you have been alive, men and women like you have lived like outcasts in the badlands of the West, protecting the good lands for a monthly beer and a community hooker. Your pastimes have included shooting vultures and petty outlaws. This is everything you�ve ever had. There�s no room for you in the cities, who turn to you as nothing more than a buffer. You don�t even serve them, you serve their armies, who grow fat in their high rises while you wipe the dust off your spoiled food. The West has given you nothing!�
As the rascals cried in anger, the buildings rumbled.
��But on my journey, far from here, I found a new land, with a city a thousand times greater than any of the three here. I made that city mine. And now, I give it to you. The city is Baltimore. Give yourselves to me, protect my city and protect my family, and your days in the desert are over. You will live in a city on green lands. You will live where you want, eat what you want and fuck who you want. Leave the West to their problems�they never had the right to make them yours�let them die if they can�t handle these lands like you can. Rascals, you are without leaders. So I ask each individual before me: will you accept me as that leader? Will you help me build a nation to last long after the fat Westerners have been overrun by the tribes? Will you follow me to Baltimore?�
Every merc present screamed, throwing their fists and berets and other things into the air. Angela felt the quake empower her.
One of the mercs behind her stepped forward, held out his hands, called for silence. �Rascals! Bow before your queen!� He and the others on the roof knelt to her. And the thousands below her did the same.
Angela smiled. �Your first act as soldiers of Baltimore will be the destruction of our enemies. We march on Manhattan.�

THE TRIBES OF DESERET

Captives were often sold as slaves or killed in one of many entertaining ways. Very rarely were they ransomed back to their families. When such an attempt was made, it usually ended badly for one side or both. When Evagrius authorized such an exchange, it always went smoothly. Always.
The cave lay in the heartland of Deseret, close to where he lived and reigned. The shadows of men with masks and guns shuffled over cages where captives knelt gagged, bound at the wrists.
Evagrius once thought that pain itself was what gave him satisfaction. It transcended that when he was still a young man. The frightened eyes rising slowly in the shadows, glaring desperately above, pleading to their captors, pleading to their God, silence from both, silence all around. It was a calm silence but far from tranquil. There was a madness to it. And Evagrius adored it.
He was tired of being confined to the desert. Such a boring place. He wanted to spread his world to jungles and plains and mountains, beaches and tropical islands. To the cities. The dwellers there would climb higher and higher in the towers they built to escape it. And then the towers would fall, and the dwellers there would look around, surrounded by what they thought existed only in their nightmares.
Today, four hostages were leaving: three to private owners, one by virtue of a ransom.
No Westerner realized how many spies the tribals had. Not even Lord Roger. Many of the captives here came from a club in Sacramento. All of the bouncers in that club were agents of Evagrius. The once-in-a-while disappearance of the Western sweetheart or the fine young man with everything going for him was usually the responsibility of Deseret. That was something Lord Roger knew, and Evagrius loved that he did.
Drug lords and gun dealers had bases and plantations and refineries scattered across Deseret. They protected themselves from bandits, and the tribes protected them from the mercs. In return, the tribes got a percentage of the product. Sometimes, a tribe wanted more. Sometimes the tenant did. Because of this, the system of exchange became more dynamic than drugs and protection.
One of the slaves going out today was bought by a gun dealer. A gift for his wife, whose sadism called for the kind of sex no sane man would give willingly. Spicy momma.
Two trucks appeared outside the cave. One black, one white. The hostages to go were brought forward. Bound for the white was a young woman whose wealthy parents missed her. College-aged. Bound for the black were two twin girls�too young to understand�and a young man, also college-aged. He fell to his knees as they brought him to the mouth of the cave.
�Please no!� He squealed, white eyes bulging from a red face. �I can work it off! Give me a chance, please!�
The process was smoother when the captives didn�t know what their futures held. But, what was man�s expression, �catch twenty-two?� The captives had to be tested before they were sold. Like any expensive product.
And so, the young man knew. And so he cried.
The young woman ran to him. Both had been taken from the same club in Sacramento, but hadn�t known each other before their weeks on layaway in this cave. It brought them close. She held his face, turned his eyes from the dirt into hers, smiling through tears.
�Scott,� she said. �Do you remember what I taught you?�
He nodded, gasping for breath.
�Muntas an gratsti!� One of the guards marched toward them, intending to break them up.
Evagrius put his hand on the guard�s shoulder, and in their language said softly, �Let their story unfold before it ends.�
The young man struggled to kneel, to keep his head level with hers. His joints barely had the strength to hold his limbs to his body.
�Whatever happens, He will be there,� she said to him, �He�ll bear your pain with you. And you�ll be with everyone you love when He wills it.�
Evagrius took his hand from the guard, and the guard dragged the girl by the hair across the dirt while three others assisted the young man to the black truck. His crying upset the twins, who also started voicing their concerns. Oh dear.
�Leave her alone for now,� Evagrius remained calm while the cave went to bedlam. The guard let the young woman alone on the ground. The young man and twin girls were restrained inside the black truck without sustaining any damage. Holding the sunlight from his eyes, Evagrius watched the shipment drive away, stirring dust into the yellow sky. He turned his attention to the white truck.
The young woman, restrained only by the end of a gun, stood next to him. Covered in dirt, hair a mess, tears galore. So sweet in her distress. In her anger. She was searching for the right words. Searching desperately. Finding nothing.
Evagrius turned to her with a kind smile. �So many words in those brilliant eyes. Too many. All for me. It�s flattering, really. What are you thinking about?�
�This is the beginning of the end,� she said as calmly as she could, her throat quaking. �My grandmother will live to see you die.�
�Your brilliance serves you well, woman,� Evagrius motioned the white truck to back in. �You know a match can only stay lit for so long. You must know that even the stars reign on borrowed time. Darkness is where it ends. And the end is near indeed. The final reality is upon us, the truth that the universe kicks and screams and burns to delay, but still is powerless to stop.�
The doors to the white truck opened. A gun came against the woman�s temple as she stared bravely at Evagrius. Evagrius tugged the gun away with his finger, put his hand on her shoulder. �I know you�ll take many things from your time here, young and beautiful woman. Please, take my words as well�take them to your city, and realize that in all that splendor, behind all those smiling faces, is the truth� waiting for the lie to burn itself out.
Victoria Merano said nothing more to him. Evagrius shut the door behind her, waved goodbye as the white truck sped toward the jagged rocks on the horizon, between which lay the path to the cities. The sinking islands. May she enjoy it while it lasted. May they all enjoy it well.

HAROLD

She could have told him when they spoke the other day. This was completely unprofessional.
The governor had assembled a meeting among the Western skylords. Harold, the Mercado brothers and the bitch herself were gathered at Sacramento International Airport. They were awaiting the arrival of their final guest.
Harold made sure his bag was still at his feet. He wiped his forehead. The sun was at the zenith and it was God damn hot. The crowds were obnoxious; why were they even here? His fellow skylords were lined neatly along a blue carpet. Poised. Content. Assholes.
The jet arrived on schedule. It raced across the runway and stopped in alignment with the carpet. Boarding stairs came alongside it and the door opened. Men in suits poured out. The Host of Chicago followed. He stood with his advisers at the top of the stairs and waved to the crowd of Westerners anxious to see the mysterious and controversial man in person. He descended the stairs and started across the carpet. He kept his eyes ahead of him�on Governor Mercado. Except for one moment. His head turned very slightly left, and his eyes met Harold�s. He smiled, winked at him, turned back ahead. He made his way to the governor and shook her hand. They smiled at each other like a drugged-out rich man and his whore.
Harold checked his bag again.
Limousines drove up to the carpet. Each skylord had his own, including Grakus. Karen shared hers with Francis. Harold got into his, tossing his bag on the seat across from him. There was plenty of room for it; his advisers weren�t there. He wasn�t surprised. Every other limo was filled with support for its respective leader. And Harold had what he always did: nobody.
�Don�t linger in your loneliness so much,� said an old man in the corner. It was dark in the limo, and Harold hadn�t noticed him. He could barely see him now. �People are too fake for communion with them to be anything but overrated.�
Harold recognized the voice, but he couldn�t believe it. �Alabaster?�
The man turned the ceiling light on. Indeed, it was the Wizard of Seattle. He wasn�t in his usual robe. He had a red and blue suit with a black fur jacket. He had a full head of natural hair. The hair in his ears was gone.
�What are you doing here?� said Harold.
�Emotional support?� said Alabaster, smiling. �From one of very few men in this world who isn�t fake.�
�Your children are assholes,� Harold turned his head out the window.
Alabaster laughed as he made himself a martini. �Richard always said you liked the right challenge. When it was the wrong challenge, he said you could handle it just fine� but you�d bitch like a ten-year-old girl.�
Harold crossed his legs and scowled as the car started to move. �I shouldn�t have to go through all this bullshit just to do what I want to do.� He straightened his tie. �I had it all planned out, Al��
�Don�t call me Al.�
��Every detail. Why can�t they all just leave me alone and let me do it?�
�Because you have something they want, Harold,� said Alabaster. �That�s the way the world has always been. A painter wants to paint. A writer wants to write. A singer wants to sing. Yet the market is interested only in your ability to push buttons on a cash register. And the government wants their share in the scraps you make doing it. Never seeing, never caring what you truly are. You think your case is special, Harold? Talent has been thrown away since we were monkeys, and it always will be. The apocalypse hasn�t changed that. The only way you�ll win is to fight. Convince the ones you can convince, and destroy everybody else. Talent or not, that is how we prosper in this world.�
�Fuck the world,� said Harold.
�Yes,� Alabaster laughed. �Barney�s motto� Barney�s road�� he stopped smiling. �It will lead you to the same end.�
Harold looked at him. �You said I hurt Grakus with the attack on Chicago. Is that true?�
Alabaster nodded gravely. �And not in the way a king is hurt by losing land or influence or money. You hurt his soul.�
The two men sat in silence until the limo came to 1416 10th street, the capitol building of California since the nineteenth century. The car door was opened. Harold grabbed his bag and Alabaster followed him out. A news crew greeted them.
�Skylord Del Meethia has no comment at this time,� Alabaster put his arm around Harold as they walked.
Harold looked left across the lawn at the other walkway. Politicians as well as an abundance of journalists and cameramen surrounded Grakus, all with questions. Harold could barely see him, but when he did, Grakus was looking back.
�Don�t worry about them,� said Alabaster. �Think about what you want and how you�re gonna get it.�
Harold found it difficult to think of anything as he entered the building, as he navigated the marble floors and empty halls. It was the wax. The smell was overwhelming. It must have been worth it to be able to bend over and shave.
The assembly room was beneath the dome. Purple carpet, walls of oak and stone. It was set up like a classroom. A bunch of desks with two chairs at each one. The crowds came in just behind Harold.
The media was contained in the back of the room. Politicians and assorted VIP�s took their designated seats. A guard led Harold and the wizard to one of two desks up front. Grakus and his party were guided to another.
When all were where they needed to be and talking like a bunch of horny college students, a guard called out, �All rise for her honor, Governor Karen Ruth Mercado.�
The governor entered and took her seat on the bench. She sat, and the assembly sat. She slipped on her reading glasses. �We are here today to address and put to an end the tension between our city, San Francisco, and the city of Chicago. More specifically, the personal conflict between Lord Harold Del Meethia and Host Grakus. Before we proceed, both men will rise and shake hands.�
Harold got up right away as not to show hesitation. He turned. Grakus was already halfway to him. Harold barely made a step before his hand was thrown into the host�s.
�Harold Del Meethia,� said Grakus, his hand tightly grasping Harold�s, his smile bright and satisfied. �I�ve longed to shake your hand for some time.�
Harold smirked. �I was hoping you weren�t cross about Willis. Did you have friends there?�
A flicker came to Grakus�s eyes. �To every thing, a season.� He withdrew his hand and returned to his seat.
Governor Mercado sorted through some papers in front of her. She cleared her throat and looked up. �This congregation will proceed as a civil conversation between the two parties in question. I will guide this conversation when needed, and I will start with the honorable Host Grakus, who serves as skylord and governor of Chicago.� She looked at Grakus. �Your honor, will you please explain to America the nature of your conflict with Lord Del Meethia?�
Grakus stood. �Thank you, your honor. Lord Del Meethia, when he resided in my city, was in charge of a place called Rush University. I�m sure many are familiar: a cryptic school where doctors and scientists are trained. Now, this institution had certain deals set up with my predecessor, Host Tristan Senco. These deals included human trafficking, drug trafficking and more. When my rebellion ended Senco�s tyranny, and I became host, these deals were no longer valid. Del Meethia did not like this. He attempted to overthrow me. My soldiers responded in a manner over which I had no control at the time, unfortunately. The university was destroyed, its students killed, and Del Meethia escaped. I can�t prove it, but my people and I find it obvious that he turned certain members of Eglin Air Force Base against my city. Now, he has become the leader of his own city. This makes my people nervous.�
Harold paid close attention to Governor Mercado as she listened to Grakus. She hid her feelings well, and was surely not accepting his lies. But she may have been starting to. Many more throughout the country were probably already at that point. Her eyes turned to Harold.
�Lord Del Meethia,� said the governor as Grakus was seated. �Same question.�
Harold stood, again resisting hesitation. �If you look at the footage of the attack on Rush University, you will see that the host was in full control. The attack was unrelenting, it was organized, and it was effective�� he turned his head toward Grakus. ��For the most part.� He glanced beneath the table at his bag. �The attack took place because Grakus was threatened by what the university was capable of. And he remains threatened by what I am capable of.�
�I am indeed, Harold, with all due respect,� Grakus stood. �The whole world should be.�
The crowd stirred. Karen slammed the gavel. �While we�re on the subject,� she said, �there are rumors that Rush University was involved in both the Hephaestus and Antilife viruses. Is there any truth to this?�
�Oh, I don�t know anything about that,� said Grakus.
Harold shook his head. �Me neither.�
The governor turned her eyes down on her papers. Harold watched her closely. Those eyes were about to rise in one of two directions. They rose to Grakus. �You�ve claimed to have found that the university was committing crimes against humanity upon your investigation. Yet your investigation only took place after you destroyed it.�
Grakus looked calmly back into the stare that would have made the most powerful of men uneasy. �We verified these crimes after the investigation, when it was discovered that Harold was acting to assassinate me. We destroyed the university out of certainty of this and many other things.�
Harold could see the confidence on that woman�s face, and suspected Grakus could as well. She knew how in control she was, but she didn�t lash back with an answer. She delicately stacked the papers in front of her, took her glasses off and looked at Grakus again. �Was every slaughtered student in the university party to these atrocities as well?�
Grakus was about to speak, then stopped to let the crowd stir again. �The attack was out of hand, your honor. I�ll admit that freely. Oversight is difficult in the wake of rebellion. There was a lot of fanaticism and thirsting for vengeance by the people of the city. It was a miracle I was able to hold them off long enough to investigate the school for myself.�
The governor leaned forward. �So many institutions throughout Chicago are responsible for atrocity. I assume that�s why you felt the need to take the city. What prompted you to investigate Rush first thing?�
�Rush University was party to some of Host Tristan�s most atrocious acts, including human experimentation. All of Chicago knew they were the biggest threat left to our city.�
�And now Lord Del Meethia is?�
�He�s proven that.�
The governor sat back. �Then you must feel it�s your duty to your people to destroy him.�
She had him. Harold hid his smile with every muscle in his face.
Grakus smiled at the governor in a way which seemed to articulate some twisted sort of reverence. �Your honor. You say �destroy� like it�s a business proposal. Your brother, Lord Roger, would have had my entire city destroyed instead of allowing us the chance to change our reputation. I would allow the mercy your own skylord would deny. If you can control Lord Del Meethia as well as you control Lord Roger, I have no further interest in the affairs of the West. I have more than enough trouble of my own.�
The governor paused. Everyone in the room seemed to sit back in relief.
It was suddenly clear how Grakus rose to power as quickly as he did. To disarm a room of distrusting, nervous politicians so effectively. The man was good.
�A lot of people still think it�s you who wants war against Del Meethia,� said Karen.
�The Senco line is cut, your honor; Chicago has changed.�
�Del Meethia has a lot of people convinced it has not. Some are convinced the Sencos were a safer enemy than you are.�
Harold was impressed by how impartial Governor Mercado was in her tenacity. Neither man would leave this room until she got an answer she could work with. When it came to the scientific method, Harold was the same way. He doubted he could ever apply it to people.
Grakus let a moment pass, staring at the governor. Harold enjoyed the hesitation. People might start to doubt him if he didn�t have another trick to tell.
The host turned from the governor and faced the room. �Are you all aware that Harold Del Meethia is a sociopath?�
Outside, a car sped by. Water flowed in the walls toward a water fountain in the lobby. Faces housed confusion. Harold couldn�t make a sound. He couldn�t even think.
Sociopath.
�Clinically-diagnosed�I have his medical file here,� Grakus held up a folder. �A doctor Richard Iris had kept it. Unfortunately, he passed on when Rush was destroyed.� He walked to the governor�s bench and dropped the file on it. As he turned back, he continued speaking to the room. �Harold Del Meethia, a man you call �my lord,� has conducted experiments on mothers and fathers and children. Whole families at a time have found their way into the refuse of academia.� He pointed to the folder, which the governor was opening. �I�ve included it all in those papers.� He laughed in exasperation. �I have a city to run, ladies and gentlemen. We all do. Is the safety of a people we have been entrusted to protect worth compromising over the word of a man like this?�
Harold set his shock aside. He reached under the table, grabbed his bag. �Then you have no interest in the destruction of my university�s research?� He dropped the bag on the surface. �This is it, Grakus. All of it. Right in this bag. Most of it�s just formulas, which I�ve memorized. If you want Rush truly destroyed, this is your chance. Is that not what you want?�
Grakus looked at the bag, then at Harold. �No, Lord Del Meethia. That is not what I want.�
Harold threw his hands in the air. �Then the matter is settled. You don�t try to kill me, I won�t try to convince the West to make your life difficult.�
Grakus smiled. �Like I said before, if my people are guaranteed safety from you, the West can do with you as it pleases.�

KAREN

It was said she hated politics. Maybe that was true. But what she really hated was being lied to. If that were all politics was meant to be, then she hated politics. But there was more.
Karen had a military mind�orders were given and received. She asked her underlings for information and it was given fully, without omission. Even though she was prepared for dealing with different interpretations of what �the full truth� meant, she hated it.
Harold Del Meethia was as big a nuisance as she thought he�d be, but he wasn�t like her father. She couldn�t figure out what she sensed in him that told her this; neither could she figure out what it was that made her so uneasy about the host of Chicago.
No trail of mischief led directly to Grakus. It just ran in his general direction and disappeared before it came too close. But there were so many of these trails, spiraling around but never touching him. Many politicians had such cryptic and suspicious histories. But Grakus had something more.
All of this was what had led her to bring petty rumor into the conversation. Of course, Karen knew the Hephaestus virus started at Rush�she hadn�t spent her free time as a girl nagging her father for nothing. She brought it up between Harold and Grakus to see how they would answer. Both of them told lies. She had expected Harold to. But not Grakus.
She didn�t keep the two for much longer. Mundane questions mostly. She didn�t lead them into conversation with one another again. Most of what remained of the meeting was politics: Grakus�s plans, Harold�s plans. As for whatever it was that drove the two against each other, the truth would come from neither of them.
What she knew for sure was what she knew from the start: Harold was different.
The meeting adjourned. Both parties left one after the other. She watched Harold walk alongside her father, seeing two completely different men. Different how, she couldn�t figure out. Ambitious where her father was not? But Harold was nothing like Barnabas either. Grakus was also different. Again, she couldn�t grasp exactly how.
All the time, Karen met new kinds of evil. She would find the villain between Harold and Grakus. She would figure out which needed to be destroyed.
And of course, it was possible they both did.

THE WIZARD OF SEATTLE

He walked close by Harold�s side as they left the building. Clouds had gathered quickly and it started drizzling. As they walked toward the limo, it was Harold getting all the media attention. Alabaster got some guards to keep them at bay. It made no difference to Harold. He just slouched, thinking himself into a hole as brilliant people do. Grakus was already on his way back to the airport. Western accommodations were apparently not to his liking.
Alabaster was happy never to have had to feel deep sorrow over the peril of his children�his children had never been in peril. Not only had he brought them success�and maybe spoiled them a little�he taught them to be content with who they were, to love who they were, with all their faults and differences; To love, or at least tolerate one another, and to at least tolerate the world. Always he worried, but he never grieved. He used to wonder if grief were something he even could feel. Today, that ended. Subtly, he twirled his finger, and cameras flashing in Harold�s face suddenly stopped working.
They made it to the limo just as the rain came down full force. It hit the roof like pebbles as the two men sat in silence. Harold stared at the bag in his lap, rainwater sliding down his face like tears. It was time to come clean.
�I was sure he�d find out,� Alabaster looked out the window as the car began to move. �I really hoped he wouldn�t bring it up in public. But I knew he probably would.� He kept his eyes out the window, waiting for Harold�s response. He waited a while.
�So who else knew? The whole university?�
�No,� said Alabaster. �Just Richard and I. He begged me to never mention it. So I told him I wouldn�t.�
�Why?�
Alabaster took a white towel from a rack near the drinks, tossed it to Harold. �He said he wanted it to be your secret. Honestly, though, Harold, most people at Rush were sociopaths. All the doctors. Even Richard. Even I. The only man who wasn�t was Barnabas. But among us, you were different. Richard could see it the day he met you.� He laughed. �A punk just out of puberty and he knew.�
Harold wasn�t laughing. �Barnabas wasn�t like us?�
�Nope,� Alabaster reached for the drinks, poured himself a scotch. �His legacy stands as a testament to what emotion does to the world. Chaos.� He sipped his drink and watched Harold.
The kid had nothing to say. He was still upset. Still struggling. Richard was wrong�Harold didn�t need to struggle like this. He didn�t deserve to.
Alabaster set the glass down and leaned forward. �I don�t see why this would upset you so much, Harold. You feel ashamed of who you are�it�s the world who ought to be ashamed. Men like you and I, we aren�t bound to goodness by human nature, nor are we bound to evil by anger and hatred. We are free to choose our own side.�
�I never wanted to make that choice.�
Alabaster leaned back. �Neither did I.� He turned his head back out the window. �That�s why I never did. None of us really did� except for Richard. He wanted the same for you. But there�s a struggle that comes with that, and I don�t think you should be made to struggle. But maybe something inside you has chosen to struggle. Maybe that�s what Richard foresaw. It�s one of those challenges we talked about earlier�the kind you don�t like. Like Grakus. But maybe, like Grakus, it�s a challenge you need to face. And don�t worry so much about the media. They see everything but they see it all wrong, everybody who matters knows that.�
Alabaster was relieved to sense Harold rising from his melancholy. He lifted his head. He sat back, breathed deeply, and so did Alabaster.
�You�re wise for a dirty old man,� Harold said without looking at him. He took out his cell phone. �Thank you.�
�It comes with age,� said Alabaster. �Who are you calling?�
�Your favorite son.�

GRAKUS

There were things good men simply had no business knowing.
He could have told the world the truth about Don Masterson and the mercenaries. He could have told the world the truth about Hephaestus. But why cause complications now? Things were fine as they were. Besides� keeping such secrets was a far heavier burden in Harold�s situation than they were in Grakus�s.
It was early evening when he arrived back at Rush. The trip was fun, but he was loath to be away from home on such a night, when the moon was fading and the stars took its place. The only reason he answered the governor�s call in the first place was for the opportunity to meet Harold. And to hurt him a little. What a fun word to say. Sociopath� sociopath. Are you all aware that Harold is a sociopath? A sssssociopath?
Grakus barely had the chance to take the smell of home into his nostrils when Walter Trevino came out to greet him, an urgent report in his arm.
Chicago�s many agents had upped their game in spying on journalists nationwide: following them home, bugging their phones, stealing their garbage and so on. They had been doing this in cities throughout the country since Grakus came to power. Naturally, their focus had been on San Francisco of late. It was from there that this report had come.
�One of the investigators just made a report to his superiors,� Trevino was still out of breath. �The key words were �odd shipments,� �visit by skylord,� �heightened security,� and �Alcatraz.� Our guys went to check it out. Del Meethia is on the island right now, taking in a bunch of cargo, including people in suits. Whatever he�s doing, it�s in full development.�
Grakus took the report from the underhost, looked over it as he walked into the university. He smiled. �My enemy is a brave man. But he just doesn�t understand the media. They see everything.� He looked at Trevino. �How many men do we have at Blackpoint so far?�
�Enough,� said Trevino.
Surprised as Grakus had been to learn of Harold�s rise to skylord, he had acted quickly. Blackpoint was a remote plot of residence covered in dense forest along the San Pablo Bay, just over twenty miles north of San Francisco. Grakus had been building up a task force there, supplying them with equipment for all manner of assault in preparation to take down wherever Harold would take his secrets. But Alcatraz� the hundred men he had was more than enough for the right strategist to take down anything Harold tried to protect the lab with.
�Harold thinks he�s protected,� said Grakus, �that I wouldn�t risk war with the West to take him and his little laboratory out.�
�And even if he is expecting us, he won�t expect it this soon,� said Trevino. �We have maps of Alcatraz prison as it looks today. Most of it was set up to host parties for celebrities and politicians. But one of the blocks was preserved for its historical identity. But nobody visits, nobody�s interested. That�s where Harold will build his lab, while he uses the rest of the property as a front. It�s brilliant.�
�Actually,� Grakus smiled as he handed the folder back to him, �I agree.�

ADRIAN

The SUV was stopped at the base of the great and beautiful tower. A lone Manhattan guard stepped up to the window and asked the driver what his business was at One World Trade Center. The driver turned back to his skylord.
Adrian had sat motionless through the entire ride from Baltimore, thinking about what he was going to do at this very moment, when his majesty�s protectors would ask him why they had come. It was a satisfying couple of hours.
He slid the door open and stepped out onto the pavement, his duster flowing in a pleasing breeze.
�Whoa there, friend,� said the guard. �I didn�t say to exit the vehicle.�
Adrian just looked forward. He let his eyes take him from the bottom of the tower, darkened in the shadow of the city, up to where it shimmered in the evening sunlight. More of his vehicles were arriving.
The guard was getting nervous. �Okay, listen now. If you need to speak with the skylord, I can find out when he�s available. But I want these vehicles off the property in the name of Morgan Veil.�
One of Adrian�s soldiers ran from behind the guard and struck him in the leg with the butt of his rifle. The guard screamed and fell.
Adrian turned and walked to the guard. Listlessly, he looked down on him. He drew his pistol. �I hereby declare war on the city of Manhattan.� He executed the guard.

MORGAN

Earlier that day, he had received word that a mobilization of what looked like military apparatus had come to a stop west of the city, across the Hackensack River. Scouts were sure they saw at least a thousand cannons rising along the bank. An hour later, the coast guard spotted two of the biggest ships they�d ever seen headed north toward the city.
These ships were in the harbor now.
And just a moment ago, tower security gave the alert that the building was being invaded by soldiers from Baltimore.
There were many degrees of anger he might have felt at an earlier time in his life. Now he was left only with bewilderment, maybe a degree of acceptance in the face of disbelief.
Can things really fail so quickly?
He didn�t want people to be hurt for being born in the wrong place and time. Not when all the fortunate had to do was reach a finger out to them. He wanted things to be done differently for once. For a powerful man to look at a person burdened by poverty, by disability, by rage, and feel something.
I was succeeding�
He heard Troy behind him.
�We had everything,� panic hadn�t left the adviser�s voice. Anger was setting in. �And you just handed it to Chicago.�
�How could I have seen this coming, Troy?� Morgan said, looking through the window at the harbor, where Baltimore�s ships were docked.
�How could you have thought we�d be okay without protection!�
�Quiet,� Maggie�s voice. He felt her come next to him. �We don�t know anything about this invasion. Only that no shots have been fired. If we are civil, we can find out what they want. It could easily be that this is just a misunderstanding.�
Morgan heard nothing after that. He felt her hand come down his arm. Eyes closed, he faced her. He walked to his desk and picked up the phone, called his people.
�Manhattan: our city has come under occupation by the armies of Baltimore. At this time, we are preparing to sit down with their representatives and find out what they want. Clear the streets and return home. Do as they say. Do not resist so long as you are treated with respect. Be calm. And pray for a swift resolution.�

ADRIAN

It was a pleasing sound, Morgan�s voice. Calm, indifferent as always. Smug. Morgan hadn�t grasped the loss of power yet. He thought the sun would rise over the same world tomorrow as it did this morning. Morgan hadn�t grasped death yet.
Baltimore�s soldiers filled the tall building. Probably half way up by now.
Skylord Velys walked through a hall on the second floor, a dozen guards in stride with him, his soldiers everywhere. Doors smashed in all around him. Lamps were blown from desks with shotguns. Papers burned. Windows shattered. The refuse of it all flew through the halls and down alongside the building. Laughter mixed with the cries of people running, being dragged across the floor, being beaten.
Those of the fallen who watched him pass could see the authority he carried. They reached their hands to him in tears, pleading unintelligibly. All the horrible things they�d done for Morgan they were now prepared to do for Adrian. How tightly they clung to their livelihood that they had given their humanity for it.
A warmth entered him at the hips. It spread. The power he sucked from his enemy pulsed in every muscle of his body. Disoriented him. His eyes fluttered, and the corridor seemed to swell, the walls bowing in and out like dying lungs.
Angela�s army of mercenaries was sweeping the streets of all who might resist. There were none, and the mercs would be out of the city on their way to Baltimore well within the hour. All twenty thousand of them. Two cities now belonged to him. That�s what it took to have one man. How great such a man must be. Soon he too would belong to Adrian.

MORGAN

The doors smashed open. They weren�t even locked. He dropped to his knees, hands behind his head. His staff did the same. In an instant, there were at least five guns on every one of them. Including Maggie.
Morgan squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn�t look at her. Why did they need guns in her face? What if one of them misfired? What if a soldier�s finger twitched? She was an unarmed girl in a fucking dress. But he said nothing. He did nothing. All it would do was anger them further.
�Do you know how many laws you�re breaking?� Troy�s voice called loudly from behind.
�What can I say?� came a deep, womanly voice, ominous in its repose, just beyond the broken doorway. �I�m a bitch.�
Footsteps approached him. Circled him. Stopped in front of him.
�Morgan Veil.�
He opened his eyes. He was looking at leather boots. He looked up, into the face of a woman with tanned skin and the eyes of a snake.
She pushed a strand of dark hair behind her ears. Her arms were covered in tattoos. �I imagined you looking much tougher.�
�Who are you?� said Morgan.
The scary woman knelt with him, her piercing eyes reigning over him. �You are handsome, though,� she ran a finger across his jaw. �Not very manly. But very handsome.� She looked over Morgan�s head. �Take him.�
�No!� Maggie ran to him, hugged him. She yelled at the scary woman, �What do you people want!� She tried to beat the soldiers away from him.
The snake-eyed woman cocked her head at one of the soldiers, who slapped Maggie to the floor, pulled her away by the hair.
�Stop!� Morgan cried. �Please! I�ll go.�
Troy rushed from his knees. Drew his pistol. Aimed at the snake-eyed woman. The woman snatched Troy�s arm and swept her foot across his face. He dropped the gun and stumbled back. She hit him with her other foot. He fell against the window. She walked over and kicked the window out. Troy fell back with it.
Morgan turned to Maggie, his eyes filled with tears. He needed to hold her, if only to hold her hand. But the soldiers held them too far from each other.
The snake-eyed woman walked across the room, back toward Morgan, looking over the remainder of his staff. �Would anybody else like to try and kill the bitch?� She widened her eyes. �Maybe it�ll stop the invasion?� She bit her lower lip. �No?� She looked down at the two guards holding Morgan. �Let�s go.�

ANGELA

She had also imagined this Maggie to be much more attractive. This was of whom she�d spent all this time so jealous? Never in her life had she felt so insulted.
Angela watched as Morgan was dragged harshly from his office, through his suite, into the hall.
She liked what she saw back there. She hadn�t been expecting it, but she liked it. Maggie truly cared for Morgan. And not in the way an abused woman depends on her master. If anything, it was he who was dependent on her. In whichever way this day should end, there would be no welcome in Maggie�s bed for Adrian. Even if he did choose that tragically disproportionate body over Angela�s.
They dragged Morgan into the Skyview Lobby, where the walls were made of glass. The fountain reflected the yellow sky which ran into a flat horizon far away. She had never seen a view like it. A man was standing at the wall, looking out over the city. Angela had the men stand Morgan up between the fountain and the man at the wall. The only sound was water.
Angela walked to the man at the wall, put her hand on his shoulder. She watched the sky with him for a long time, let him savor it. The sky began to go purple and darken.
The Manhattan skylord must have grown impatient. Angela heard him draw a breath and say, �The Baltimore skylord, I presume?�

ADRIAN

But it sounded even better in person. �The skylord of Manhattan,� his breath made fog on the glass.
�Please�� said the sweet voice. Begging. �Don�t hurt my wife.�
�Don�t worry about your wife.� Adrian would never hurt Maggie. But he didn�t owe Morgan that explanation. �I just wanted an informal meeting with a fellow skylord.�
�You went through a lot for just that.�
The only sound in the lobby then, aside from water flowing down the marble edges of the fountain into the pool, was the sound of Adrian chuckling. He turned from the glass. Looked at him. �If only you knew, Morgan.�
Morgan squinted.
Adrian started forward, focusing on Morgan�s eyes. The great Manhattan skylord stopped squinting. The great Manhattan skylord�s eyebrows rose, and his entire face gave out, like it had gone numb. His shoulders still locked in the grip of Baltimore soldiers, his head rolled forward. He sighed. And was he crying� or was that laughing? Both?
�Have you really lost your mind in only three weeks, old friend?�
Morgan looked at him, closed his eyes. �Just the opposite, believe it or not.�
Adrian smiled, sunk his knee in Morgan�s stomach. Morgan keeled. �Stand him up.� Adrian grabbed him by the hair. �Neither of us is leaving this room with you alive. You�re going to die, Morgan. Nothing will change that. Why don�t you show a little anguish?�
Morgan didn�t break down then. Not at all. But he did become more serious. He looked into Adrian as gravely as Adrian was looking back. Nose-to-nose. �Because the most evil thing I ever did� it turns out never really happened.�
The stare lasted another minute. Or hour, whatever it was. Adrian let go. He grabbed the empty shotgun from Angela. He had told her not to load it. He wanted to do that himself.
�I know you won�t believe me now, Adam� But I am sorry.�
�Me too,� said Adrian as he loaded the gun, facing Morgan while he did. �I�m sorry for whatever it was I�d done to make you so angry. I�m sorry I met you. I�m sorry I was ever born to hurt my parents when I died. To kill my mother.�
Morgan�s head fell forward again. Not in laughter this time. �Adam��
�Look at me!� Adrian pumped the shotgun.
Morgan obeyed.
That feeling from before returned to him again. That high from the wrath of his long-awaited vengeance. From the power. The warmth in his hips. In his loins. It grew stronger as he looked at Morgan�s weary, defeated eyes. He stepped to him slowly, feeling his appetite evolve. He ran his hand up the back of Morgan�s neck, grabbed his hair as before, gentler this time. He breathed into his ear. �Maggie said you were handsome. I always agreed with her��
Morgan was a smaller man than Adrian; slightly shorter, more slender. Adrian�s hand fit easily around Morgan�s waist. He pressed his fingers into his skin. Morgan winced. He rested his face in Morgan�s neck. Morgan stayed perfectly still as Adrian went for his belt.

ANGELA

She could compete with a woman like Maggie. She couldn�t compete with a woman like vengeance.
Vengeance had a better body than she. It had larger, rounder breasts. Larger, curvier hips. Bigger lips. And it knew how to fuck like Angela never would.
She began to wonder.
She could stop him. She could stop this all. Who were they to say this man had not reformed? She had seen the worst crimes carried like millstones around the men who had committed them, burdens they carried for the rest of their lives. It was the price of being a good person. She sensed nothing but the same in this man feared by so many people.
No. After everything she had learned, the words of a man she knew to be detestable was going to make her change her mind? All of Baltimore knew what had to be done. Who was she to defy them all? Who was she to insist that an alliance with Chicago could come with good intentions? Who was she to say what happened to Adrian could be forgiven?
She had her vengeance on the men who took her mother. She had no right to deny him his. But she did have the right to help him along, before vengeance stole him from her. She grabbed his shoulder, whispered, �Don�t make this out to be anything more than it is. He took your life. Take his.�
Adrian looked at her with cold eyes, devoid of any love, any feeling they built for her in their time together. They made her empty. He backed away from Morgan. Pointed the gun at his head.
�Don�t do this to yourself, Adam�� Morgan was sad, but fearless. �You won�t survive it.�
Adrian replied without tone, �Let�s see if your skull is as strong as mine.�
�I forgive you, Adam.�
Adrian hesitated.
Angela uttered, �Now.�
The shotgun flared, and Morgan�s head was gone. A soft stream of blood flew from his neck as the soldiers let his twitching body stumble to the floor.
Fifteen years ago, the mercs who raised her took her to the tribe responsible for the death of her mother. They dragged before her the tribal elder, donned in her mother�s coat. She took a life that day. Her first. Any regrets she had for it she suppressed, and they never came back. Not until today. She had never watched someone she loved take a life like Adrian took Morgan�s.
Adrian turned to the glass. The sky was dark.
She hoped her fianc�e was at peace now that it was over.

ADRIAN

He held his hands behind his back as he looked over the city. The city that put Morgan in charge.
This wasn�t over.
He turned to a sergeant. �Where was that thing he used to talk to the city?�
�In his office, sir, this way.�
Adrian followed his men into Morgan�s office. He handed the gun to Angela and walked to Morgan�s desk. He picked up the radio, walked to the window, put the radio to his mouth.
�Manhattan,� he said. �You are being spoken to by the man responsible for the invasion of your city. Your skylord told you not to resist and, as usual, your obedience has saved you. But your skylord is dead, so now you can obey me. In one hour, this city will be destroyed. Not a single fence post will stand. Not a single street will lay flat. The deepest bunker won�t protect you. Your final instructions are to run. Not into the country�my men will gun you down. You�re going to the island, among the people you abandoned. One hour.�
He left the tower with Angela. All the soldiers who helped him take it got into their vans and pulled out.
The streets were filled. People carried boxes. Many were breaking through windows. There were vehicles speeding in the opposite direction. Adrian�s convoy made way. Some of them ran to the side of his vans and fell to their knees, pleading. The window couldn�t keep their cries out of the car. But Adrian could easily keep them out of his thoughts. At least they had a chance to beg.
Guns on the vehicles around him kept the crowds at bay. Shots in the air kept the traffic out of their way.
He saw a fat man with glasses, out of breath, sweating, two toddlers in his arms. He�d make it out, Adrian was sure.
The jets flew low over the city. That got the people moving faster. Screaming louder.
His van crossed one of the bridges over the Hudson and passed the blockade. He left his van and walked to the edge of Jersey City. His mind and body stood still in the time the city had left. It was empty now. It must have been. Even the lights weren�t coming on.
Then his artillery commander approached.
�An hour gone, my lord.�
Adrian took his time to fill his chest with moist evening air. �Do it.�
He listened as his general�s footsteps grew further away. Then they were gone. He watched the city.

CHICAGO

The water beneath the surface of San Francisco Bay was black, but they were trained in darker waters than these. They couldn�t see each other, but they felt one another�the unity of a hundred heroes advancing on the man responsible for the destruction of the world.
After hours of slow, methodical strides across the bay from where the boats had dropped them off, the lights of Alcatraz began to fill the surface, shimmering in the small waves made by the patrol boats defending it.
A team of four ascended and pulled off their masks. They clung to a passing boat, boarded it and killed its crew of three. They flagged down another boat, and did the same to that one. Another team rose to the surface. Another boat was infiltrated. Soon all twenty were filled with Chicago�s men, all cruising as though still on patrol.
Twenty more soldiers rose to the surface, carrying long metal cases. The boats passed them one at a time, loaded a box onto each one. The boxes opened, and the rifles inside were mounted, their scopes set before the eyes of masters, pointed at the island. The boats stopped cruising.

HAROLD

And what better place to throw a party for the dedicated officials of San Francisco than Alcatraz Island? City sanitation, plumbing, electricity, zoning, transportation, military; everyone who helped make their golden city what it was. And their loyal staff, of course. All of them were gathered for a high-funded, media-free chance to drink and flirt and do all sorts of things the public would condemn them for.
The isolation of Alcatraz had been put to such uses in the past, mostly by big businesses. Cell block B and C had already been converted into a grand ball room with a chandelier the size of a house. Cell block A was made into a hotel�a refuge for drunks and date rape.
Armed guards patrolled the small bit of road that led from the ferry landing and surrounded the former prison. The night was moving along. It turned out to be nothing more than a cocktail party. Most of the guests didn�t even seem to want to be there. No drugs, no drunken episodes, no date rape. Apparently they had their own places for that. Here, it was just a bunch of corrupted politicians humoring the status quo, waiting to return to their homes and offices and be corrupt.
Of the prison�s four cell blocks, it was cell block D that was preserved for its historical value, remaining more or less untouched by politics. But no one cared to visit. Until tonight. Harold was there. And so were two hundred elite mercenaries of Eglin Air Force Base�courtesy of Darius Mercado.
As a man of science, Harold understood that sometimes a costly experiment had to be put at risk over a hypothesis. Tonight, Harold hypothesized that Grakus had soldiers hidden outside his city for an opportunity like this. There was always doubt. Always worry. But tonight, very little.
Harold looked at his soldiers from the balcony at the end of the block. He looked at his laptop, which displayed surveillance footage of the party and the grounds.
Looking on with him was the highest ranking mercenary there, who was none other than Captain Dicks. He had warmed up to Harold since Darius took over Eglin. �What time do you expect they�ll come?�
Harold sighed. But the man still loved his stupid questions. �I don�t know.�
�How sure are you they�ll come at all?�
�Not.�
Darius was able to get his best men to San Francisco in under two hours. By Harold�s request, the men were removed from the plane in crates and carried by truck and ferry onto Alcatraz, where they were moved discretely to where they were now. If all went well, Grakus�s men, who may or may not even be out there, were aware only of the security detail outside, and that Harold and his bag were somewhere inside.
The wait was tedious, but the party was interesting. He never realized how many people controlled his city, how many advisers each one had. The ballroom was flooded with fat men and beautiful women. It might have been interesting to go out there and mingle with the scumbags. He smiled at the temptation.
�Sir�� Dicks expanded the surveillance feed of the street just outside the prison. The guards were gone.
Harold brought up a feed of the street on the opposite side. No guards. On the edge of the pavement, almost off-screen, was a body. He brought up a feed from the ferry landing. Armed men in scuba suits were rising from the water, starting toward the prison.
Harold felt a sharp smile on his face.
�Whoa� I guess this is it,� said Dicks. �Should I give the order?�
�Not yet,� said Harold.
The black soldiers were half way up the road toward the prison.
�How �bout now?� said Dicks.
Still smiling, Harold shook his head.
The black soldiers gathered at the entrance. Some broke off to look for other ways in. They found them, and waited.
Inside, the party was picking up. Laughter was rising in waves from this part of the room and that. Some were even singing. One or two were making use of the escorts Harold had ordered. The kitchen staff was having a difficult time meeting demand at the buffet table.
The doors burst open. The monitor gave no sound, but it didn�t need to. Harold and his small army could hear the gunfire from where they were, the chandelier crash onto the floor, the laughter turn to screaming.
The back door into the kitchen smashed in. Hanging pans fell to the floor. Pots spilled boiling water onto the stoves, onto the bodies. Guests in the ballroom threw their glasses and food at the black soldiers. Wine mixed with blood across the floor.
�And how about now!� said Dicks.
�No,� said Harold. �Let them all die.�
The soldiers broke into the hotel, murdered every whore on display in the lobby. Then, room by room, murdered the rest.
Harold shut the laptop, put his hands on the railing, spoke loudly to the men. �There are probably snipers still outside, so don�t leave the prison. The army will take care of them��
Harold was cut off as the doors to cell block D crashed loudly, echoing through the cell, but did not open.
�They�re not expecting this, I assure you,� said Harold. He put a finger over his lips and said �shhhhh.� The men smiled, but did not laugh. �Open the doors and have fun.�
One mercenary stood low at each door. All the mercs inside held up their guns. The doors were pulled open. A battalion ran in. None of them had the chance to fire. Harold�s army rushed out.

ADRIAN

All at once, the peace was gone.
In a blanket of fire, Manhattan shone brighter than Chicago. Brighter than all the cities that ever stood. It banished the stars, turned the night to high noon. And then the rumble�louder than the jets flying low above his head.
He didn�t close his eyes as the brightness filled his vision. He nodded at it in approval. The world would finally learn its lesson.
It was midnight when the last explosion popped in a sea of black smoke. It would take hours more for the smoke to clear. When a new day began, the sun would rise over nothing.

KAREN

She was curled up on the couch in her Sacramento suite, a hot chocolate held close to her lips. The news was on, though it was more like commentaries than actual news. Still, it was California Broadcast: a network not endorsed by any of the cities and therefore not partial to them. Her brother, Roger, was being interviewed by Darren Iron, one of the top commentators on this powerful station, and one of the liberals. Karen was always delighted to watch Roger defend himself here.
Iron was confident and assertive as always. �There is some concern among your neighbors as to your use of a secret police force.�
�We don�t call it that,� said Roger. He was egging Iron on.
�Oh come on, Lord Mercado,� it was working. �With all due respect, give us a break. There is no other definition in the dictionary that comes close to accurately describing how you run this city, come on.�
Roger was still, his expression casual, his eyes sharply focused. �I�ve happily defended myself more times than I should have had to. But since you born-again liberals can�t seem to comprehend reason the tenth time it slaps you across the face, allow me to extend to you another undeserved courtesy: my agents�er��secret police,� are not interested in who�s in your house when your wife isn�t. I�m speculating here, of course. We are not interested in the sex toys your wife keeps hidden from you in the bottom-right hand drawer of her desk beneath the sewing supplies she never uses. Darren, we�re not even interested in your marijuana or your multi-million dollar tax evasions. My agents are interested in threats against the city. Nothing more.�
�You�re a funny man, Lord Mercado,� said Iron.
Karen shook her head and chuckled. �Oh, Roger.�
Even if what Roger said about Iron was entirely in jest, every Westerner, including Iron, feared the Lord of Sacramento for the things he really did know. If nothing else, Roger was simply reminding Mr. Iron of that.
Karen knew that Roger was a noble man. Crazy, but noble. In fact, she trusted Roger more than she trusted Francis. Roger never lied, as hard as that was to believe. He�d withhold the truth, and he was good at that. But if you knew what questions to ask, you wouldn�t even have to read between the lines. She could detect any lie since before she could speak, and Roger learned that quickly. He learned everything quickly, which was why he was so good with journalists. Their formula never really changed.
The questions Iron gave began to become somewhat mundane. Whether Roger cared to answer these questions or not, he always did. He never looked anything but fully engaged when speaking before the public.
�What does Roger Mercado, skylord of Sacramento, believe?� said Iron. �What belief ultimately drives this clearly driven man?�
�I believe�� Roger paused. He didn�t do that often. He looked at the ceiling. Back at Iron. �I believe in America. I believe that� whatever her future is, under whatever government she will ultimately come� that she must do so United. Not as seven. Currently, there are factors that exist within this country that will not allow this to happen.�
�Like Chicago?� said Iron.
Roger nodded. �So long as that city remains isolated and autocratic, it will remain for evil.�
Max chose that moment as a good time to cut to commercial. Karen sipped her chocolate, half her attention on a skin care advertisement. After that single one, Iron was back, but Roger wasn�t.
�Just a moment ago, the station has received word that an emergency has taken place on our side of the country. We�re not sure what it is yet, but Lord Mercado has been rushed back to his office. My show is going to conclude, but CBN will remain on the air to bring you the information the moment it comes. It may be best to keep your television on for the remainder of the evening. I�m Darren Iron. Be safe tonight.�
Bewildered, Karen set her chocolate next to the phone, knowing a call was imminent. It rang seconds later.
�Ma�am, it�s Isaacs,� it was one of her foreign affairs advisers.
�What�s going on, Brad?�
�Ma�am, there�s been a situation in San Francisco� It�s over now, but most of Lord Del Meethia�s public staff have been killed. We think Chicago is responsible.�
Karen slammed the phone down.

ADRIAN

He passed a television on his way to see her. It was the afternoon following the destruction of Manhattan. News reporters from Pittsburgh had been tipped off about the attack, and now all the country had seen it. Adrian wasn�t concerned with the ramifications of that. But he was concerned with what the news was saying.
�Over a hundred thousand dead� Many children wandering the rubble, looking for their parents� Parents looking for their children� Dogs eating body parts��
The news showed men in business suits wailing like children, children huddled in debris, debris piled up a hundred feet where busy streets had been.
Adrian shook his head. �No� I gave them time��
He wanted to see her. But he needed to see Doctor Mesa, who had just moved into his new office, close to Adrian�s. He found it and was grateful to find the doctor inside. He told him what the news was saying, asked how it was possible.
�Because we bombed their city, Adrian��
Adrian brought his hands to the back of his head and squeezed hard. �I gave them a fucking hour to leave!�
�Adrian�� Mesa stood from his chair. He sat Adrian on a sofa and sat with him. �When you gave that warning, people started to panic. They rioted, looted. Parents were looking for their children through all of it, carrying them across the city. The bridges were blocked with traffic. People tried swimming across the river. Many drowned. Some people were killed by stray shells all the way into Brooklyn. Hopefully we deposed a tyrannical society, but we�re all going to have to come to terms with the decision we carried out.�
�They should have told me!� Adrian roared as he sprung from the sofa. �They should have told me it wasn�t enough� I just wanted to take their home� I didn�t want them to die��
Mesa stood by Adrian, put his hands on Adrian�s shoulders. �I didn�t think you did. But you declared war, Adrian. What else did you think would come from that but death?�
Adrian turned away. He left the office. More numbers were coming in. The press was waiting for him on the stairs outside. All he thought about was Maggie. He knew just looking at her would make things better. And he would be okay.
He came to his office. Angela and three guards were waiting at the door. He led them in, looked at the windows ahead. Maggie was standing there, her face a shadow in the light. He knew it was her by how she kept her hair. He ran across the room.
�Maggie,� he held her. �It�s me! It�s Adam!� Then he saw her face. It was different. Her expression was blank. Her eyes were red and swollen. It was like a lifetime of abuse had been compounded into her days with Morgan. �What did he do to you?� He hugged her tightly. He started to cry.
Then he stopped. A sudden pain in his stomach made him back away from her. A letter opener was sticking out of him. There was already a small puddle of blood on the floor.
Angela saw the knife before Adrian did, and in two seconds her foot was crossing Maggie�s face like a club.
�Don�t hurt her!� Adrian had fallen. His guards were rushing to lift him back to the hospital floor.

ANGELA

She obeyed�only as not to leave Adrian with any doubt that this woman no longer loved him.
The doctors checked him, stitched him. He kept asking for the blond cunt. When they were done with him they advised him to relax. He immediately left the room and marched to the Crown guard station: a police department in its own right. She followed him as he put his hand on the front desk and demanded to see Maggie.
It was a long walk to the cell they were keeping her in. Angela would never forget the sickness in Adrian�s face as he looked at Maggie, who stared coldly back. Any emotion from her, even hatred, would have alleviated his pain. But Maggie gave him nothing. Like she had lost the ability to care. Like the world had taken everything. Angela used to see that face on herself in her nightmares.
He came to Maggie�s side. Maggie kept staring ahead. He took her hand. She did nothing.
�Maggie�� he knelt and looked up at her. His eyes were hopeful and pleading. �Maggie� I did a bad thing� It was a mistake� I was so angry. He hurt me. My mom died because of it��
Maggie turned her head toward him then. Angela prepared to defend him, then remembered that Maggie was cuffed by her hands and feet to the chair. It probably didn�t matter. If Maggie really had wanted Adrian dead, she would have stuck the knife in a higher place.
�All I had was a home,� said Maggie. Her lips were the only thing on her that moved. And even those gave little sign of life. �A husband. Some dolls from when I was a little girl. A family. Nothing worth taking�� there was another pause. A tear was the second and only other sign of life she gave. �But you did.� She turned her head back in front of her. �I�m glad you got your revenge, Adrian. Maybe someday I�ll get mine.�
Angela looked at Adrian. His eyes were changing. What small bit of hope was in them faded. His body stood as his spirit fell. He left both women behind him.
She looked at Maggie, her hatred fading. She followed Adrian. He wandered through the building, from the guard wing back to the hospital. She lagged further and further behind him.
He made a mistake. Like Morgan had.
She watched him fall onto a bench in a dark hall, where the dead were carried to the morgue. She wished he still loved Maggie. She wished Maggie still loved him. She could have stopped him. She could have prevented all of this. All the death. All the pain. His pain. She could have prevented him from making Morgan�s mistake. It was in her hands and she let it happen. She watched from the other end of the hall as Adrian covered his face and shivered in rage.
She sat on the floor, put her head in her knees. The news kept playing around her.
She wondered if she ever should have left her place among the mercenaries.

KAREN

On the night of the attack, she held an emergency meeting among her brothers and their staff. Of course, Harold had excused himself from it, but she couldn�t hold that against him. With almost every official below him killed at Alcatraz, Harold would be busy. Roger wanted war, Francis did not. They sputtered ideologies at each other for hours. When the meeting finally closed, they left in a hurry. The people would be wanting answers, at least a slim majority favoring war. There was a lot to prepare for, especially for those still vying for peace.
Now all the skylords were indisposed, locked tightly in their mansions across California. They probably would be for some time.
It was late afternoon of the following day. At the end of another useless meeting. District supervisors, some sergeants, a squadron of interns. They were all the skylords could afford to represent them. Speaking on behalf of Sacramento�s military was a nineteen year-old corporal. That was probably spite.
The only person of importance there was Julian, who came on his own volition. She appreciated that.
The less-useful bodies stood around the long table, made their way out as the meeting adjourned. Julian stayed, seated at the opposite end of the governor. The room was empty. He said, �Del Meethia was waiting for them.�
Naturally, Karen knew him on a personal level. She had since long before they had the right to call themselves adults. She started to set the ream of pages before her into some sort of order. �I�m not concerned about Del Meethia, Julian,� she took off her glasses. �It wasn�t he who ordered the attack.�
Julian was high-born, like she and her brothers, but of a different breed: a family planted deep in wealth and status dating long before the Founding. Alabaster Mercado had to do the work on his own, for all the redemption that brought him. One of the few times the wizard made his daughter laugh was when he found out about Francis and Julian. He said to her, �it�s nice the boy finally found someone to help him bitch.�
�Has it crossed your mind that people may want him dead for a reason, Karen?�
She smiled lightly. Julian was easy to disarm if you were willing to disarm yourself. �Everyone has a reason for killing someone else.�
Francis was the life of their juvenile escapades. Julian was his tag-along, never fond of parties. At least not theirs. Maybe he was shy. Maybe he was stuck up. Maybe he grew up early.
He looked down at the table. �Do you remember what the West was like before your father overthrew the government?� He looked at her.
�Of course I do.�
�It was no different from the East. Look what�s becoming of them. They�re destroying each other out of fear of Chicago. I know just as well as you and your brothers, just as much as your father, what it took to make us what we are now.�
She had always blamed him for her widening distance to Francis over the years. That was her folly; Julian never deserved that.
But now was not the time for mercy. It seldom was with him. �I can�t tell if you�re trying to dissuade me from war against Chicago, or to persuade me to discharge Del Meethia from his office. It seems to me that even you can�t tell. Why have you come here, Julian? I�m getting the feeling that Harold Del Meethia isn�t the only Western leader you want replaced.�
�Not that you ever wanted this position. Your father pushed it on you.�
�Francis didn�t want it either. What I hear is you played a part in pushing it on him.�
Julian frowned. �I can�t invest so much faith in him and not be disappointed to see someone else giving the orders. Even you.�
Karen nodded, approving of his answer. �But someone else is. That someone is me.�
�You know I respect that.�
Karen finished organizing her papers. �For now, we do nothing. I will not declare any hostilities toward Chicago, and I will not start dismissing my skylords. We all need time. You as well as I.� She stood, took her papers into her arms and grabbed her thermos. �Go home, Julian. We all have a lot of work ahead of us.�

GRAKUS

He knew his strengths. One of them was that he was smart. But Grakus was not proud. If he was going to win, he had to get used to the fact that Harold was a little smarter.
He watched the news with his staff, who stood with their mouths open. There had been an assault on San Francisco at Alcatraz� where there was a party being held for the city�s administrators. Every politician at the party was killed. Except for Skylord Del Meethia. All of the attackers were either captured or killed. As it turned out, they were elite assassins trained by the highest command of Chicago�s military.
�What do we do now, my lord?� Underhost Trevino turned from the television toward the host.
Grakus didn�t move. �Nothing.�
All in the room were silent except the underhost. �My lord, Del Meethia could be only a speech away from rallying the entire��
�This man escaped my assault on Rush,� Grakus interrupted, still poised before the television. �He eluded me across the nation, convinced the mercenary king�who had everything a man could want�to risk it all to take my life. Then he waltzed to the West and within days was a skylord. And after all that, I still underestimated him.� He turned to face the underhost and his staff. �We do nothing� because I brought this on myself.�
Trevino fell silent.
�For now, rest. I�ll take care of Del Meethia. I�m just going to have to try a little harder.�
Yes. He brought this on himself. But that was only part of the reason Grakus chose to temporarily stand down. His new advisers just wouldn�t understand the bigger reason. They meant well, but there were so many things they failed to see. They thought that things were getting worse. But they were only getting better. Like a delicious loaf of bread baking in the oven. Rising to the heat.
Grakus stepped onto the roof of Herb Tower. Thousands of soldiers were assembled in the streets beneath him. The ones from Manhattan. He had them wait here, outside his home, for news on what exactly happened to theirs.
�Soldiers�� He leaned on the railing. �I know that you�ve been hearing rumors of something bad having happened in your city. Now I�ve been properly informed�� He looked at his feet and sighed heavily. Then he looked at them. �And it�s time we had a talk.� On screens that had long ago been installed on the side of the buildings around them, news footage appeared of a city in ruins. �Late last night, Manhattan was attacked by the city of Baltimore�� His echo was sharp in the silence as the quiet footage showed people wandering through smoldering rubble and bodies strewn at every corner. �Baltimore had grown in fear of the power Manhattan was gaining. And with their technology�with their artillery and bombs�struck your city down like cowards. No civilian was given any warning. And the city was destroyed.�
Soldiers cried. Many held each other.
Grakus held out his hands. �Please, listen to me. I am sending a team to search the lands for survivors, who will be brought here immediately. But soldiers� they had no warning�� Grakus showed anger. �The city is gone and they had no warning.� He lowered his head, let the soldiers react as he showed an attempt to compose himself. �You must support one another. You must be strong together� and I will give you justice.�
The mass went silent again.
�The crimes committed by Skylord Velys and his city will not go unanswered. But now, mourn the loss. And pray for the souls of those you love. And when the time is right, I will be there.�
Angry cries rose unevenly across the mass. Grakus looked into the eyes of those who showed their anger. They were as violent as Antilife. He smiled. They had become Antilife. So many others were in too much pain to show their anger now; they were like minced garlic searing in oil. All in good time.

ADRIAN

Dad still needed rest. But he could function very well, so long as he remained in bed. Adrian was alright with that.
He had all of yesterday to think. Angela came when the night did, and they talked until dawn. In his time with her, his mind was clear, like his problems happened long ago. He loved her, and the child she carried. He wanted to enjoy them. But the shame never left. And when a new day began, he realized he had to make amends somehow.
He sent doctors by ship to Manhattan Island. Of the survivors, there were very few left in the rubble. And those who were left had gathered into factions, fighting one another over the remnants of Manhattan�s glory: mostly just food and supplies. One doctor reported he saw one group fighting over a pile of dolls. The rest had fanned out onto Long Island. The food there would be more than enough to sustain them.
�Of course it would,� one of Adrian�s fat advisers said. �The population�s been cut in half after all��
Awkward apologies were exchanged soon after Adrian punched that adviser in the jaw.
Other advisers reminded Adrian that great leaders have done worse things�had killed more people�and never once apologized for it.
�Not that we�re saying you shouldn�t apologize, my lord,� the fat adviser was quick to add. �Only that, so far, you�re no worse than the best of them.�
Adrian was grateful for their support. It would be important in his journey to forgive himself. But he couldn�t begin that journey without his father.
Dad was lying in his bed, the nurse�damn it, what�s her name�was sitting next to him. She was the best. Constantly watching her patient, practically waiting on him. Adrian would have to promote her or something.
The window was open and the room was cool. The curtains flowed gently inward. He came to his father�s side and sat. The nurse smiled, touched him on the shoulder, and left.
Dad was drowsy. �What time is it?�
�A little after three.�
Dad stirred and groaned. �Why did I need the news to tell me my son was skylord and engaged to a beautiful woman?�
Adrian smiled. �I�m sorry�� he looked through the window. His smile faded. He looked at dad. �What else did you learn about?�
�Well�� dad sighed. �I learned about the battle.�
Adrian scoffed. �Is that what they�re calling it?�
�Such a waste it was.�
Adrian looked down, shook his head. �That�s not how I wanted it, dad� I didn�t��
He felt his father�s hands on his head. �Oh, son,� he said. �I know that.�
Adrian leaned into him.
Dad put his arm around his son�s neck. �I watched you come into this world, Adam. I watched you grow into a man. For twenty-five years I was with you and for many more, I knew what monsters were. I would know if you were one of them.�
�You don�t understand, Dad,� Adrian panted. �I shot a man in the head. I enjoyed it.�
�Doctor Mesa told me about that,� said Dad. �About what Morgan did. I can�t imagine what that put you through. But he did deserve mercy.�
�I know.�
Dad took his arms from Adrian. �Hold out your hand, son.�
Adrian obeyed. Dad reached beneath his pillow. He dropped something metal into Adrian�s palm.
�It was your mother�s,� said Dad. �I�m still wearing mine.�
Adrian put his mother�s crucifix around his neck. �Thanks, dad.�
�Let me rest now, son,� Dad set his head back and shut his eyes. �We�ll talk tonight if you�re not busy.�
Adrian kissed his father on the forehead. He left the room and the Crown, the cross around his neck held tightly in his fist. He sat on the top step, looking out over the suburbs again, and the water beyond. It was a beautiful day. He was starting to understand what Dr. Mesa had told him, about the autumn smell in the air. He took the crucifix off and looked at it. One breeze after the other glided over his skin as he noted the details of the bearded man looking back at him.
�Can I join you, my lord?� Doctor Mesa was standing over him.
Adrian pat the pavement next to him, staring at the necklace.
�Evalynn, my wife,� said Mesa, sitting down. �She had one just like it.�
Adrian looked at Mesa, held up the cross. �You mean this?�
Mesa looked into the horizon. �No one ever knew she wore one, but she always did.�
�Thousands of people died because of me,� Adrian looked back down. �No one will ever be able to tell me their names.� He traced his finger over the man on the cross. �Who is this man to die and be remembered?�
�You�re asking the wrong guy.�
Many breezes passed over them before Mesa spoke again. �I�ve neglected a lot of things in my life. My wife� sometimes it annoyed her. Seeing those crosses always reminds me of that.�
�My parents told me the stories,� said Adrian. �They were nice enough. I forgot most of them.�
�Me too,� said Mesa. �One thing I did understand about the story of my wife�s religion, is that it challenges human nature. Most people don�t care too much for that. People don�t like to be asked difficult questions. I�m probably the same, but I still enjoy profound suggestions. My wife once said to me, if God himself can�t save this world without sacrifice, how can we? That always stuck with me, even if the rest of it didn�t.�
Adrian looked down and focused on the crucifix, focused on his mind. What he wanted was clear: to give these people good lives. He wanted happiness for them. He wanted them to want each other to be happy�to have understanding and compassion toward one another. And� toward themselves.
Suddenly the rage was just gone.

THE SEVEN CITIES OF AMERICA

Weeks passed since the destruction of Manhattan and the incident at Alcatraz, and the people of America had time to ponder these events, and understand the events that led to them�How it all connected, the journeys of the skylords. Adrian Velys. Harold Del Meethia. Grakus. Certainly, there were aspects of these journeys that the people did not know. People in the West knew just enough to accept San Francisco�s new skylord; people in Chicago to adore their host; people in the East to support the Baltimore skylord, all in spite of the terrible things each man was said to have done.
Season�s change came suddenly. A cold wind swept the country from northern lands, and the leaves on every tree turned color together, as though to a leader�s call. The smell of summer faded. Flowers died. A new smell took the land.
Skylord Velys spent hours on the steps of his palace, the Crown, looking out over his city, holding his crucifix. He was a fascination to his people, who longed to learn more about him. But he had become distant, acting only when needed. The only place he could be seen when outside the Crown was at Saint Alphonsus Church early every morning. His wife did most of the speaking on behalf of the government, visiting schools, hospitals, greeting newborns into the world and tending to the sick. All this she did while managing the army, organizing them and building better homes for them, better accommodations for them and for the people. Baltimore sprung to life with Lady Velys around, branching out from a society feverishly fixed to science.
The mercenaries of the West grew fearful of their diminishing numbers. That fear turned to desperation as the tribes rose up with a ferocity none of the most experienced mercs had ever seen. They wore feathers on their bodies and struck suddenly. Even when gunned down, they didn�t stop advancing. The mercs held them off for two weeks after the great exodus to Baltimore. After that, what few mercs remained in the west were on retreat as the lands claimed by Deseret expanded. But the world was still too distracted to be concerned about them, even the three California cities, which stood just outside those borders.
In full control of San Francisco, Harold began to fix things. He held votes to let the people decide on certain replacements for the old administrators, but the power would always come from him. He gave these officials strict ultimatums, employing tactics learned from the governor. Immediately, things got better, and his people started to love him.
He found it an amusing distraction, pushing every limit�making his city as good as it could be, his people as happy as they could be. It alleviated his anxiety, the sense of urgency. He felt the assurance of something meaningful being done, something he hoped to return to in full force when he could finally build his new laboratory on the back of the Transeternal.
His own people may have trusted him now, but Karen and her petal-tossing brother still thought he was the incarnate of Satan. Like-minded fools kept the West divided.
San Francisco was still terrified of Grakus. Half of the city would face this fear with war, marching in protest on Sacramento and Los Angeles, demanding the rally of the West against Chicago. The other half would raise security and build a wall. Many families had already moved to Sacramento.
All of Sacramento, especially Lord Roger, was not only prepared for war, they were starving for it. They cheered the protestors who marched on foot from San Francisco to the capitol building. Every day, Roger took his city into the hands of his charisma, driving passion�for family, for righteousness, for vengeance�into the hearts of his people. He even had food and drink and free accommodations for the protesters who came to urge him to mobilize.
The people of Los Angeles, ruled by the lover of peace, Lord Francis, vehemently condemned any talk of violence. But in a way, his city was also divided. Many of them would not have minded seeing Chicago at war with someone, just not them. When protesters arrived from both cities into Los Angeles, there was no violence.
Governor Karen Mercado understood the divide within her nation. She was prepared to step in and decide for all her people what was best for them. But before such a decision could ever be made, she had to find a way to trust Harold Del Meethia.

HAROLD

It was dark in the hall outside the State Assembly chamber, Sacramento. And it was bare. The only ornaments were the reflections in the polished floor made by two people: a woman and a man. Both of them were distressed, both of them were trying to hide it, both of them were failing.
�I can�t help you if you won�t cooperate with me,� she strode in circles around the room, her reflection touching every step.
�And I can�t make myself care whether or not your people trust me,� he moved opposite her, the white of his coat and his reddening face put a threatening figure on the shiny floor. �Unifying these cities is your job, governor. You�ll help me because you have to.�
�I can�t do my job if I can�t trust you either, Harold,� even in a dark suit, her reflection was clearer than his was. �So step out of your shell for one minute and give me something to work with.�
�How hard is it to just not care?�
�What are you afraid of, Harold?� Karen took a softer tone now. She was tired. He didn�t blame her. He was tired also. �Grakus already knows more about you than you�d want anyone to know. What good is there in keeping it from us?�
Harold looked down at his reflection. He was still angry, but his face was no longer red. �Do you want me to explain to you what�s been explained to me?� He looked at her. �Would it make you feel better if I explained to you that I will never feel love? Or sadness? Or sorrow? Do you want me to explain to you why it�s pointless for me to ever hug someone? Smile? Be smiled at? Do you want me to explain to you what knowing that does to a six-year-old orphan?�
The governor folded her arms. There was skepticism in her eyes, but there was also understanding. �Maybe it�s not true.�
�No?� Harold started pacing again. �Do you know how many people I�ve killed for a single line of data? There were times I�d forget to write it down. I�d go back into the lab and kill someone else. I could never make myself feel bad about it. And I don�t know if I should. I don�t know� anything.� He stopped again, breathed deeply, breathed out. �I�ve been overwhelmed with personal goals since long before I knew who Grakus was. I just want to return to them. Alone.� He looked across the hall to her. �So if you want me to put on a warm smile and tell you I�m in this for the welfare of your people, that�s not going to happen. I�m in this because I want my life back.�
There was silence between them. He knew Karen was thinking deeply. He wasn�t sure if he cared exactly what about.
From the corner of his eye, she didn�t look like she moved at all. �Then you would abdicate your leadership if Grakus were defeated?�
�Gladly.�
�Can I have that in writing?�
Harold nodded.
Karen started moving again. �It�s a start.� Her tone was uplifted. She was feeling better. Good for her. �But the more comfortable with you we can make the West, the better things will turn out for all of us. Is there anyone you can think of outside of Chicago who will vouch for you? Someone respectable, credible?�
�Yes.� Harold had been saving this card since he found out he had it. The bitch was right. It was time to set everything aside�not just his goals, but who he was. It was time for politics. And it would be nice to see his friend again.
�Alright,� said Karen. �Who is it?�
�The skylord of Baltimore.�
Karen�s eyes returned to skepticism. �Aden Mesa�s son in-law? How could you know him?�
He scowled at her. �It�s a long and personal story and I wouldn�t tell you even if I had the time. Suffice to say, we owe each other a lot. And he�s a good man. The kind you�re looking for.�
�Okay,� Karen nodded. �I�ll fly to Baltimore first thing. Thank you.�
�Have a good flight,� Harold turned to leave.
Karen looked like she wanted to say more. But he didn�t care. He just wanted to go home. It wasn�t where he always was or planned to always be. There was no one he knew there. No one he planned to know. But for now, that over-embellished office with the lewd posters he never took down was the only place he had. And he wanted to be there. Once again, he was happy to leave that building. And happy to leave her.

THE TRIBES OF DESERET

Sneaky Evagrius didn�t visit the home front very often. Too many angry locals. Too many desperate nomads. Too many big bad mercenaries. But things were different now. His predictions found life as though the story of the world were his to tell. The big bad mercs were leaving. And not to the cozy California cities, no. They were headed east. All the way east.
There were those who stayed behind�like the one on his knees before Evagrius. He and his big bad mercenary friends used to hold a small town on the eastern border of Nevada. Last night, that town fell to the Tribes of Deseret. The mercs protecting it were either killed or taken into slavery� except for the one slouched in this dusty ravine. His fate was yet to be determined: he had already been tested for sexual use and been deemed unsatisfactory. He had been tortured for information and offered nothing. He had been beaten for the satisfaction of his cries, but held them in his belly.
Evagrius wasn�t here to beat the man. He wasn�t here to rape him. He wasn�t even here for information. He was here to give the man a second chance.
A group of people was nothing to be devoted to. Evil comes when people come together. The mercenaries gave themselves to bases just as the civil gave themselves to the cities. Just as the tribals gave themselves to Deseret. They fell in line, lost their individuality and conjoined into a great abomination. They had to be purged. In the end, even the tribes would follow. Those who remained would wander the world on their own.
�You�re sick,� the mercenary spat after all this was explained to him.
�Yes,� Evagrius swayed his head and grinned. �Sometimes I have trouble expressing my views properly�� the dirt crumbled beneath his knee as he leveled himself with his captive. �The mercs are nothing. Just a fad. Even among these empty causes people cling to, death for their sake is simply a waste of good devotion.� He took a handkerchief and wiped a mix of blood and spit from the man�s quivering lower lip. �But I don�t blame you for joining them, as I�m sure you don�t really blame me for joining the tribes. You needed something to help you survive, help you find happiness. Darwin would be proud. But they can no longer give you what you sought to take from them. I can. And will. If you join me.�
The merc looked Evagrius straight in the eye. A grave expression. It would have looked a lot braver if he just stopped quivering. His answer would have sounded braver if he weren�t stammering. �F-Fuck y-you.�
Evagrius stood, wiped the dirt from his knee, sighed. �Fine.� He took his pistol from its holster to the man�s head. �I did almost have you, you know.�
With a flash of light and a crackle that echoed from wall to wall in the ravine, the man was dead. Before his head hit the ground, a heavy wind brought clouds of sand through the pass. Evagrius held his hand against his face. The wind died. He lowered his hand. A new man was with him now, sitting on a rock like he had been there all along, his fine black clothes untouched by the flying sands. The two stared at one another.
�You�re a superstitious individual, Evagrius,� said the man. �But don�t be afraid. I�m just a fellow tribal.�
Evagrius�s gun was not pointed at the man because the man did not have a gun pointed at him. �Tell me your name and don�t lie.�
The man smiled. �Would you know if I were lying?�
No tribal allows a conversation to continue unless a direct answer is given. Evagrius held his silence.
�My name is Grakus.�
Evagrius was taken by wonder. He knew the swarthy complexion was familiar. But his mind wouldn�t have dared make such a bold connection. �The host of Chicago.�
�Oh, I see someone watches the Failed Man�s television,� Grakus sucked his teeth and shook his finger. �Even for one who speaks His forbidden language, that�s a naughty hiney.�
�What do you want with me?�
Grakus slid from the rock, landed on the sand. He stepped toward Evagrius, but there was still good distance between them when he stopped. �I want what you want. Well, no two people want exactly the same thing�� he started walking around, his eyes to the narrow sky above the ravine. He stopped. �I want the end of history. Like you do.� He looked to Evagrius, pacing again. �All I need is the cooperation of a single Deseret elder. All you need is me.�
Evagrius folded his arms, head turned down. �Civilization failed. The tribes have followed in that failure.� His eyes turned up to Grakus. �How could either factor into a successful plan, let alone both?�
Grakus stopped walking. �As soon as I have your acceptance, I will give the order to kill every other elder presiding over the tribes of Deseret.�
Grakus didn�t answer his question, so Evagrius just listened. But Grakus had his full attention now.
�I will make it look like the mercs were responsible,� Grakus continued. �And a once confident Deseret will become afraid. They�ll question themselves. Their advance will stop, and they�ll struggle to elect new elders. That is where you will rise to unite the tribes under one grand elder. To ensure their confidence in you, you will tell them you know Grakus, who has infiltrated a city of Man.
�The tribes will come and live in the lands around Chicago, protected from the mercs, until the time for war has come. They will die in that war. All those of the institutionalized East and West will die. And when the war is won, I will gather all those left�every single living human left in America, in the world�and bring them to my city.
�I will live for hundreds of years, Evagrius; a gift from one who wanted destruction as badly as we do. And when most of these productive years has passed, civilization will have become happier, fatter than it ever was. Before I die, I will guide them to a decision�a decision to destroy themselves. After hundreds of years of the most harmonious peace will come a violence like the world has never seen. The city will fall, and the people will see for all time the failure of civilization. And all those left from the fallen city will abandon the past and fade into the world, all institutions forgotten�government, community, marriage, family, friendship�everyone will be born alone, will walk the world alone, will die alone. All by their own doing. Tell me, Evagrius� does this appeal to you?�
The elder stood still. Emotions rumbled in the core of his mind.
�I have your approval, then,� said Grakus. �Good. You�ll be hearing from me soon.� He then proceeded to walk through the ravine. He didn�t vanish or fly, no new gust of sand came to take him. He just walked into the depths, his head turned to the sky.
Evagrius turned to the body he left on the ground. It was nearly buried.

KAREN

She wasn�t devoted to holding Harold to that document he signed. Mostly, she just wanted to know if he�d sign it. He never hesitated.
Her small plane landed at Mesa International, south of Baltimore. She and two guards stepped into the bright sun and warm breeze�summer�s final breath. A limo stopped before her and her two guards. Out came a man dressed as nicely as a skylord.
�I always knew you�d answer the call to leadership one day, governor,� Aden Mesa held the door open for her.
�I never thought you�d turn away,� said Karen as she stepped in.
He followed her, and two guards followed him. �Ten years is long enough for a successful career,� he sat across from her, his leather jacket squeaking against the leather seat. �So. How�s family?�
The door shut and the limo started to move. Small talk with Aden was never unpleasant, but the conversation was supervised only by a fraction of her mind. The rest was back in California.
Karen�s feelings had never betrayed her. But lately, they were telling her to trust Harold. So she betrayed them, and set her trust on a signature. Harold must have had a knack for making people double-check themselves.
�Is he as bad as I�m told?� Aden seemed less flirty when he asked.
Karen turned briefly from her thoughts. �Who?�
�The host,� Aden leaned forward. �Is that what this meeting is about?�
Karen pondered. She had known Aden since she was a teenager. He was the last man to accept a rumor from just anybody. �Who told you Grakus is anything but a revolutionary?�
�My son in-law,� Aden smiled proudly. �The man you�re here to see, unless you�ve changed your mind?�
Karen�s eyes ran along the floor of the car. They rose to Aden. ��I�m told he also knows the skylord of San Francisco. Has your son in-law mentioned him?�
�Del Meethia?� Aden rubbed his chin. �No� of course, I never thought to ask.� He chuckled. �Damn, who did I give my daughter to?�
Karen smiled, then fell back into her mind as they entered the city. Watching the buildings pass, she asked. �How involved was he in the attack on Manhattan?�
Aden�s tone changed. �Do you really think a kid walked into a city one day and convinced them to go to war? The whole city was afraid of them. We wanted war. He�s going to get rap for that for the rest of his life.�
�But he didn�t help.�
�He�s just a kid.�
�And a skylord.�
Aden sighed. �No. He didn�t help. Neither did I.�
The limo stopped at the Crown. The white stairs leading to it rose farther than she could see from inside the car. The door was opened for her and the structure was revealed. It pinned a cloud to the sky.
�How long has it been since you�ve seen it?� Aden held his elbow out to her.
�Too long,� Karen locked arms with him and began to climb, her eyes on the Crown.
�It still may not be the highest tower in America,� said Aden. �But God damn if it isn�t the prettiest.�
Karen�s responsibilities had always demanded constant motion�long before her ascension to governor. But she was always short of breath at the top of these stairs. Half of it she blamed on the wonder of the sight.
�You look like you�re ready to make it your new palace,� Aden laughed.
�I�ll keep my ocean sunsets, thank you.�
He took her into an elevator, out into a hall with big windows. They approached a small group of men. Most of them were guards, two of them clearly advisers. Pacing back and forth was a very handsome man in white. Blond hair. A stern expression.
Aden walked to the latter, put his arm around him, practically dragged him before her. �Governor Karen Mercado, meet my son in-law, Skylord Adrian Velys.�

ADRIAN

Governor Mercado was elegant and intimidating�she kept her hair almost as neat as Angela�s. Many might have guessed that politics had trained her well. But politicians only demanded respect. He could see right away that this woman deserved it.
Aden ushered them into the nearby conference room by themselves.
Adrian hated dressing up. He felt like he couldn�t even move in a suit so expensive. And how unnecessary was this stupid robe? Summer was barely over.
The table was farther into the large room, close to the windows. Adrian didn�t go there. He turned half-way and faced her. �Is this about Manhattan?�
�No,� the governor put her hands in her pockets. �I�m here because the West needs an ally.
�I�m not planning to bomb the West, governor, don�t worry.�
The governor smiled�the kind of sad, condescending smile used to empathize with a child. �I told you, this isn�t about Manhattan. I�m here because our country may have an enemy. But I�m not sure. I need you to help me figure it out. And help my people decide what to do if it�s true.�
He met her gaze then. Clearly the governor had given to the latest national rumor� not that it was a lie. �Chicago.�
The governor nodded.
Adrian caught his reflection in the mirrors along the walls. He looked so stupid, standing motionless, his eyes all over the place. The governor must have realized by now how silly Mesa was for giving him the office. He felt naked, dressed so heavily. If only they had given him something to do with his hands. A beer would have been enough.
He rubbed the back of his neck and started pacing. �Grakus is an animal. But he stands behind a city now. And I�m done slaughtering families to get to people I don�t like.�
Nervous as she made him, he did his best not to avoid eye contact with her. But he found she often did this anyway. She would close her eyes for a second, look down in thought, sometimes turn away. It made speaking with her easier, like she�d give him the chance to redeem himself if he said the wrong thing.
�Grakus is trying to kill one of my skylords,� said the governor.
�Give him your support,� said Adrian. �If Grakus wants him dead, he�s probably a saint.�
�It�s your support he wants.�
�He has my best wishes.�
�He wants you to testify in his favor before the Western authorities. That Grakus needs to be overthrown.�
Adrian laughed softly. She obviously didn�t understand him. �My own city gives me enough politics, governor. If America has a civil war, it won�t be because of me. I already told you�murder is a hobby I�ve given up.�
�Then I guess you don�t know his name,� she said. �He�s sure you�d help him if you did.�
Now Adrian was starting to lose his patience. �You can tell your celebrity leader I�m not interested, governor,� he turned away from her. �A name isn�t going to make me forget what I believe in.�
�His name is Harold Del Meethia.�

KAREN

He was a mystery, but she knew that she liked him.
They left Baltimore very shortly after she dropped Harold�s name. He changed from his white suit and garb into a black tank top. It suited him better. He packed very little and said goodbye to his wife, who was as attractive as he.
Whatever happened at Manhattan, the man who sat, hunched forward in the back of her private plane, was not responsible.
The coming trial had given her much to prepare, and she was going over some of it with an advisor as the plane took off. When they were above the clouds, she finished one last detail, and joined Velys, offered him a drink.
�Thank you,� Velys took the glass. He held it with both hands, looking at it, running his fingers along the designs. �So� your family rules the west?�
�Unfortunately.� She intended it as a joke.
Adrian swirled the drink around. �For the west, or for your family?�
�For me.�
�You don�t like them?�
�My brothers are hit-or-miss,� Karen crossed her legs and took a sip. She turned her head out the window�she found it was easier to get words out of a shy man by avoiding eye contact. �My father�s a maniac.�
Adrian glanced at her. �Well, he did give you life.�
�He takes it from many others.�
Adrian looked at his glass again. �Why don�t you stop him?�
�Stop him?� Karen turned her eyes from the clouds. �You�re saying I should be the one to kill my own father because the people are too cowardly to do it themselves?� She took another sip. �If they decide they want to take a stand against him, I hope they succeed. But I won�t do the work for them. Not this time.�
Adrian sat back. �I�m sure Harold would agree with that.�
Karen smiled. The conversation was finally open. �You have a lot of respect for him. Why?�
�I don�t know, he�s�� Adrian put the glass down and rubbed his knees. �He�s complex. And he saved my life.�
�You don�t think he saved you because he needed you?�
�Maybe that was his excuse to help someone.�
Karen smiled again.

GRAKUS

It was hardly a chore to keep the power from going to his head. It was all a means to an end.
In fact power often made it feel like he was cheating; this dampened his enjoyment. But a stronger feeling told him he was meant to have this thing he found. And that gave him comfort.
As it came to these powers Barnabas Vulcum had unknowingly bestowed upon him, there were things Grakus could not do. There were things he would not do. He found that the two often coincided. He liked to think the old man had made these omissions by design. Maybe the two had more in common than Grakus would have guessed the day he had him killed.
He watched the news in trance-like relaxation. Every breath felt good, every flash of light was soothing in his vision. Anticipation of a new reality was alive inside him.
The end was near.
Most of what the news revealed he already knew. It was news he made.
�The aggressive surge of the Tribes of Deseret in recent weeks has come to a stop�many lines have actually pulled back. It is believed that the mercenaries are responsible��
Grakus was roused from his trance. He didn�t know by what� something deep in his mind. It didn�t shake his mood completely, but just enough to realize how bored the news was making him. He switched to the Baltimore stations. He liked those. The best dramas always come from the most boring societies.
But his city wouldn�t be boring�not after the others were out of the way. With hundreds of years at his disposal, he could craft his world so that the life of every person could be like this movie that was on.
A woman and a man were sitting at a table. The man was handsome, the woman beautiful. They were young, but that wasn�t so important. They were in love, and their love was being realized by one another. After years of friendship, enduring so much, learning the meaning of sacrifice. He took her hand, looking shyly at her. She looked straight at him. They didn�t start kissing or making out or humping on the table. They just held hands. In love. Excited for their love and for an adventure in one another�s lives. This would be life in the City of Man.
The trance grew deeper.
The disturbance came again, this time strong enough to start to realize what it was.
He killed his puppets weeks ago� but there were still strings tied around his fingers. And from darkness, those strings were being tugged. Hephaestus was calling him.
Grakus closed his eyes and followed the string.
When he opened them, he was far away from where he was. A ruined place. Just a moment in it, and he could feel its history. All of it.
He was standing in a mess hall. In a hospital. In Kansas City.
The tables had been broken and piled up in the center of the room. On the pile was a chair. A throne. Grakus stepped on splinters and metal as he approached it. He climbed the pile and sat.
There was silence then, even in his thoughts. No disturbances. Just peace. He enjoyed it as he waited.
They came together, herding in through seven doors and gathering before him. Hundreds of them. Heads of swine on bodies of powerful men. Hooves like steeds and hands that could palm a wrecking ball. They fell to their knees and bowed.
�I recall ordering your deaths with the rest of your kind,� Grakus crossed his legs. �Did you get cold hooves?�
The doors across from Grakus opened once more. Four more of these beasts carried a platform. On the platform was a fifth. The fifth was on his knees. Not bowing, but injured. The platform was set before the throne.
Grakus looked down on him. �I take it you�re important?�
�I am responsible, lord,� the creature threw his hands down. �I intervened against your command that night. I told my congregation to remain patient until you and I have had the chance to speak. Forgive me, lord.�
�Is something wrong with your legs?�
The creature snarled, his face still to the floor in shame. �I was poisoned.�
The other creatures remained silent, brought their heads lower. They shared his shame.
�Yes,� Grakus took the creature�s memory, turned it in his mind like an object in his hand. �I�m looking at another stack of rubble in the wake of the Great American Nerd.�
The creature�s shame intensified. �I want him to suffer, my lord.�
�You and half the damn country,� Grakus sat back, looked around. �I don�t presume there�s wine to spare?�
The creature reached forward, dragged himself closer to the pile of broken wood and metal. �I have failed you, lord. I deserve death. I will flee this world for your pleasure� But let me see my vengeance quenched.�
Grakus kept his body calm, but let his voice fill the room. �You think revenge is a worthy motivator? Don�t you read books? What good has vengeance ever done anybody?� He stood. �You all should have died weeks ago. But you didn�t. Maybe there�s a reason for that. Maybe you�re different from the virus. Maybe you�re something more.� He looked down over the injured demon. �Maybe you did the right thing, altering my orders. But never again.� He held out his hand, and the creature to whom the other creatures answered spit dark blood and died.
Grakus gave new orders to the hundreds that remained, not all of which were in this room. He told them of the Unity Link�the uncompleted subway network once intended to connect all the cities through Chicago. It was a way to enter Chicago without the journalists and spies of the East and West ever finding out. He told them where the nearest station was.
�Go to the city and wait,� he said to them. �My people will know you�re coming.�

PITTSBURGH

The Unity Link. It was meant to unify a nation. But the nation did not care for unity, and the old host wanted isolation. So the project was abandoned. Mostly. There was one city the old host allowed his own to be connected to.
Aside from a host, Chicago also had an underhost. The underhost was in charge of all administrators. Chicago had many administrators�an administrator of hospitals, of roads, of police. All very important. But the most important administrator was even more important than the underhost.
He was the administrator of Pittsburgh.
But the country called him skylord. It had been this way since the beginning.
Of course, Pittsburgh could not be run as Chicago was run. All ties between both cities were high secrets, and showing similarity could easily expose the facts.
As a front, some exports went to Manhattan and Baltimore until recently. Nothing had to go to Manhattan anymore, and Baltimore�s recent aggression presented a fine opportunity to cut them off as well. Everything went to Chicago now. And when it came to Pittsburgh�s metal, everything was a lot. But even still, it would be a long time before the country found out. Because all supplies were running through the Unity Link.
The result of this exchange was a city more or less like any other. The people worked hard and lived well. Politicians had the power to do what they wanted. They just had to do it quietly.
Quietly.
That was the only difference between capitalism and despotism: the noise they made.
Daladier Larson was a fat man with a big mustache�the face of an ice cream man. In fact, tradition required him to be one on occasion. Everyone loved his sweet smile. He killed eight men and a toddler to get to where he was, and many more to stay there.
Chicago�s revolution didn�t affect him very much. He hadn�t expected it would. He still had his power, he still had Chicago�s protection, and the two cities still had their secret.
He stood at the window of his office. It overlooked the gray city. The train came in. He looked down into the courtyard of his villa, where train tracks led into three different tunnels. The train rolled out of the one that led to Chicago, roaring its horn. Clouds of smoke rose. Ashes fell. People immediately began to load it. And then it would depart. What an uninteresting life trains had. They came, loaded, left, unloaded, came back. What uninteresting lives the men who filled them had. Not to mention their wives. And surely their children were no different. And their children�s children.
When the train was full, it left for Chicago. It would be back before dark.

ADRIAN

The room was very clean, but was it worth that overpowering smell of chemicals? It was worse than Rush.
They had tried to get him to dress up again, but it didn�t take. It felt a little strange being bare-armed in a room full of suits, but he didn�t care.
The room was full of tables; two of them were closer to the governor�s bench. Adrian was alone at one of them, a small stack of papers in front of him. At the other table was another skylord�Francis Mercado. He had an adviser with him. They were talking, looking across the room at Adrian. Whatever.
The room was dim�those who had something to read turned on their desk lamps. But mostly, people just talked. Texted. Adrian pretended to look at his papers. He didn�t even think to turn his lamp on.
Round one of a historical trial was about to begin.
�All rise for the honorable Karen Ruth Mercado.�
Adrian stood with the rest. The governor entered, took her seat, fanned out a stack of files and slid her glasses on. All sat. Adrian looked over at Francis again. Francis was looking back. Adrian turned the desk lamp on.
The governor cleared her throat. The sound echoed. �Skylord Francis Mercado. Do you declare representation of those demanding abstention from war against Chicago?�
�And against anyone, your honor,� Francis stood. He received a mild applause from some of the many politicians in the room. �My colleagues and I will show the West why it is unreasonable and irresponsible to step outside California for any reason. Period.�
Another little applause.
�Skylord Adrian Velys of Baltimore,� the governor tilted her glasses as she turned to him. �Do you declare representation of those in favor of war?�
Adrian stood. He hadn�t thought of it in that wording. Representing war. All he really wanted was to vouch for Harold. �Uh, I guess so��
A mild laugh from the assembly, and another of those condescending smiles from the governor.
He sat down. He didn�t want to know what kind of look Francis was giving him.
The governor asked Francis to give his opening statement. Francis stood and started to speak.
Adrian hadn�t kept up with the news since Manhattan. He knew very little of the West. He paid close attention to Francis, whose statement told him everything he needed to know�particularly the West�s skeptical views on both Grakus and Harold. Francis Mercado spoke briefly about current events, but he left out the incident on Alcatraz. It was good Adrian had the governor to tell him about that on the ride here.
�In closing, your honor, using war to protect people is the logic of a tyrant.�
A loud applause as Francis took his seat.
Obviously, Adrian was about to be asked for his opening statement. Obviously, he didn�t have one. So before he was asked, just as the applause died down, he turned to Francis. �Chicago soldiers killed over a hundred people on Alcatraz.�
Francis dropped his head and snickered. �That issue�s been discussed to death, Lord Velys. Grakus was trying to kill Del Meethia, who he thought was trying to build another Rush University�and that cannot be tolerated.�
The audience clapped again. That was getting annoying. When they were done, Adrian spoke back. What did he have to lose? �Didn�t you just say war for protection is a tyrant�s logic? Grakus wipes out a hundred people, but his intentions are good. And you can�t trust Harold over things that aren�t even proven?� He got a light clap of his own out of that.
�Skylord Del Meethia,� the governor called. The name prompted silence.
Adrian looked over his shoulder at the dark heads behind him. None of them recognizable. He heard a man clear his throat, start to speak, but he couldn�t see from where.
�Yeah,� said the man. �What Velys said.�
Adrian looked back ahead, laughed quietly.
The governor frowned. �Lord Del Meethia, come forward.�
Adrian kept his eyes on the governor as the man rose from his place in the back of the room and sat next to him.
�Declaring representation and� yada yada ya. And tell your brother to stop gawking at Lord Velys, he�s scaring the boy.�
Adrian was glad to see that politics hadn�t changed him. Not that he was surprised.
�And there they are,� Francis glared at Adrian and Harold, gesturing at them. �These are the men who would lead our nation to war. A scientist who experimented on children, and a skylord who massacred a city overnight.�
The shame returned to Adrian again, stung him in the chest. He tried not to show it.
�If I may interject,� said Harold. �If Adrian Velys truly was responsible for Manhattan�s destruction� they probably had it coming.�
The crowd stirred. Some groaned and booed.
Harold shrugged. �It�s true.�
�I�m not going to respond to that, your honor,� Francis shook his head. �I just hope you and the West know what you�re doing so much as listening to the words of these flawed individuals.�
�Everyone in this room is flawed,� Adrian stood, taken by an unexpected devotion to the debate. �Even you, Lord Francis,� he faced the men and women who filled the room behind him. �And it was by our blatant acceptance of these flaws�our fear, our greed, our unwillingness to reach out to those who needed us�that we invited evil into our world. Now that it�s here, we must fight it, or it will take everything. Once we have fought Grakus, once we have won, we can rebuild together out of what we have left. Hopefully, we can do things right when we get that second chance. But we won�t get it so long as Grakus is the host of Chicago. You all know it.�
He got no response from the politicians. That was probably the best response he could have expected.
�We�re to destroy Chicago because the host is the devil?� Francis sat down. �As if war weren�t enough, let�s make it a holy war.�
Harold stood. �Your honor, I motion for a recess� for the night.�
The governor closed her eyes. �Why?�
�Um,� Harold threw on a look of sympathy. �Because you look so tired.�
One person behind them laughed.
�It should be obvious that this isn�t the right time, your honor,� Harold pointed at Adrian. �Lord Velys only just arrived. Neither Lord Roger nor I have had the opportunity to speak with him, I doubt anyone in this room has had dinner yet and I�m just really really hungry.� The politicians laughed and applauded. �We�ll reconvene tomorrow morning.�
�Will we?� said the governor.
�Well, I will,� said Harold.
The governor rolled her eyes. �Motion for recess granted.� She slammed the gavel.

HAROLD

It was good to see the kid again.
They met up in the reaches of the lobby, where it wasn�t so crowded. Adrian hugged him immediately, laughing. It was nice.
�Skylord?� Adrian could barely control himself. His laughter brought some looks. �How the hell did you pull that off?�
�How did I pull it off?� Harold was laughing also. It was kind of funny. �Because I�m smart. Who did you have to sleep with?�
Adrian rubbed the back of his neck, shrugged. �My wife.�
�Oops,� said Harold.
Both men looked up as Lord Roger joined them, his loafers tapping on the marble, each hand carrying a martini.
�I didn�t see you at the trial,� Harold took one of the glasses. �Was baby brother more than you could handle?�
�I wanted to see how the boy handled himself,� Roger turned and offered Adrian the second glass. �I�m impressed.�
Adrian nodded, took the glass. �His lordship didn�t seem too fond of me,� he took a sip. �Kept giving me this stare.�
�No, no, he just wants to bang you,� Roger pat Adrian on the back, nearly spilling the glass he was holding. �Anyway, I�m hungry too. Come. Lobster. I�m buying.�
Harold followed Roger, and Adrian followed him. They walked across the shiny marble floor, past pockets of chatty politicians. Harold was touched with a new sensation for the hundredth time since leaving Rush. Companionship with a single human being was something he felt rarely as it was. Now, he was a part of a group who wanted to help and be helped by one another and eat lobster.
Just before the door, he ran into Karen. He stopped. Adrian walked past him outside.
�Hello, Harold,� she said.
�Hi,� Harold put his hands in his pockets.
She was smiling. �I�ll see you tomorrow?�
He nodded.
The evening air flowed in. It smelled good.
He glanced at her. �Thank you.�
She nodded. �You�re welcome.�
He nodded again, then joined his companions outside.

KAREN

Even if all Francis wanted out of her these days was to sway her decisions, it was nice to have dinner with him. He looked quietly at the menu as they sat on the patio of their favorite restaurant. It overlooked Azavedo River and some parks. The smell of hot food mixed with fresh water. They came here all the time for little more than that smell. He said nothing of the conflict. Not yet. But she knew there was nothing else on his mind. It was only a matter of time.
The wine arrived.
Francis sipped it, looked to the stars and closed his eyes. �No place on earth has there been better wine than California.�
That was his segue�she could tell simply by the wording that it had been carefully rehearsed�a reference to California�s superiority, as though she needed to be reminded. But he was a politician. And he was good at it.
He added, �I wonder if Harold tried it yet.�
That was a route she wasn�t expecting. Not so soon. Neither did she expect Francis to speak of him by his first name.
Francis laughed. �You�re giving me your analytical face.�
Karen smiled. �I�m just hoping things have been going well for you. With everything.�
No, Karen wasn�t interested in girl talk. She had no taste for bickering about their feelings or their love lives. But she wanted to talk about something that wasn�t politics.
�Things are fine,� he took another sip. He glared at her suspiciously. �I hope they stay that way.�
Francis and Roger were the only two Mercados who could be called idealists. But Francis was driven on a far more personal level. All his life, he fought for satisfaction, never finding it. He fought to turn California into a place where he wouldn�t have to fight for happiness. Where no one would. His failure in doing that put a taint on everything in life he loved. But he never gave up. Now that all of it was threatened by war, how could she expect him to let it go, even for dinner?
�I hope they do too, Francis.�
�This is where mankind will be reborn,� Francis brought his finger down on the table. �It will develop on the example we set.�
�Dad would be proud to hear you say it.�
He leaned forward. �If we go to war now, we destroy the one good thing that ever came from him.�
Karen was going to ask him if he would have preferred Grakus destroy it. But she still had some hope of steering table talk away from politics. Besides, she didn�t want to make him think she had already made her decision. She was far from it.
�The tribes have pulled back,� said Karen. �There�s some good news.�
�It won�t mean anything if we declare war.�
Politics had a way of sucking people in. Karen watched it happen to everyone around her. Except Darius, but there were reasons for that. What she needed was an escape from men either cocooned in politics or wasted half the day. These men she called her family� she couldn�t even have a conversation with them anymore.
She set her menu gently in the center of the table. �I wish I could make you trust me, Francis.�
Francis drew back, lowered his head. �I always trusted you��
Karen leaned forward. �Why can�t you now?�
�I do�� He looked at her. �I�m scared, Karen. I never used to be scared when you were around� I�m scared now.� He poured himself more wine. �What were you thinking with that Velys kid?�
Karen inspected the cork from their bottle. �Harold deserves the chance to be trusted. He�s not like dad. Or Barnabas. Neither is Lord Velys. I think the incident at Manhattan wasn�t what it seemed.�
�Really? Because it seemed like over half a million people died. I�m glad I was wrong.�
�You know you can�t judge him unless you meet him yourself.�
�I�m not interested.�
Karen smiled as she tried the wine. �You seemed interested at trial. I saw you undressing him with your eyes.�
�He�s a kid.�
�So that�s why you keep using that word.�
Francis didn�t allow humor into the discussion by confirming or denying her accusation. �Let�s just eat.�

FRANCIS

He pushed the door into his high-rise suite. He unbuttoned his collar and dropped his wallet on the counter. He picked up the remote and turned on the news.
�Day one of the great trial has begun, with Governor Mercado presiding��
His head was down since he left the restaurant. Was he losing her? Yes. Was it his fault? Probably. But what choice did he have?
Karen loved the West. He never questioned that. He never would. But Karen had other interests. And those could easily get in the way.
Can I let that happen?
�Hey,� Julian and an adviser were sharing a drink on the balcony, waiting for him.
Francis stepped past curtains blowing inward and joined them. He leaned over the railing. Roger kept his city beautiful, but the view was hard to enjoy.
�How was dinner?� said Julian.
�It was good,� Francis took a glass from the small table beside him.
Julian filled it. �I can always smell the garlic on you when you come out of that place. How�s Karen?�
�She�s good,� Francis slammed it down. �I think.�
�I hope you had better things to talk about than Del Meethia.�
Francis set the glass back down. He clutched the railing, stared across the lit buildings and miles of farmland beyond. �She�s been fascinated by him since the day they met. Fortunately, she also felt contempt. The contempt is gone now.�
Julian poured him another�less this time. �You don�t think anything could possibly come from that?�
Francis took the glass, looked at it. �No.� He took a sip, looked at it some more. �But if it does, we�re fucked. and so is the West.�
The adviser cleared his throat. �My lord,� Francis had forgotten he was there. �There are alternatives.�
Dinner hadn�t put enough alcohol in Francis�s blood for him not to know what the adviser meant by that. But there was enough to hunger for a conflict. He turned to the adviser. �What�s that?�
�Well, we can kill him,� the adviser was so casual about it. Like it was a passing thought. �Before he persuades the West to go to war, of course.�
Francis flung his glass against the glass door. The door didn�t break, just displayed a wide spatter of red wine. Francis knew how to compose himself. But he also knew how to be showy. �Is that what you tell my general to do when I�m not around?� He glared at the adviser. �To murder people?�
The adviser was frightened, but steadfast. �My lord, we can�t ignore opportunities to avoid war!� He glanced at Julian, as though for support. �You could save millions of lives�Del Meethia is just one man.�
�You�re just one man,� Francis stepped toward the adviser. The adviser evaded, his back to the railing. �If throwing you off this balcony put me in the mood to save three lives tomorrow, would your death be justified?� He watched with amusement as the adviser gripped the railing tightly.
�Frank,� said Julian. He looked at the adviser. �John, thanks for the drink. I�ll see you at trial.�
The adviser looked at Julian, at Francis, then quickly back at Julian. He walked back into the suite and left.
�I want him fired by then.�
Julian sighed, leaned on the railing and looked into the night. Francis did the same. They stared in silence over the city. Julian always let such a moment pass when he had something important he wanted to talk about. He had his way of setting it up perfectly every time.
�Do you ever think about the day your father came to power?�
Francis smiled. �Yeah.� It was the day he was assigned to get to know the son of a close ally. He didn�t want to play politics, and was afraid. He was only nineteen at the time. But they got along. At Alabaster�s old house, the ally�s son explained his vision of the West�its future, its perfect destiny, its eternal sovereignty.
�You didn�t know anything about me,� Julian laughed. �All you did was hear me speak and you picked me up and carried me into your father�s tool shed.� He turned his head from the stars and looked at him. �You became my hero that day. You wanted something. And you risked everything to take it. And you never let anyone take what was yours.� He looked back into the sky. �How can you let a man like Del Meethia take everything now?�
Francis stared deeply into the view. Not at the sky, but at the city. The lights, the traffic, the boats in the river. He took off his jacket. �I want peace.� He put the cork back on the bottle. �Peace means no one dies. That�s what I�m risking everything for.� He turned inside, stopped at the door. The bottle slipped from his hand but it didn�t break.
�What�s wrong?� said Julian.
Francis blinked, suddenly lightheaded. �I thought I saw someone.� For the rest of the night he would swear he actually did. Standing inside, in the center of the room, looking at him. Dressed in black. Just a flash. �Fucking booze.�
Julian picked the bottle up and pat him on the shoulder. �Sleep. We�ll have some time to talk before trial.�

ALABASTER

The Wizard of Seattle never missed a clear evening just to stand on the edge of his tower, looking at his dark city beneath bright stars. The distant mountains, scattered clouds and other minor details. It made him feel like the only man who ever lived.
He should have been in Sacramento.
All the lights in his tower were out, and every sound and smell was crisp. Alabaster shut his eyes and breathed deeply through his nostrils. Winter was coming early this year. The sound of crickets and steady breezes filled his ears.
Did his children need him there? No. Did they want him there? Probably not. But he needed them. They were all he could think about tonight, and he didn�t know why until just now.
The presence of another was an easy thing to feel for an old man, especially for Alabaster.
�There will be war, you know,� he said to the man behind him.
�I do know,� said the host of Chicago.
Alabaster turned. �I hope the trip didn�t take you long, friend. Otherwise, it wasn�t worth it.�
�Barely a second, Alabaster, and of course you�re worth it,� Grakus took his right hand out of his pocket and started pacing, his fingers moving in slow waves. That, Alabaster imagined, was the stance a wizard took when about to fight another wizard. �Though I�ll admit, traveling is a tiring thing. But if the Western soldiers knew you had their back, it would make them feel better when this war comes. And I�m not a �feel good� kinda guy.�
�My children are all grown up,� Alabaster smiled. �They don�t need me anymore.�
Grakus kept his eyes on Alabaster as he paced. �Do you believe they�re going to stop me?�
�No,� Alabaster shook his head. �I think Harold will.�
Grakus stopped, then smiled. �You think Harold is going to protect your family?� He lifted his head, and Alabaster could sense the energy whirling toward him. No human eye could see it. No human brain could comprehend it. It wasn�t lethal, only manipulative�something to hold the old man in place to show dominance. How nice. The force was a breeze to expel without a twitch.
�You reach for me like a child,� said Alabaster. �Youth is strong, but so impulsive.�
�Conjure all the hope you can,� said Grakus. �You are the last person who can save them.�
�It�s not out of my hands yet.�
Grakus threw out his hand. A bolt of lightning cut the space between them. Alabaster deflected it and the bolt cut back, decimating a coffee table next to Grakus.
The sound put a ring in Alabaster�s head but there was no time to recover. He threw both his hands forward. A stream of plasma gushed from his arms, bundles of white energy coursing through it. Alabaster called it liquid lightning.
Grakus wiped his hand aside and the stream exploded. A wave of countless sparks splashed against the floor and dissipated.
�Do you know what I�m going to do after I kill you?� Grakus stepped over the smoldering wood.
Alabaster held a defensive stance.
�Well, not right after, I am tired,� Grakus straightened his jacket as he walked to the saloon. �But soon. Probably tomorrow. Probably early. I�m going to Eglin. And I�m going to kill your son.�
Alabaster held calm. He smiled kindly. �I bet you wish you could make me feel how Harold made you feel�when he took the only friends you ever had.�
Grakus turned and threw a bolt, same as before. Alabaster deflected it and destroyed the saloon. Grakus threw another. A bookshelf. Another. A rocking chair. The fourth and fifth one slammed against the elevator in the center of the room. Deflecting them was easy. It was not yet time to respond. Alabaster had to focus, build his strength, assemble everything he knew and everything he was to destroy him.
Grakus was angry. But anger was not what drove him. He showed rage now because he could afford to. As soon as the final bolt was struck, he was calm. He took a breath and strolled back across the room. �Hurting your feelings is nothing more to me than an evening show,� he stopped and faced Alabaster. �The rest I plan for Harold. When all of your children are dead, the only child you believe in will see once again what loneliness is. If I get nothing else out of this war, Alabaster, I will get that. Harold. Back where he began. Until he dies.�
It was time. Alabaster flicked his hand and his energy was focused in a steady blue aura around it. He jumped through space and in a flash was face to face with Grakus. His hand came down to strike and Grakus parried his blow with a bright, yellow hand. Their clash was a green explosion of light. Grakus�s other hand ignited. Red. He struck. Alabaster parried. A purple explosion.
This form used a lot more mental focus than projectile magic. Alabaster could afford that. But it also used incredible endurance. Alabaster wasn�t sure about that. But Grakus was no marathon runner either. And this was the only way to beat him.
One hand after the other, Grakus laid a barrage of strikes, each one met by Alabaster�s hand, each producing a flash of either green or purple that filled the tower. Grakus struck at all angles. At times he shifted, to appear next to or behind Alabaster. But he couldn�t break the wizard�s defense.
With one hand against two, Alabaster could hardly do a thing but parry his opponent�s blows in multicolor bursts. He concentrated on his magic and on Grakus. On every movement. Every strike. Growing tired. He was running out of time and Grakus knew it. But before it was too late, Alabaster realized he wasn�t outnumbered after all.
As his right hand exploded rapidly against Grakus�s two, he thought about what he should do with his left. Nothing magical, and he was not a strong man, even for his age. But he didn�t need to be. He needed to be weaker. He made himself look tired. Truly, he was, but he made Grakus see that he was all but finished.
When Grakus did see, he bore down. He put both hands in slower but far more powerful strikes against Alabaster. The bursts of light it made were brighter and stark white. Alabaster fell to his knees. Grakus wasn�t focused on out-maneuvering him anymore. Just finishing him.
Perfect.
As Grakus delivered what he thought would be the final blow, Alabaster lunged upward. With his left arm, he swept Grakus�s hands aside, and with his right hand, still shimmering blue, blasted him.
Grakus flew back, releasing a charge of his own. He was flung against the elevator door. He fell to the floor. Motionless.
Alabaster was thrown nearly to the edge. He couldn�t move. Grakus had paralyzed him.
All the wizard could hear was the sound of his own breath. He could twitch his fingers almost right away. He concentrated. His toes began to move. He focused on his breathing.
He could see Grakus start to move.
His heart rate quickened. Feeling came back to his wrists. He could barely twitch the muscles in his forearms.
Grakus rose to his feet. From the edge of his vision, Alabaster watched as he staggered toward him.
He could bend his thumbs now. Shift his wrists very slightly.
Grakus started walking.
If he could just move his arms, it would be an even fight. Both his arms began to shake.
Grakus stood over him. His hand flared white. He rose it above his head. Rage in his eyes.
Alabaster�s arms shook harder.
Grakus stared over him, looking at his shaking arms. Then the rage abated. His eyes relaxed. He looked at the white light that engulfed his hand. The light faded, and Grakus put his hand down. He looked at Alabaster and disappeared. But he was still there. The presence of another was an easy thing for an old man to feel.
He heard a sword from his collection slide from its sheath. Grakus was there again, holding it in his hand.
Alabaster stopped shaking. It just wasn�t going to happen. He could turn his head though, so he did that. To the stars.
Grakus said, �I�ll dance at their funeral.�
And the stars faded.

HAROLD

He entered the assembly room at the same time the cock monger did. Each opened his own door, kept to his own side of the aisle, kept his eyes on his own destination. Harold sat between Roger and Adrian at the table on the right, Francis with his butt general on the left.
Roger leaned to Harold from the right. �Tell your friend there�s no hope for Chicago.�
Adrian from the left. �Tell your friend there are other ways to bring hope than extermination.�
�Tell your friend he should give Francis what he wants.�
The three of them looked at Francis.
Francis looked in their direction, probably expecting a quick shot at Adrian. He met the stares of all three men and quickly turned away with a scowl.
�All rise for her honor, Governor Karen Ruth Mercado.�
The governor entered as she always did; professionally dressed, as she always was. She looked worried. Francis seemed to notice it. Roger did not. She sat, looked for her glasses but couldn�t find them. She made do.
Francis elected to start the session. He had a presentation prepared. He began by meticulously explaining to the assembly what they already knew. He presented charts and numbers outlining details from demographics to finances. He reiterated the uncertainty of Grakus�how no one knew enough about his motives to dare bring war against his people of millions.
He added, �The two men who would suggest otherwise have each already killed more people than Grakus did on Alcatraz.�
He used that line to segue into a verbal essay on Alcatraz. That was the most boring part. Even Karen didn�t look interested. Francis took twenty minutes to explain that it was a single event. With no facts, it wasn�t worth calling it anything other than a misunderstanding.
�I object,� Harold stood.
�On what grounds?� Karen asked with a drop of interest.
�On the grounds of Tracy-Marie Parker,� said Harold.
�What does that mean?� said Francis.
�Is that a law?� said one of Francis�s advisors.
Harold held his hand toward the assembly. �Come, sweetheart.�
From one of the seats, a tiny girl with a big doll appeared in the aisle and walked up to Harold, took his hand.
�Lord Mercado, meet Tracy. Say hello, Tracy.�
��Hello.�
�Hi,� Francis smiled down on her.
�Lord Mercado, will you look this child in the eyes and tell her that her father�s murder on Alcatraz was a misunderstanding?�
Francis crossed his arms. �If only I knew we were allowing children to carry our politics. I would have brought the hundred-thousand orphans your war would leave.�
Damn. He was good. Harold turned to Roger. Roger�s eyes were on the papers in front of him. They weren�t even concerning the trial. They were maps of the country covered in arrows.
Adrian stood. �Children of the West don�t have to die in this war. And they�ll be taken care of if their fathers do. But you haven�t seen the thousands of children suffering on the streets of Chicago. There are more minors in that city than there are adults. And most of them can�t take care of themselves.�
Francis had started laughing shortly after Adrian had started speaking. �Wait, wait, wait, I�m� I�m sorry, I�m stuck on that first thing you said� our children will be �taken care of� if their parents die? What does that mean? Trade your parents for a college fund?�
Adrian and Harold stood in silence.
�There don�t have to be any orphans,� said the man whose eyes were on his maps. The assembly waited for him to continue. Roger stood as Adrian and Harold sat. He walked into the center, before the governor�s bench, and faced the assembly. �Obviously, the greatest concern is the West. Soldiers dead. Invasion. Collateral damage. Nobody seems to care about Chicago. I don�t either. Let�s face it. Chicago is lost, its people destroyed by a generation of merciless abuse. Every one of them would rise against us to protect their host. It�s the only thing they know. A war would kill them all anyway, if successful, and many of our good soldiers with them. So I propose this: demolish Chicago. All of it. All at once.�
Adrian looked up. He was about to stand and protest. Harold grabbed his shoulder.
�I never agreed to back that plan,� Adrian squeezed his shout into a whisper.
�We�ll discuss it with him later,� said Harold. �We can�t look divided in public.�
Uninterrupted, Roger went on. �Between the West, Eglin and Baltimore, we can amass an air force that will flatten the city in an hour. Even if their armies are outside its walls, they�ll be unsupplied and uncommanded. They�ll scatter. And if they should make it to California, we finish them.� He began to speak with his hands. �War is inevitable, people. Everyone here and everyone watching knows that. The only way to get through it with as few casualties as possible is my way.�
�Your way, Roger?� Francis never sat down. �I think you mean Velys�s way. Was this all his idea?�
Adrian�s chair rolled back as he stood. �I never supported the destruction of Chicago and I don�t.�
�Oh, is genocide so three weeks ago?� Francis began to prowl around the open floor, gesticulating wildly. �Three tyrants are discussing the direction our country should go. Are there any other madmen to back this insanity?�
The assembly room doors flung open. Two very large men stood. All eyes turned toward them and the rifles they were holding. A woman appeared between them. She was beautiful, with a face as serious as Karen�s.
�Who are you?� Said Karen. Her guards shifted in their stance.
�She is Angela Velys, lady of Baltimore,� said Adrian. �She is also the queen of the mercenaries.�
One of the large men grabbed a vacant chair and placed it next to Adrian.
�Well, congratulations, Lord Del Meethia,� said Francis. �You have enough friends to name yourself governor of San Francisco if you wanted to.�
�That would violate the contract,� said Harold. �I doubt the people would let me get away with that.�
Francis walked back to his table, poured himself a glass of water. �Contract?�
Harold puzzled. He looked up at Karen. �You never told anyone about the contract?�
Karen�s eyes remained on the papers she could hardly see. �I never made it official.�
�I�m making it official, then,� Harold turned to the assembly. �I signed a document for Governor Mercado, conceding my lordship of San Francisco as soon as war against Chicago ends. I swear before all of you now that when Grakus is gone, I�ll disappear. The West and the East will never hear of me again. I have no interest in gaining power from this war. I only want Grakus out of our lives.�
This was the first time today that Karen looked up from her papers.
Francis scoffed. �I�m sure just as fine a trick was used to get Chicago to attack Alcatraz,� he turned to Karen. �Your honor, I hadn�t realized so many would rise against peace.� He paused for a moment. �I motion for a recess.�
He�s only buying time. Let�s just vote now. Harold was close to vocalizing this thought. A day or two earlier, and he certainly would have. But today, he didn�t feel rushed. Francis�s supporters would hold to their resolve no matter how the debate turned out. The process was going to take time. For once, Harold was alright with that. It would be the time he needed to win the trust of the West. Probably not Francis, but the people under Francis. The people of San Francisco. Karen.
The governor slammed the gavel. �Motion granted. Trial will resume at seven o�clock tonight.�
So late? 
Francis was the first to leave. He took out a cell phone and began dialing. Julian Shaw lagged behind him.
�I can get him on our side,� said Roger.
�Your brother�s butt general?� said Harold. �How?�
�Shaw has a different outlook on peace than Francis does,� Roger gathered his maps into a pile as the last dozen people left the room.
�But he�d never act against him.� Harold presumed.
Many politicians, including Roger�s siblings, remained in the lobby, offsetting the media. There was plenty of time for private talk.
�Shaw worships him,� said Roger gravely. �He would march an army into the ocean if he thought it would give Francis more power. But I think we can use that to our advantage.�
�You want me to offer San Francisco to Francis.�
�He�d never go for it,� Roger looked around. �Even if you are serious about giving your city up.�
�There�s no going back after today,� said Harold.
Roger looked at Harold with a smile full of amusement. �Is that a fact?�
Harold pressed his eyebrows down. �Everyone in the West heard what I said.�
Roger�s amusement didn�t wane. �Were you trying to shut some door when you went off about that so-called contract? Del Meethia, If you win this war and bring peace of mind back to the West, nothing you�ve ever said or done or signed will make any difference. Holding San Francisco or letting it go is still a choice you�re going to have to make. I hope you realize that.� Then Roger disappeared into the politicians and the media.

ROGER

Could Harold Del Meethia be trusted? Depends. In the operating room? Maybe not. On the battlefield? Absolutely. Harold called himself a scientist. In truth, he was a commander. He just didn�t realize it yet. He could read people. He could be trained to look at the way armies move and learn how whoever is leading them thinks. But Roger wasn�t sure if he trusted Harold�s trust in that Velys kid.
The skylord of Baltimore was cooperative, but damn picky. So full of morals. But he failed to grasp the concept of sacrifice. One for two. Ten for twenty. A thousand for a million. Ironically, he reminded Roger of Francis. Maybe not as annoying. It was a surprise the kid was on Harold�s side at all. So many odd relationships abound.
In a part of the capitol building outside the periphery of the media was a bathhouse. A hot tub as large as a swimming pool, crystal blue water, a jungle of plants along the walls beneath tall windows. The plants came from all over the world. When they were young, this was one of their favorite party rooms. Now, even the politicians seldom used it.
He knelt by the pool. Reached his hand inside. The water moved, bending light across the room and the plants. He brought warm water gently across his face. Looked at the ceiling and closed his eyes. By the time he heard the heavy boots of a lightweight man approaching, he was ready. Julian entered.
�General,� Roger stood. �Following me?�
Dealing with Julian in any regard was not easy. Simply thinking about who he was became confusing after a while. Sometimes depressing.
�I want to talk,� the general gazed into the pool casting light across his face.
Julian was a heavily conflicted man. It showed at inconvenient times, and the media was right on it. Especially the pro-Roger commentators (plenty of those in Francis�s neck of the woods, but who�s counting). It was difficult to discern what ideologies belonged to Julian, and what he followed only to please Francis. One thing was clear, though.
Julian did not want peace.
Roger strolled along the edge of the pool. �Are we still in agreement about Chicago?�
Julian remained still. �I want Francis in the Governor�s chair when it�s over.�
Roger long believed�very long believed�that if Julian had power, he would take it too far. But Julian didn�t want power, which was good. He wanted to give it to Francis, which was not good. But workable.
�I�m sure if he asks nicely, Karen will let him borrow it.�
�Francis in that chair will be the closest thing to peace this world will ever see.�
Like any powerful family, the Mercados were good at keeping secrets. And they sought lovers with the same skill.
�I don�t need your help,� said Roger. �When Francis is governor, you step down as his general. You resign all official power, and deny any he may offer you.�
�Why?�
Roger stopped at the other end of the pool. �Because you would just as soon abandon this world as give it to Francis. Any power Francis would give you, you would use it to make humanity pay for not accepting you. You aren�t cut out for leadership. And I won�t let you pretend you are. As for Francis� I can at least work with him.�
Julian looked into the water, nodded. He almost seemed relieved.
�Hello, big brother.� Francis appeared, stood by Julian. �What are we talking about?�
�Julie wants to know if I would vote against war in exchange for Karen�s chair,� Roger called across the pool. �Is that a standing offer, Jules? Do you have some plan to take it from my sister?�
�It was just a question,� said Julian.
Francis shook his head. �Speaking of Karen, I thought you might be interested to know she�s upset.�
�Did you steal her vibrator?�
Francis touched Julian on the shoulder. Julian walked out. Francis waited until the footsteps were gone and silence came. He stood tall on his end of the pool, Roger with his arms crossed and his weight shifted.
�Our sister�s upset,� said Francis.
�So you said,� said Roger.
Francis looked into the pool, smiled. �I just noticed something.�
Roger kept staring.
Francis walked across the room to the plants, touched them, smelled them. �I never told you I admire you. You do right by your people and make them love you at the same time.� He chuckled. �And I find the nerve to say you abuse your power.� He raised his face to the sunlight through the windows. �Everyone�s happy, with us in charge of our own worlds. Why couldn�t we be?�
Roger unfolded his arms, held his hands to his hips, eyes turned once again into the water. He moved his jaw around as he thought. He didn�t have to think long. �Because not everybody is happy. There�s the East. There�s Chicago. It�s not easy to accept that.� He looked up at Francis. �But you always handled it better than I. And� I admire you for that.�
Francis turned from the window, faced his brother. �Let�s go find our sister, Roger.�
Roger nodded, his mind still in several places at once. He walked around the pool and followed Francis out.

DARIUS

Paperwork sucked buffalo balls but it was worth it. A few more signatures, and every bomber he had would be made into a flying fortress. He wanted this bureaucratic bullshit done by lunch. What a great day for soup outside, watching his recruits turn into machines.
�One more, commander,� the captain handed him another packet.
Captain Schmidt was Darius�s second. Nearly every decision the commander made was carried out by him. He was very boring when it came to downtime, but on duty he knew everything. And he was the best instructor Darius had ever seen. All the base loved him, even if they did stiffen up in his presence.
�Check, sign, check, check, sign� finally,� Darius sighed. �To hell with that shit.� He handed the papers to the captain.
�Lunch still isn�t for another twenty-minutes,� said Schmidt. �Let me run this down to admin. Then I�ll come get you for lunch.�
�Sounds good,� said Darius.
Schmidt pulled a folder out of a drawer and shoved the papers in. �I�ll see you soon.� He closed the door behind him.
Commander Darius Mercado sat back in his chair, looking through the window onto the runways. What a beautiful day. A bright cardinal with wings like fire landed on his window. Darius leaned forward slowly, afraid to spook it. He never admitted it, but he loved birds. Eagles mostly, but cardinals were a close second. He looked at the beautiful creature, and the beautiful creature cocked its head, looked back at him.
They stared at one another for over a minute. Then the bird looked away. It started chirping. The usual cardinal rhythm. It was pretty at first. Then its voice became deeper. The chirp carried on without rhythm and without stopping. It started to sound more like pain than a mating call. It started to sound less like a bird and more like a dying old man. It started tearing off its feathers with its beak.
Darius got up and walked to the window, thinking he might help it. The bird rolled off the window, down the roof, still pecking at its own body. It rolled off the roof, out of sight, its feathers in a trail from the window to the edge.
�Hello, Darius.�
He turned, startled. A man was leaning his ass on the commander�s desk, arms folded like a prick. Tight black suit. Smug face.
�Who the fuck are you?� said Darius.
The smirk sharpened to a mad smile. �I see you don�t watch the news often,� his tone had the seduction of a whore. �That�s alright. I love introducing myself. My name is Grakus.�
Darius was always geared-up for a fight, even in the safety of his office. He didn�t know this man�s face, but he knew his name. He was ready to whip out everything he had to kill him. His dick if he had to. �What do you want?�
Grakus was relaxed. �It�s far from complicated,� he checked his nails. �Your brothers and sister are going to war against me. They�ll ask you for help. You�ll give it to them, good, loyal brother that you are. But if you�re dead, Eglin will have no motivation to aid the West. That�s really all there is to it.� He smiled.
Darius made no sudden moves. Just looked at the unarmed man. He pondered all the weapons that were strapped to his body, waiting for the man across from him to make the first move.
Grakus flashed out of sight and appeared right in front of him. He swung a katana. Sunlight ran from the handle to the tip. It flew toward Darius�s neck. But it hit his rifle.
Darius pushed back with the gun. Grakus recoiled. Darius aimed. Fired. Grakus disappeared.
Darius looked around. Desk. Closet. Windows. Mirror. He was the only one in the office. He heard a voice:
�Your reflexes come from dad. He wasn�t my easiest kill either.�
Darius fired at the door. He spit a line of bullets across the wall. Out of ammo. Silence. He kept looking. Desk. Closet. Windows. Mirror. Grakus was behind him.
Darius swung around, again blocking the sword with his rifle. Grakus swung from the left, the right, uppercut, downward thrust, straight for the heart, the neck, each time clanking against the empty rifle. Grakus flashed in and out of sight, appearing next to him, in front of him, behind him. Darius ducked, blocked. He shoved Grakus against the wall, held him there. Grakus disappeared. Darius turned again, blocked again.
It wasn�t hard to catch Grakus shifting. It wasn�t like he could start a swing, then shift closer and finish it. He could only start an attack when he shifted. All Darius had to do was catch him before he completed it. But he could appear at any time already prepared to swing, and he had to watch out for that. The metal clanked faster. Darius evaded. He couldn�t keep this up. Grakus advanced. They both were running out of breath.
Darius blocked with one hand. He pulled out his sidearm. Fired. Grakus disappeared. Darius threw the rifle away and flung a gas grenade against the wall. He rolled to his desk as smoke filled the room. He took infrared goggles off his belt and strapped them over his eyes. He looked through the smoke.
A red figure stood straight ahead. Darius couldn�t tell if it was facing him or looking away. He fired at it. It shifted. He fired. It shifted again.
�I�ve had it with you Mercados.�
The red figure appeared on the desk above him. He jolted back, fired at it. It moved around, and the bullets were taken by flashes of energy. Then the small blotch of red in Darius�s vision spread wildly. His vision was covered in red, and he couldn�t see Grakus anymore. But he could feel heat. He tore the goggles off. The room was in flames.
He heard glass shatter. Then again, and again. Smoke from the grenade poured out the windows. But more was rising from the flames. It blurred the sunlight. Darius coughed. He could barely see. He coughed harder. He had to get out of that room.
Still looking all around him, he ran at the door and busted it open into the hall. The smoke poured out with him. He couldn�t escape it.
Grakus appeared, spreading flames from his hands throughout the hall, but not at Darius. More smoke.
He ran across the hall to the stairs. They were already on fire. He jumped over the railing and landed on the floor. Coughing uncontrollably. All he could think about was the front door. And that was his mistake. He put his hand on the knob and a blade shot up before his eyes. He looked down. It was coming out of his chest. The blade disappeared, and he started to bleed. A force came over him and he was spun around, flung against the door. Facing Grakus.
The blade slashed across his throat. The door was opened, and Darius was flung outside, onto the grass.
Grakus stood at the doorway, smoke pouring out around him.
�Commander!�
Grakus disappeared, and Captain Schmidt was at Darius�s side.
�Commander, what happened?� Schmidt scrambled to stop the bleeding in his chest and neck. A lieutenant was with him, radioing frantically for a medic. �Speak to me commander, who did this?�
Darius tried to answer. The only thing to leave his mouth was blood. He stopped trying, let his head rest, his eyes to the sun. What a beautiful day.
Although he had taken charge of the greatest military base in the country, Darius realized all that he had yet to achieve. All that he had wanted. He hoped his family wouldn�t feel that emptiness. He thought about his father, who wanted the best for his children. He could almost hear his voice.

KAREN

�Did you love my mother?� the teenager asked her father.
�I won�t lie to you, Karen,� the father replied. �Your mother was� an unwilling participant.�
It was almost twenty five years ago, the night of her sixteenth birthday, on the roof of her family�s manor. There was a riotous party inside, a peaceful night out here. She waited quietly for him to continue.
�I wasn�t violent with her,� he said into the stars. �I knew her children would be mine. And I knew I would love them. I would love them. I would visit her, your mother. And we would talk.�
�Did she love you?� Sometimes it took a stupid question to yield the right answer.
His head came down, eyes resting on the green lawn spread before them. �I don�t know what it was. Maybe it was the love of our children� but we had a bond.� He faced her. �When you were born, when I saw what beauty we created, I decided that I loved her.� He shook his head ponderously. �I don�t know if she felt the same. But I will always believe that there was something. Respect, at least.� He put his hand on her face. �And I will always know that we both love you very much, Karen.�
The dream took the governor further back, to another day she thought she had forgotten. Her earliest memory with him. Holding his hand on a hill, above the forest that surrounded them. Blue sky above and all around.
He looked down on her, smiling. �There are some things I have to tell you now, sweetheart, before the time comes when you won�t want to listen to me anymore. You need to hear me. And I want you to remember.�
The golden-haired girl looked up at him, her bright blue eyes wandering in confusion. �What do you mean, daddy?�
The man who would come to be known as the dreaded Wizard knelt beside his little girl. He brushed her beautiful hair. �Whoever you choose to be in this life, my love� know who you are. Love who you are. Be who you are. Are you listening, love?�
The toddler nodded.
�Each of us is heir to a perfect world.� The wizard kissed her head. �So claim your inheritance, my perfect little girl.�
Governor Mercado couldn�t tell if her mood that day was caused by the dream, or if the dream was caused by the mood, which may have settled on her while she slept for some reason.
She couldn�t set her mind on anything today.
She stood in the rear lobby of the State Assembly Building. No spectators. No media. She tried to think about the trial, still hours away. Shadows stretched across the room, lit orange in the late afternoon. A breeze threw some leaves through the open door.
She felt better when she felt her brother�s presence. He stepped into the room meekly, as he did before an apology.
�Hey,� said Francis.
She turned, trying to smile. �How are you?�
His feet tapped on the marble, his hands in his overcoat. He looked at his reflection on the floor. �I�m sorry� about last night.�
�I had a good time,� she shrugged.
�I�ve been having trouble separating my governor from my sister,� he held his jacket tightly closed. �I don�t know if I can�t handle politics� or if I handle it too well.�
�I feel like you�ve made that same apology before,� she smiled. ��I�m sorry I�m too good at this.� I imagine it serves you well these days.�
�Maybe I was cut out for this line of work after all.�
�Were we, do you think?� She asked him.
�Is this what conversations between you two are always like?� Roger shut the door and walked inside. �Reflecting on what could have been if the most important days of our lives were the weddings we never had instead of the coronations we never wanted? Yawn.�
�I think a wedding or two might have been nice,� Francis took his hands out of his pockets, leaned against a statue. He smiled genuinely. �You know dad would have been all over it.�
Roger laughed. �Do you remember that party he threw for Karen�s sweet sixteen? You were about as drunk as drunk can be when you stripped down to your drawers and tried to clear the pool on dad�s stallion.�
Karen looked at Francis, laughing. �Kikkuli must have been drunk too. She didn�t even get close.�
�I miss that horse,� said Francis.
They loved each other once, Francis and Roger. The competition was there from an early age, but so was the respect. Idealism soured their relationship when power came into play, and California nearly tore at the Fault as each brother drove it in his own direction.
Roger�s smile waned, and he was back to normal again. �I think my annual brotherly duties are fulfilled.� He walked to the door. �I�ll see you both tonight.� He opened the door, paused as he looked outside. He turned to his siblings. �I do believe, in spite of everything, our family deserved better. Unfortunately, the West deserved no less.� The door closed behind him.

GRAKUS

There weren�t many people in the streets this evening. The ones who had to use them did so quickly.
The swine-headed beasts were prowling in groups, exploring, learning, huffing steam through their snouts, gazing with black eyes at every moving object.
Thousands of tribals made camp outside the city, eating of the produce in the farmlands. Drooling over their plates, they looked to the West, where the sun was setting. Every one of them, from the youngest to the oldest, was prepared to lay their final siege against the Failed Man.
No soldier in the army of Manhattan would ever fully recover from his anguish. But with the help of one another, and of Grakus, the tears were gone. And they stood, unified. Baltimore, and those who had rallied with them, would never have the chance to do to Chicago what they did to Manhattan.
Chicago�s own army was filled with men and women of a vast array of specialties: infantry who could find and drop any target within a second after it appeared, whose automatics fired in nearly a straight line; snipers who knew nothing of pressure, whose bullets could penetrate a helicopter like a spear through paper; engineers whose collective ordinance could level any city nine times over.
Altogether, Chicago had a larger army than the entire West combined with Baltimore.
This magnificent assembly was supplied by the superior production of Pittsburgh. Helicopters with light armor for hit-and-run assaults. Slow but heavy tanks. When it came to the artillery�only the artillery�Grakus sacrificed accuracy for quantity and firepower. Shells from the sky, whistling to the ground�they didn�t necessarily have to hit a man to stop him from fighting.
All of this, the assembly and production, were represented in a small-scale way in the streets below Herb Tower, where Grakus was standing, watching his city beneath the afternoon sky. He summoned his advisers to join him. He had made a decision. When the advisers learned of it, they were shocked and afraid.
�But my lord,� one particularly frightened adviser intervened, �shouldn�t we wait for them to make the first move?�
�This trial will further divide the West as long as it lasts, my lord,� said the underhost.
Possibly.
Grakus kept his focus on the skyline.
But the West wasn�t struggling to become divided, was it? They were struggling to unify. Harold was struggling to be trusted. Their war leaders were struggling to mobilize. Why give them the time to do these things? And what would Grakus do with that time? Let his army�s passion run cold? Time was something Grakus no longer needed. Chicago was ready. America was ready.

ANGELA

She stepped onto the marble patio in the back of the capitol building. The orchards were lined in perfect rows down the lawn before it. Petals fell in a slow pink rain beneath the purple evening sky. Even as they died, their aroma was fresh.
A man with black hair and a white lab coat was at the edge of the patio, taking in the scene. Angela was sure it was Adrian�s friend, Harold. She came beside him and saw that it was.
�Hello, my lord,� she smiled.
Harold turned, bowed his head. �My lady.� He seemed preoccupied�a similar pensiveness she saw a lot in Adrian. She didn�t blame him, but she wanted to know him better. Her husband owed this man his life.
�Were you born in Chicago?�
Harold looked back out at the orchards. �My earliest memories were at an orphanage in Pittsburgh. But I was still a boy when I was sent to Chicago. They had me studying neuroscience for about six months before I was picked up by a doctor from Rush.� He chuckled. �I guess a simpler answer would have been �no.��
Angela looked to the yard as well. �If I liked simple, I wouldn�t have married Adrian.�
Harold smirked. �He sees himself as a far simpler man than he is.� He stepped closer to the edge, where the grass rose slightly over the marble. Angela stepped with him.
She knew a lot about Harold Del Meethia, but only through Adrian. And there were things about him even Adrian didn�t understand. Couldn�t understand. To Adrian, Harold was a man in firm control of everything. He knew what to do, when and how to do it. And if there was no way, the crafty scientist would make a way. But Angela saw him at a different angle. She saw an entirely different man.
�The news likes to simplify things,� he looked at her, confusion in his eyes. �Was it really Adrian who called the attack on Manhattan?�
Angela looked at the designs on the patio. �What happened at Manhattan was as much my fault as it was his. And everyone who acted without question.� A petal from the orchards landed on her shirt. She let it be. She looked up as a breeze carried many more gently toward them. �The world brings suffering. But none of it would matter if we just learned to help each other heal.�
A petal landed on Harold�s shoulder. He brushed it off. It landed on his shoe. �Healing is a decision a person needs to make on their own.�
�A decision?� Angela looked at him, then back to the yard of orchards. �I like that. But who says it has to be made alone?� She rubbed her arms. It was getting cold.
Harold smiled. It was forced. �I can see how you�re a match for Adrian.�
�You have more in common with him than you think.�
��My lady, you are misinformed.�
The petals began to fall all at once from a place in the sky to which the breeze had lifted them. Angela raised her face to it. A beautiful rain from a dark sky. �All these experiments you�ve done, the knowledge you followed. You anticipated something from it. But you never knew what that thing was, did you? And after all you�ve done, you haven�t even tasted it, have you?�
She heard a sigh, and then, �No.�
She turned from the sky to him. �But then you left Rush. You went on a journey. You met people. Made friends. Lost friends. The journey made you feel something your studies never did. So why not pursue that?� She watched Harold, hunched forward, looking at the yard. Silent. Angela was afraid she had offended him. She added, �I�m sure your skills could be used to help Adrian and me in our city.�
�Well,� Harold looked away from the yard, but didn�t face her. �I�ll probably have nowhere else to go after this war.�
�I used to tell myself that same thing,� she said. �A decision�s easier to make if you can convince yourself you have no options.�
Angela expected Harold wouldn�t respond, and he didn�t. And she was starting to feel silly lecturing a man old enough to be her father. In silence, she remained with him. They watched the petals fall as the sky turned from purple to black.

ADRIAN

Trial was in twenty minutes.
There were more people than usual in the building this evening. They were dressed nicer, carried themselves straighter, smiling, laughing, chatting. Maybe they were starting to feel that whatever decision the West came to, they would come to it together. And they would come to it soon.
He walked into the bathroom. It was empty, but such good fortune never lasts. He walked to one of the sinks.
The room was white except for the dark spaces of a few missing tiles. It was clean, smelled clean, but at the same time had a filthiness to it. The light on the far side was flickering. It gave the room an eerie feel.
Adrian set his hands on the counter and looked at the mirror. He hadn�t done that in a long time. Just looked at himself. He liked the way he looked. His eyes seemed a little darker than they used to. Maybe his smile lines were fading. But in all, he liked the person looking back at him. He was a man. A husband. A father. A skylord. He doubted he could have been any of these had he stayed as he was a month ago.
He turned on the sink. Hot water filled his hands. He rinsed his face over and over, absorbing the water and the heat. He felt at ease. He dried his face.
The door opened. His body hardened. He looked up. It was Francis.
Adrian kept his eyes on the sink. He was ready to leave, but he couldn�t. Francis would think he was leaving out of fear. He turned the sink back on. Washed his hands. Francis stood at the sink next to Adrian�s and combed his hair. He had the kind of hair Adrian wanted. Adrian was yellow, like the other Mercados. Francis was dirty blond. It was manlier and beautiful. Adrian kept washing, pretending to struggle with something under his fingernails.
Adrian never hid from himself that he was just as drawn to the right man as he was to the right woman. It�s just that he never saw the point to such a relationship. He wanted to be a father. Maybe if he had Hephaestus, he would have set his vision wider. And he already loved Angela. Still, Francis was a difficult man to turn away from. And the mutual attraction was flattering. The tension made it hotter.
Francis stopped combing his hair. It looked like he was staring at Adrian again. Adrian kept scrubbing.
�Pass the soap.�
Adrian reached for the bar without thinking, handed it to Francis, who started washing his hands. It seemed like he was doing the same thing Adrian was.
When he really thought about it, the only thing he disliked about Francis was that Francis disliked him. What was there aside from that? Francis was honorable and it showed in every manner of his appearance�from his thoughtful expression and steadfast posture down to the way he wore his clothes. The man hungered for a better world, and the hunger showed in his eyes. He knew in what direction he was facing. Anyone could tell, just by looking at Francis Mercado, that he was a great leader, and a great man.
�I want to create a world where everyone can make their own path to happiness,� the words seemed to come from nowhere. �Where there�s a place for every desire. Where success can come from being true to yourself. How do I accomplish this?�
Adrian looked around. He presumed Francis was talking to him, but he couldn�t be sure. The words fell on every tile in the room.
�You can�t,� said Adrian into the sink. �It takes the world to choose how the world should be.�
The sink didn�t respond, but after another minute of washing, something did.
�How did you become friends with Del Meethia?�
Adrian began to wash his face again. �He saved my life.�
The response was immediate. �He did that for himself.� Francis didn�t have his hands in the sink anymore. In fact, Adrian could see on the edge of his vision that Francis was facing him now.
Adrian took a towel and dried his face. He leaned on the sink and looked at the mirror. �People love telling me that. But they never seem to understand, or even try to understand my answer. Let me give it one more try.� He took his hands off the sink and faced Francis. �My parents gave me life because they wanted happiness. But as they got to know me, it was me they wanted happiness for. Harold gave my life back for his own sake. But he took responsibility for me as any father would.�
Francis crossed his arms and leaned forward. �And we should start a war for the sake of this man?�
�No,� said Adrian. �But we shouldn�t turn away from him for the sake of ourselves.�
The two men stared at each other in silence for a long time�Francis leaning toward Adrian, Adrian standing straight, his hands in his pockets.
Francis leaned back. His expression changed, completely rid of pompousness, replaced with curiosity, even wonder. �Did you mean to kill all those people?�
�No,� Adrian looked at the floor, closed his eyes. �But I did mean to kill their skylord. So it doesn�t matter. I chose murder. And murder came. One. One million. The number doesn�t matter. Murder is murder.� He waited for a reply, but Francis just stared coldly. Adrian couldn�t tell if he was withholding a response or trying to think of one.
Adrian sighed and left the bathroom. Francis followed. They crossed the now empty lobby toward the large doors.
All the politicians and VIPs were gathered in the courtroom, but they weren�t seated, weren�t talking. They looked far more serious now than they did in the lobby. They were looking at the large screen above the governor�s desk. A news anchor was speaking from a sheet of paper in her hand. The sheet was trembling.
�California Broadcast has been instructed to inform America that the following announcement is to take effect as soon as the world has seen it. California Broadcast has worked in conjunction with Eastern Eye to warn the American People. God help us.�
Adrian came and stood by Harold as the face of Grakus filled the screen above them.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� said Grakus with a charming flick of the brows. �Skytakers and Shadowpastors. Tribals and Mercenaries. Young and old. Rich and poor. Black and white. America,� There was absolute silence between every resonating sentence. �Four score and seventeen years ago, our world changed. The chaos of overpopulation ended, and the individual was recognized. Each of us was given the opportunity to find happiness on our own path, to help one another find their happiness, to heal the wounds of the past. We have tried to live in peace, but you wouldn�t allow it.� His expression changed, darkened. �All this world needed was someone to be good to it. But you were all too busy for compassion. Too insecure for love. And now, my tolerance is spent. The time has come. You want Chaos. You shall have it. I have already ensured that the Wizard of Seattle will never terrorize the world again. Now, for the sake of my people�for the future of their children�I hereby declare war on the city of Sacramento� On the city of Los Angeles� On the city of San Francisco� On the city of Baltimore. They say Hephaestus was the apocalypse�� A brow slowly rose. �I am the apocalypse.�
The signal was lost, and the assembly hall was filled with a faint hum from the screen. Everyone stared at it. Then they started looking to one another, as though for answers. But the only words uttered came from the governor.
�Skylords,� Karen stood from her chair. �I am prepared to begin the coordination of war. Are you prepared to follow me, or will you return to your cities and wait it out?�
Adrian stepped forward. �If you would lead us to victory, your honor, my wife and I will gladly follow your command.�
�Lord Harold and I are ready,� said Roger.
Karen turned to Francis. Francis looked back at her and there was silence.
Julian stepped forward. �Your honor. The army of Los Angeles is ready to accept your orders.�
Francis did not resist.
�All skylords and their officials will remain in this building as we plan,� said Karen. �Contact your armies. Let them know we are at war.�

FRANCIS

Peace was a fantasy�an outdated one at that�an ancient ideology nurtured in the diplomatic era between the end of World War II and the outbreak of Hephaestus. Now was the age of realism. Peace, like perfection, had become an arbitrary goal. Men like Roger were the strength; men like Francis served as quaint reminders of the past�when war was at least contained in places that didn�t matter.
He really thought he could change them. Maybe their stubbornness was well placed. Maybe peace truly was as far away as Heaven.
The map sat on a table before the leaders of the world. The scientist cast a shadow over it, his shoulders darkening the country from sea to shining sea. His fingers slid over every road, tracing every border, his head rising to those around him, one after the other, drawing them in.
Maybe he was right as well.
�Grakus is going to use the Unity Link to advance his army undetected,� the scientist asserted, his head scanning the faces around him. �I don�t know where all the westbound lines end, but I know they don�t come close to the California border. Protect it. When his army rises, we�ll find it. The biggest obstacle is that until the army surfaces in the west, we won�t know it ever left Chicago. Baltimore won�t be able to lay siege on the city until we do.�
It wasn�t the fighting that Francis read in Del Meethia�s casual exposition. It wasn�t a simple battle or even a war. It was the children wandering in darkness, tears dried on their faces, swearing vengeance in blood to their murdered parents. It was the cycle. It was eternity.
Then Del Meethia�s finger landed on Pittsburgh�the only place in the country not involved in this war. �Grakus is getting all his metal from somewhere,� he said, once again making eye contact with those around him. �Pittsburgh wasn�t on his hit list.�
�Pittsburgh is defenseless�� Francis felt the words fly out of his throat more powerfully than he intended. He closed his eyes, took a breath. �Why wouldn�t Grakus be protecting them if you�re right?�
�He wants to keep them incognito,� the scientist replied, holding his professional tone as he imposed a territorial glare at Francis.
Francis was ready to lash back, but he knew it wouldn�t do any good now. He had no allies here.
Adrian stepped in. �There�s no reason we can�t just send a team of inspectors to Pittsburgh. I�ll go with them. If we find a connection to Chicago, we cut it, hopefully without violence.�
The anger abated. Francis nodded. Del Meethia looked back down at his map in silence.
Karen stepped to the table. Del Meethia backed away. �The Western skylords will remain here tonight while we discuss our borders,� she set a stack of files on the table. �Skylord Velys and his wife will leave tonight to oversee their forces.� She turned to Adrian. �Does that suit you?�
�Uh, yes, ma�am,� said Adrian. �Thank you.�
Karen addressed the room once more. �The rest of you, take a few minutes. Get coffee. Have a snack. This is going to be the longest night of your lives.�
The skylords and their advisers made their way to the doors. Some stayed behind to bid their farewells. Francis watched Lord Velys wrap his arms around Del Meethia, reverence on both their faces.
�Don�t forget me when it�s over, doc,� he told the scientist.
�Never, kid,� the scientist replied.
Lady Velys wrapped both of her hands around Del Meethia�s. �My offer stands,� she said, smiling warmly. �I�d love to have a mind like yours around.�
Francis puzzled over Del Meethia�s reaction�the conflict on his face.
�Thank you, my lady,� Del Meethia smiled back.
Francis never noticed that look of uncertainty on the scientist before, but realized it had been there all the while.
Then Adrian looked across the room at Francis. Francis looked away. Adrian walked to him, close enough to give the light fragrance of his cologne, looked up at him. His bare arm came forward, his hand outstretched. �I hope we�ll get to continue our discussion, my lord.�
Francis looked down, nodded, took the young man�s hand. �When it�s over.�
Adrian left with his wife. The room seemed empty after that. Francis wasn�t sure how empty as he leaned over the table and stared at the map. He didn�t pay attention to anything. Not even the map.
Was he the only one who could see the bigger picture? Or was he the only one who couldn�t?
He felt a hand slide over the back of his neck. A touch he hadn�t felt since his twenties. Julian stood next to him, their faces close.
�This is it,� his general whispered. �I will bring Western sovereignty to the nation. And you will shape it to the dream we shared since the day we met.�
��One more war and it will all be over,�� Francis chuckled. �That�s the battle cry Roger�s people are falling for.� He looked at Julian. �Do you believe it?�
�I do.�
Francis sighed, gave an empty smile. �Then you�d better bring me victory� and some coffee.�

ADRIAN

He rested his face on Angela�s hair. Her head was on his shoulder as she slept to the soft hum of the propellers around them.
At least one more city was going to fall. At least a million lives were bound to be destroyed. For better or worse, the world was about to change.
None of this had crossed his mind before he took Manhattan off the map. A sudden feeling of disgust came over him. It passed quickly. Quicker than he deserved, perhaps. But he had been through this with himself enough. He had learned his lesson, and was ready to make amends.
He looked forward, through the cockpit, at the eastern horizon. All he could see were stars, and below the stars, the blackness of lands unlit by human life. Maybe there were lonely people wandering it, without family, without a companion. All the world would be the same if Grakus won this war.

ANGELA

He thought she was sleeping, but she was only resting her head on his shoulder, watching the scene below them: the empty roads and rotten towns�like the ones they passed through the first time they crossed the country together.
They were at war. Angela understood what that meant. Probably better than her husband did. It was like any skirmish between the mercs and their enemies. Larger in scale, but the stakes were just the same: her people, her family, her life. But the reward was greater. And she was prepared to fight to give her child the chance to lead humanity away from the wars of the past into a beautiful future.
There was nothing in the scene outside the chopper to inspire the ambition. Only ruin. Darkness. Carcasses. It probably stunk of zombie flesh. But as she looked on into the night from the safety of her husband�s company, she wondered if, trudging through the rubble, chafing heavy boots against the empty highways, was a woman like her, who hadn�t found her place. Maybe younger, like eighteen; maybe older, like fifty.
Angela was prepared to fight for her as well.

HAROLD

Alabaster was dead.
On the patio of the capitol, Harold turned his head up. The petals were still ascending from the orchards and falling from the sky. He looked into the stars, an acute vexation rising from within him.
Whatever death Grakus gave him, the old man deserved better.
Alabaster was dead. And so was Darius.
Harold had tried to reach the youngest Mercado by phone. After several attempts, he called Captain Dicks, who had just that day been promoted to commander.
�I don�t know what happened,� the distressed commander of five hours had explained. �His house caught fire and he flew outside covered in blood.�
Harold had known right away how to complete the explanation. He told the new commander who was responsible. And what had to be done.
�I know your men went through a lot these past few weeks. But I�m going to need them this one last time.�
�And you�ll have them, scientist.�
That was when the scientist came onto the patio to spend what was left of the break he was given in peace.
He put his hands on the railing. Closed his eyes. He listened to the orchards move to the evening breeze, crickets singing. The sounds brought order to his mind.
He thought about Adrian.
Adrian lived for things that Harold could not imagine any man truly wanting. And the things Harold lived for, Adrian despised. Adrian wanted simplicity�a house, a family, a comfortable bed to die in, the universe doing all the work�telling him how to live and when to die.
Harold squeezed the railing. �Not me.�
Then the man with tired eyes came to mind. Harold never pondered loneliness until he met Don: a man as lonely as he. But Don spoke far too often of companionship for a man who was content to belong to himself alone. Since then, Harold thought about it far too often. The thought of solitude tasted so sweet once. Now it was turning bitter. But there were many possible reasons for that.
Who am I�?
Suddenly, the tranquility of trees and insects wasn�t helping.
Harold took his hands from the railing and turned inside. His footsteps echoed in the empty halls, resonating off of stone likenesses of figures from the past looking down on him, shadows over their eyes.
He made his way to the lobby, where he had fought with Karen over the reflective marble floor. Where he thanked her later on. Where he found her now.
The governor was staring at a mural of some nineteenth century battle.
Harold walked across the room, stood beside her.
�It may not be the United States anymore,� she said into the picture. �But it�s still America.�
He looked on with her at the violence. Soldiers in gray running at soldiers in blue. Smoke. Blood. Flags. Even from the fringe of his vision, he could see the torment in her eyes as she watched.
�I was nothing to you,� he said to her. �It would have been so much easier to let Grakus kill me.� He faced her. �It�s almost as if you had to look for a reason to trust me.�
She was still looking at the painting, but no longer into it. �You were born with the ability to disengage emotion when it gets in your way. You were raised by Barnabas Vulcum. Conditioned to kill when necessary. No one ever told you to care.� She turned to him. �I think you�re looking for reasons too.�
Harold turned away. Back to the mural. �Reasons are forced on me.�
�Would Vulcum have ever needed that excuse? Do you think he would ever feel the way you�re feeling now?�
�You don�t know what I�m feeling.�
Karen turned back to the mural as well. �Evil is welcomed when people are ignored. I think your friend Lord Velys would agree. That�s why I sought to help you. I wouldn�t have bothered if I felt you were anything like Barnabas or even my father.�
He wanted to face her again. He held his face and eyes on the painting, trying to concentrate on his periphery. To see what she might say or do next.
She cared. When she didn�t, she looked for reasons to. She looked for reasons to forgive the crimes anybody else would have slain him for. She looked for reasons to protect him against the most dangerous man in the world.
�Why did you turn down the governorship for so long?� The words just fell out.
She didn�t seem to react emotionally to the question, like she�d been expecting it somehow. �I always wanted to guide my people to a better future. I wanted to do it without giving up my humanity. I didn�t want my family to come apart. I wanted to be a mother. To love a man. To just be a woman. When I realized I had already given all of that away, I took the seat. So much work that nobody else wanted to do. I don�t even know if it was worth it.�
Once more, Harold turned to her. �Your father loved you.�
She turned to him. �And he loved you.�
He didn�t turn away this time. He waited for her to. She did not. The awkwardness didn�t bother him. He stood, enjoying this simple interaction, staring into the eyes of this powerful and good woman.
The front doors shifted as Julian opened them with his hip: a doggy bag in one hand, a tray of coffee in the other. He watched them as he passed silently into the assembly room.
�I guess the meeting�s back on,� said Harold.
Karen nodded.
The two left the mural, made their way together to the war room.

THE SEVEN CITIES OF AMERICA

Farmers outside Chicago could hear a steady rumble. They looked to the sky to see where it was coming from. They saw nothing.
Below them, through the long-abandoned Unity Link, marched eighty thousand Chicago soldiers. All black, from the uniforms to the countless tons of hardware. This was the Chicago First Army. It flowed through the subway west. They would rise to the surface near Wichita, halving the time California had to find out the exact direction from which they were coming. The Chicago Second Army�the Tribes of Deseret�had fanned out across the land, impossible to keep track of until they reassembled. When and where that could have been was anybody�s guess.
But for now, that scattered band of unorganized madmen were all the West could see. Harold knew Grakus had something bigger prepared. Something unstoppable. And the West believed him. Francis and Julian had brought the Los Angeles army to the south-eastern border of California. Roger�s army was at the eastern border, hundreds of miles north. Harold was in between them. All had sent scouts to scan the lands for hundreds of miles into the deserts of Arizona and Nevada. The moment whatever Grakus had in store rose from the ground, the West would find them, and their armies would roll.
Parents and young children of Baltimore waved goodbye to nearly every soldier in the city. They were headed West to free a people half a century imprisoned by the hosts.
Adrian led his inspectors toward Pittsburgh. If this was all just a misunderstanding, it was fitting that he apologize to Skylord Larson in person. The invasion of Chicago, he left to his lady.
The Baltimore army was flanked by the mercenaries on one side and the rascals on the other. Angela was in a Hummer between two artillery cannons. They all drove very slowly on I-70. The armies marched across the wasted fields alongside them. They were still days away from Chicago, but Chicago was still days away from the West.
Chicago�s army rose on the third day, and after only an hour was discovered by the West headed toward Los Angeles. Roger and Harold both headed south.
Commander Schmidt was standing in a tower over his runways back in Eglin. He was sure they would win this war. It was after the war that scared him. He didn�t know what the future would bring for Eglin�if a new leader should take it, where that leader would bring it. How Eglin would tie into the progression of the world. Could he ever bring the dream of Tired Eyes to life?
On the morning of the seventh day, the city of Chicago was in sight of Angela�s army, and the army of Chicago was in sight of the West.

EVAGRIUS

The ashes never seemed to clear up.
All of the suburbs were demolished for miles outside the city wall. The rubble lay like snowdrifts ten, sometimes twenty feet high. It would take days for Baltimore to cross it, all the while well in range of Chicago�s own defenses.
He stood on Herb Tower beneath an impenetrable blanket of cloud. It was thickest over the city, as though it all had come from some magical spot above his head. The sunset fought its way through a closing slit between the horizon and the clouds.
Scouts reported that the Baltimore army left their artillery at home to protect it from a ground attack. When the army had fallen into the host�s trap, his air force would roar en mass toward Baltimore.
There was no way this war could end well for humanity. Grakus made sure the conflict would touch every corner of the country. Except Chicago, of course. Chicago was the constant. Evagrius imagined there would be some sort of cleansing. It would be controlled. The broken would be replaced with the fresh�those ripe with the splendor of joyful hope. These would be the ones to show that, even at its best, humanity was unworthy of existence.
One of the host�s advisers came. �Baltimore is almost in position, general,� he said. �Shall we commence fire?�
Evagrius turned his attention from the skyline, looked behind him, past the adviser, to the west. �The sun is fighting for its life,� he said. �Let me watch it die on its own before our smoke fills the sky.�
�Yes, sir.�
Evagrius was never one to fill his lungs with a deep breath of fresh air. Such a feeling never interested him. His bliss came in watching. He looked at the city in front of him. The last city. The crutch for humanity to lean on. And then the crutch would break, and humanity would have nothing except the fate it had chosen for itself.
What a beautiful evening.

ANGELA

Chicago�s farms were empty. The harvest and the livestock were gathered, and a barren plain of upturned dirt lay for many miles outside the city.
They reached the rubble of the suburbs. They would have to scout to find paths through the mess before the tanks could enter. The army of Baltimore made camp along the edge of the rubble, hiding as best they could.
Then the artillery began.
Chicago had waited until Baltimore reached the rubble, even though their range stretched far into the plains. If Baltimore retreated now, they would be exposed in the plain and blown away. But they couldn�t move forward. The explosions were spread wide, clearly intended to scare them more than anything. They blew debris high into the air. Distant bursts rained splinters and pebbles of brick onto their tents.
Angela found the highest mound of rubble near the camp and looked through binoculars at the skyline of Chicago. The wall was solid black. She was still too far to see anything on it, but she knew it was lined with skilled snipers and backed by more than a hundred howitzers. And she could only assume those howitzers had enough ammunition on hand to shell the land for days. Maybe weeks. She lowered the binoculars.
The sky was black over Chicago and its ruined, empty lands. The air was dry. Thunder lit small parts of it in the distance. Too far to be heard, but bright and beautiful in the blackness that surrounded it.
One of her captains joined her on the mound. �Commander,� he said. �We�re out of options. We have to advance now.�
�We�ll lose control of our ranks if we don�t scout the area,� said Angela.
�We sent a squad two hours ago, ma�am. They were attacked by snipers from over a mile away. They already lost six men and the seven left are pinned in the rubble. I understand you, and in any other situation I�d agree. But taking our time is not an option now.�
Her head was already facing the horizon when a stream of aircraft rose from Chicago into the black clouds above it. Her eyes focused on them. They were flying in the other direction.
�They want us to think they�re flying away from us,� said the captain.
�They are,� said Angela, calm as her heart imploded. �They�re going to Baltimore.�
Both Angela and her captain watched the many planes leave the city. He put his hand on her shoulder. �My lady. We have to move. Please.�
Angela took her head from the sky, closed her eyes, and nodded.

ROGER

One of the few good things about California Broadcast was their upkeep of communications, of which they allowed everyone to partake.
Roger�s army was camped in Reno�s airport; he occupied a control tower with his guards and staff. Through the fuzzy reception of a webcam, he spoke with his brother.
�We stand our ground,� said Francis. �Let Chicago tire themselves out before they reach us.�
�We can�t outflank them if we let them make all the moves,� Roger was leaning back in his chair, trying to balance a ruler on his pen. �We should roll now. Bring your force out to their right flank. I�ll bring mine to the left. Harold will drive his army through their center. If we catch them by surprise, they won�t even have the chance to use their artillery.�
Francis glared at him through the screen. �Neither will we.�
Roger put down his toys and leaned forward. �Two sides recklessly blowing matter out of cannons is no different than the two sides of a coin. Only strategy brings assurance.�
�Well I can assure you that your strategy will kill us all if Del Meethia shows up a second late.�
Roger leaned back again. What his brother said, he already knew. �He�ll be there.�

ADRIAN

He had contacted the Pittsburgh authorities ahead of time. The secretary of commons ardently denied involvement with Chicago, and welcomed Skylord Velys to search for evidence to the contrary. �But surely your time is better spent protecting your people, my lord?�
The secretary was right. And the investigation would not take long.
Adrian�s limo was accompanied by six armored trucks, each filled with a Baltimore SWAT unit. They took Penn Lincoln Parkway into the city of steel. It was maybe eight-thirty, nine o�clock at night.
In most of the other cities, many of the skyscrapers were still used as they were in the old days: for business, trade, administration. In Pittsburgh, the metropolitan area seemed mostly residential. There were no suits with briefcases striding across the sidewalks as in Manhattan and Baltimore. Just people in torn work clothes, dirty, run down. He saw Chicago and Long Island in these people.
�Pittsburgh reflects a more traditional time in recent human history,� one of Adrian�s advisers mentioned. �Men work. Women tend to the home. Boys learn from their fathers, girls from their mothers. And all bow to the industry.�
Traditional. Adrian turned his head back to the window. What aspect of it? The oppression, the fear, the rationed food, the endless hours of shit-paid labor? The disregard for life, the destruction of worlds? Which of these could have been a part of the world before Hephaestus?
The vehicles crossed a bridge leaving the urban jungle, landing on the lavish property of Allegheny Palace. Water shot from the ground across the massive lawn. Adrian hadn�t seen a working sprinkler since he was ten. It looked like there were hundreds in this place.
The main road turned into a small street that passed across the property, the sea of sprinklers now on either side of him. Sometimes they splashed water against his window. He couldn�t stop himself from smiling at it.
They came to a circular driveway before the estate. Two large wooden doors and stained glass windows stood over them. Before the vehicles had come to a stop, those doors opened. Servants emerged, stepped briskly down the steps and lined up along the side of the driveway with trays of food and drink. Then came Skylord Larson, a big man in the doorway.
Adrian stepped out of the car before the stairs. He bowed his head. �Skylord Larson.�
The Pittsburgh skylord lifted him in a bear hug. �All the skylords call me Dale!� Upon release, he started picking random things off the nearest plate, grabbed a glass of champagne. �Eat something! Have a drink! My police officers don�t have to be sober to carry on an investigation, why should you!�
Adrian took a glass, took a sip. The soldiers stood solid. The scene was awkward, but Larson immediately led them into his home.
�Forgive the d�cor,� said Larson as they passed through a hall filled with black and white photographs of factories, steelyards and miners. �This must be very bland for visionaries like men of Baltimore. Simple Pittsburgh has always been about steel. A humble role. But pivotal.�
Larson went on about Pittsburgh, its people and its history� its laws� its traditions� Adrian was sure they passed through the same hall at least six times. Out of politeness, he followed along. As he did, he observed.
Larson didn�t seem in the least bit nervous as he guided the well-known mass murderer on a tour through his home. There was nothing but welcome.
Pittsburgh�s only army was its law enforcement, which would have fallen to the tribals had the city been located a few hundred miles west. Adrian�s task force should have been more than enough to sack the palace if it came to violence. He kept the thought out of his mind. Even if Larson were hiding something, what would it be? Where would it be? With a low voice, Larson still carrying on, Adrian asked these things to his adviser.
�There is a way, my lord,� his adviser whispered back. �If they are supplying Chicago, we�ll know by the train station. They haven�t been shipping to Baltimore or Manhattan. So if there is any activity in the station at all, we�ll see what Larson has to say about it.�

HAROLD

It really was no wonder humanity had pulled itself apart: they were stupid. And this proved it.
Who would ever build a city here? Of all the places in America, here? It was the first city to go vacant after the founding began. It was almost empty even before that. There was no one left to freight supplies across the desert, surprise surprise. And they barely had enough people employed to manage water distribution. What a mess. And this, of course, was where Harold was stationed�the city that had been rotting longer than any other, the most nonsensical municipality on the planet.
Vegas.
There were pictures of it all around, taken during better days and nights. They showed great beauty. And great stupidity. Gambling. Prostitution. Uninhibited drinking. Waste. Ridiculous waste.
A table full of portable air conditioners were just enough to bring the hotel room down to a bearable temperature.
He let his army make camp in whatever comfortable part of the city they could find. �If you can find one.� When he found out that many of them were looting, he told them to make sure it didn�t slow them down. �Don�t let this city�s stupidity take hold of you,� he said to them. And to one small squad, �that mannequin stays.�
Harold had been in Vegas for a few days when he was given the news that Chicago�s army had surfaced, and that Roger and his brother were preparing to move out and meet them. Harold was to follow. He was to send his men into the heart of the black army, where they would take the full force of the enemy while Francis and Roger attacked from the sides.
Did this bother Harold? No. Not really. He wanted it to bother him. Sort of. Maybe it sort of did. He wasn�t sure. It could just as easily have been Francis or Roger�s men� But Harold hadn�t seen their faces, and they hadn�t heard his voice, hadn�t obeyed his every command.
Harold pulled a kettle from his hotplate on the counter, poured a cup. There were other things to worry about.
�Sir,� an adviser came to Harold, who was looking through a window at the city in twilight. �Lord Mercado is online. He wants to speak with you.�
Harold took a sip. �The fascist or the faggot?�
�Er�Lord Roger, sir.�
Harold put the tea on the windowsill and walked into the sitting room. A laptop was set for him on the coffee table. He sat on the couch in front of Roger�s overtly serious mug, crossed his legs. �Your bidding, highness?�
�Did you get my letter?� said Roger.
Harold took a folded sheet of paper from his pocket, waved it in front of the screen. �You want me to throw my army into theirs and let you and your brother clean up the mess.�
�I�m not trying to throw you under the bus.�
�Just my men.�
�Harold, you have a talent for commanding men and I respect it. But you don�t have experience. One of us has to be the one to just send his men in and do nothing else. That has to be you. It�s the most effective way we can destroy that army before it reaches California.�
Harold set the paper down. Stared at it. Why did killing have to bother him now, of all times? He looked at Roger. �We�re looking too closely at his army. He has other things out there.�
�Not as big as that army,� said Roger.
Harold straightened his legs, leaned forward. �Size won�t matter if our cities remain undefended.�
Roger turned his head up to look at someone. Harold couldn�t hear what that person was saying. Roger looked back at Harold. �We can defend our cities in time if we defeat Grakus fast.�
�You can,� Harold raised his voice. �You�ll still have an army to defend with.�
Roger laced his fingers. �If you don�t help us, Harold, I won�t have an army either. Neither will Francis. Neither will you before long. You have my word that the West will protect you but I need you now in order to do that.�
Harold sat back, looked down. �I don�t have a choice.�
�From a logical standpoint, you do not,� said Roger. �And I know you are a logical man.� The connection was closed. One of Harold�s men came to remove the laptop.
�Do we move out in the morning, my lord?�
Harold shook his head. He already made his decision. Why let it linger any longer? �We move out now.�

ADEN

It was late at night while mothers wiped the dust from their bibles and prayed for the return of their sons, while young women looked to the stars and asked whatever spirits flew among them to protect their lovers, while Aden Mesa fell to his knees outside the Crown for the safety of his baby girl.
Most of these people didn�t know how to pray. They turned their minds to an awkward, silent frequency and uttered to themselves, to God, to whomever, what was on their minds. What they wanted. What they needed.
I could never find it inside me to commit fully to you� He said in his heart on his knees outside the Crown. To keep you in my thoughts� to put you before everything� to accept your will when it�s not mine� I just couldn�t. But if my wife�s devotion to you can�t make up for my failure, then please protect her child. She loved her so much. And she loved her people. Please protect us. I can�t pretend I have anything to offer you in return. I come to you in desperation, as so many do. And when I�m satisfied, I�ll surely forget you once again. Because I�m a fool. And I have nothing� Please, God, there is no reason I can give for you to save us. Can�t you find one for me? Just one? Do we never make you smile, even in our foolishness?
His meditation was broken by the sound of thunder. But there were no clouds. He stood. He walked around the grand structure, along the railing of its high foundation, to watch the storm arriving from the north. But he saw no lightning as he came around. He saw fire. The distant suburbs on the outskirts of Baltimore were exploding, and the explosions were reaching further into the city. Everything in its path became an ocean of flame.
As the burning city lit his face, an acceptance came over Aden. He acknowledged what was happening. He figured out why. And he knew right away what to do.
He ran into the Crown. The darkened interior of the massive lobby was lit through the glass by the rising flames. The few night staffers were already running out. Aden ran to the cabinet elevator�it would take him right outside the skylord�s office.
The elevator rose. Its glass walls showcased the flames barely two miles away and closing fast. They were higher than the Crown and growing brighter. Baltimore�s jets were swarming at Chicago�s bombers. Chicago�s jets were swarming back. The bombers pressed on undisturbed. The city lights went out. The elevator went dark, slowed to a stop.
For a moment, Aden felt like he was frozen in time, that the only thing allowed to move were the flames. Waves of light glared against his face.
The Crown�s generators activated, and the elevator moved again. It reached the top and Aden ran into the hall, through the doors of his son-in-law�s office and to his desk. He found the city intercom.
�Baltimore,� he said slowly and deeply. �This is Aden Mesa. Go to the sewers. Go to the sewers and follow the orange line. They will take you out of the city, and I will find you. Help each other, and we will survive this night. Move quickly!�
He repeated the message five times. The fire had nearly reached the Crown. Nearly all the city was covered in it. There were many good people out there who couldn�t hear him. But most of the city was educated in escape plans.
He ran back to the elevator, slammed the button with his fist. Descended. The flames were far above his head. They were all he could see. His skin grew hot. He slammed the button again and again. The flames became brighter. The shaft hotter.
Aden was thrown against his back to the floor as the building rumbled. He looked outside. A black jet flew from the flames, passing the Crown. A missile slammed against the building high above him and exploded. The fire rushed down. The elevator dropped. It slammed against the lobby floor. The glass shattered around him. He was dazed.
He crawled across the glass, half-noticing the pain in his back and his skin against the glass. There was more crashing above his head as the building fell apart. He crawled across the lobby. Bleeding. He looked at the door. He tried to crawl faster. He started to notice the pain. His city needed him. The crashing became louder.
His elbow gave way. His face hit the floor. He grunted. Got back up. Tried to get to his feet. Fell again. He kept crawling.
A beam fell ten feet in front of him.
�My lord!� a voice called.
Aden couldn�t turn his head. He pressed forward. He felt a strong arm sweep him from the floor and fly him across the lobby. He was outside, his arm over the shoulder of a male nurse.
He wasn�t sure if it was the dizziness that made him say it: �If you were white, I think we�d both be dead, kid.�
The nurse laughed. �I�ll get you out of here, lord.� He took Aden down the stairs to the street. Aden found that he could walk on his own to the bright red marker on the ground. The nurse lifted the manhole cover.
The Crown gave a final shudder�the strongest yet�before it started to fall.
�Down, my lord, now!� The nurse guided Aden in, following quickly. The ground shook. It felt like the ladder was about to snap from the concrete. Nothing could be heard when the rumble was at its loudest. The Crown was screaming.
Aden found the damp floor of the sewer. The manhole was closed quickly. He could still hear the muffled rumbling of explosions above ground. Other buildings collapsing. Fighter jets.
�This is Grakus, isn�t it?� The nurse turned on a flashlight. It lit the whole tunnel.
Aden nodded. �Did your family make it out?�
The nurse nodded. �My parents ran for the sewers with my brother and sister as soon as they heard those planes.� He found the orange line on the wall and started walking. �I�m sure your daughter and her husband are okay.�
Aden walked slowly. �Thank you.�
The pain in his back and right leg was terrible, but he could bear it. He followed the nurse through the rancid sewer. They encountered other people�families, couples, children�traversing the darkness in the same direction.
Beams from many flashlights cast an army of shadows on the grimy, leaky walls. Structures of all sizes rumbled to the ground above them.
The crowd got bigger as more extensions met the main tunnel. Many of them were young. Aden never realized how many children the city had.
Less than a hundred feet in front of the still-growing mass, the roof of the tunnel disappeared in a deafening clash. The red sky and the burning city filled the view above them. The sounds poured in. The people screamed.
The nurse ran to help the few who fell. Aden followed.
�You have to keep going, my lord,� said the nurse. �Get our people out of here.�
Aden nodded. He grabbed the nurse�s shoulder. �Find me when we�re in a safer place. I will repay you.�
The nurse left him and Aden looked around. The panic didn�t hold. The people kept moving. More were still joining. Aden ran to the front and got everyone�s attention, started organizing them. Strongest in the back, weakest in front.
A group of hospitalized patients joined them. Many were being wheeled on stretchers by doctors, nurses and other patients. Aden checked them all frantically, then found him.
�Mr. Velys!� he came to the side of Adrian�s father. �Are you alright?�
Velys wore an oxygen mask and was almost motionless. His eyes were barely open. But he nodded.
�Good.� Aden pat him on the shoulder. �Good man.� He motioned the group to be taken to the front, where those farther back could assist them if something went wrong.
The tunnels and the orange lines began to come together, and soon enough there were no more branches. Aden continued to lead his people through it as what was left of their home came down above their heads.

ANGELA

Had it already been a full day?
The soldiers and vehicles had poured into the sea of rubble after the sun had set. The night that followed was lit by the cannons of Chicago. The ground shook relentlessly, bits of rubble rattling down the sides of the many mounds between them and the city wall.
Angela could barely keep in touch with all of her captains. At least a couple hundred men were lost by the time the sun came back up. Probably a lot more. And of those who were left, not all of them would reach the wall at the same time. She told whoever could hear her to pick a spot as close to the wall as possible without Chicago�s snipers spotting them. As soon as she felt that as many men were in position as were going to make it, they would attack the wall.
Doubt took hold of her again and again in the thunder of the night. But with the dawn came hope. Chicago was putting everything into their assault on California. Without the wall, there was nothing to stop her army from occupying the city. All she had to do was destroy that wall.
Once again, the sun was falling. She could barely see it through all the dirt kicked up by twenty-four hours of bombardment.
She walked through a clearing�a valley of dirty road surrounded in gray rubble�with a small piece of her army. In the valley, she found a helmet. It was on the ground beside an upturned Humvee. She knelt beside the helmet, picked it up.
The vehicle had tried to climb the mound ahead, was shelled when it reached the top, thrown back onto the street in the dirty valley where it now lay.
Her radio came on. Another lieutenant reporting that he lost some men in a strike. Moments ago, others were reporting sniper fire. They could barely see the wall, but the snipers could see them.
Angela picked up the radio. �All units stay in cover as ordered. Stay along the rubble. Do not walk or ride over the mounds. Do not walk down the center of the streets. I don�t care how long it takes�do not let them see you.� She put it away and moved on.
The sun had long set when the wall was above her. Most of the army should have been there by now.
All lieutenants reported in. Angela didn�t want to know the casualties. It didn�t matter. Just their positions. They were spread far, but all tanks were within range of her. Snipers couldn�t take their tanks, but they probably had rockets up there. Maybe mortars.
She came to the last big mound of rubble before the open field and the wall. She climbed it almost to the top, but kept her head low. Her captain did the same.
�Are we close to the gate?� said the captain.
�I don�t see it,� Angela was trying to think of a hundred things at once. �But it�s probably better guarded than any random spot on the wall.� The spot in front of her looked random enough.
Unconsciously, she summed up the casualties. The number materialized in the back of her head and made its way to the front as she was planning the next move. About five percent. She felt relief that it was low, and then worry that she could feel relief while a thousand mothers and daughters and wives would soon be screaming.
She just couldn�t think about that now.
She spoke to the radio. �All tanks, attack formation. Do not let them see you until I give the signal.�
Angela waited until the tank commanders replied that they were ready. Two of the tanks were right next to her: one half way up a mound, its turret nearly pointing out. The other was on the ground behind a mound, its turret facing the wall, its body facing the turn.
Angela launched a flare at the wall, and the tanks rolled. All along the rubble, turrets popped. The wall was covered in a rising ball of smoke. The firing continued.
The wall fired back.
Rockets soared from the top of the wall against the rubble. One of the rockets smacked against the tank next to Angela. The tank was not down. Its turret rose in retaliation. It fired at the top of the wall. Missed. Another rocket came down for it. This time the tank stopped moving.
Once again, Angela turned to her radio. �All units fire at the wall! All units�fire at the wall!�
Bullets streamed from along the top of the wall toward the edge of the sea of ruined suburbia, and in turn from the rubble to the wall. Her army used rockets to take out the gun nests. The wall used rockets to pound away at everything below them. There was a lot more fire coming from the wall, and a lot less men up there hiding from the bullets down here.
The tanks were the biggest target. If she let them keep on firing, she could lose them all. If she pulled them back, she could lose the entire army in a fruitless gunfight.
The tanks kept firing.
The section of the wall in front of her focused its fire to flatten a house that hadn�t fully been destroyed. A handful of her men leaped from it as it collapsed.
The tanks ran out of ammo. They began to pull back.
Angela crawled to the side of her mound and peered briefly at the wall.
There was a hole. It was small, as she expected. And sloppy. It was enough to get the army through, but not before being whittled to a fraction by the enemies still flooding the wall. And soon, whatever forces were guarding the gates would be rushing to defend that breach.
�Tell us what to do, my lady,� her captain called to her.
Angela looked back at the wall. She took three shots at a sniper. She was sure she got him. Then she was back behind cover, and the sniper she killed, if she killed him, had been replaced by ten more.
The top of her mound exploded like a volcano. Rubble and dirt fell on them.
She looked to the sky. Yellow streaks of evening cut across the blackness. �I don�t know�� she said to herself. Then to the captain, �Tell the men to keep in cover! Low-risk shots only!�
It didn�t seem to make a difference. Every passing second brought at least one casualty. The reports overlapped. A hundred men were dying every minute.
Explosions came closer, like the battle was shrinking all around. Like there was no one else to kill but her. It grew louder. She couldn�t think, even if she had any plans left. She couldn�t tell if the men she sat shoulder-to-shoulder with were still alive. She didn�t know how she ever heard her radio that moment. On an emergency frequency, a voice came through to reach her.
�Lady Velys� come in, Lady Velys��
Angela put the radio to her mouth. �Who is this?�
�Flight Commander Marko Moretti, Eglin Air Force Base. Lord Velys has given us your location. Clear the area�bombers en route to the wall.�
The radio returned to casualty reports. But those were slowing down. And so was the shooting. All the sound the battle once yielded was being replaced by a rumble. It grew to a roar. All combatants stopped and looked at the sky. Men on the wall started to run.

CHICAGO

Melanie was beautiful when she was young. Even at eighty, she had a grace unmatched by women of any generation. And in her age, she held a respect among her people unmatched by any man.
She was the single mother of three boys and a girl. All were less than ten when a man made a promise to her. He said he would make her life better. That man was the first host of Chicago. The city went dark as he deceived her and everyone around her. He died powerful, and gave power to his son. At least the second host was honest; you can�t break promises you never made. Finally, the third host: different than the other two, but no better for the people. That host, Melanie believed, would be the last.
She walked the empty streets, approached the wall. She saw the soldiers running. She heard the great army outside.
When Melanie was a little girl, she remembered having snacks with her sisters and parents after dinner. That was how important togetherness was to her family�that even snacks could only be enjoyed in one another�s company.
Having been so young, she thought this was the norm, that togetherness meant everything to everybody. She tried to push it on her children. But she couldn�t make them understand why. The world she was trying to build for them at home was too alien from the one they knew everyday�the one the hosts had built for them.
Although there was no father in their lives, no husband in Melanie�s, she felt as though there were�one who never allowed her to teach her children what love was.
When the city finally made it too difficult to be a mother, to be a child, Melanie�s children left her at an early age to start families of their own, falling in line with the other desolate faces of a godless world. It broke her heart over time, through so many lonely birthday celebrations, until all her hair had gone white.
But what it took her all those years to realize was that no mother, single or with husband, had kept her children as long as she had. Her grandchildren could run when their peers were still crawling, could read and write when those much older hadn�t even memorized the alphabet. They made each other smile, even if for a short time in their lives. They had those memories to hold through everything the city put them through. And so did their parents. And all of it came from their grandmother.
Those who knew this about Melanie, and many did, loved her for it. Even those who never met her, who never saw her face. Silently, she inspired mothers and fathers across the city, encouraged those able to have children to have them, those who found themselves accidentally pregnant to carry through, and those who found parenthood impossible to keep trying. Melanie�s legend saved more lives than she would ever know.
They were all children, the people of Chicago: all of them abused by the same father, the same husband. So many of these people would never know what it meant to make a discovery, make a work of art, make love. They could not express themselves, even so much as to cry to the world for help. To turn to God. To look inside themselves.
Melanie stood before the vacant wall as the fury of the army outside shook the street beneath her.
So what was it to be? Were they here to free her children? Control them? Destroy them? Was there a better future for these sons and daughters of Chicago, or worse?
Jets soared over the wall. Over her. The wall exploded.
She was deafened by the sound. All she could see was light. The fire came forward and took her.

ADRIAN

His men spent the night and most of the next day searching Skylord Larson�s home. Soldiers lifted every dresser in the villa, opened every drawer; technicians scrolled through towers of data, recovering deleted files.
It was the train station Adrian really wanted to see. But that part had to wait. Apparently, a shipment of Manhattanite refugees was arriving to take residence in Pittsburgh.
�Soldiers of Baltimore isn�t the recommended welcome, wouldn�t you agree, my lord?�
At first, it seemed obvious that Larson was stalling for time to have the station cleaned. But nobody came to clean it. Adrian and his men kept their eyes on the courtyard, often passing one of the many windows overlooking it. It remained empty through the night. Whatever the true reason, the delay had given Adrian time to contact Eglin and make sure they were helping his wife.
He also had spoken with his father in-law that night, who gave him the news that Chicago had destroyed Baltimore. But Aden was quick to add that most had survived, and were on their way to a new beginning. Adrian was relieved to hear it, and looked forward to reuniting with his family and his people as soon as this matter in Pittsburgh was resolved.
In the afternoon, Larson came to Adrian. �The train has been delayed, my lord. We�ve decided to give our Manhattan relief efforts a little more time there.�
�Good,� Adrian tried to hide his interest in the subject. He gathered his men in that small station in the courtyard of the villa.
He stood on the track in the center. Two tunnels stood on one side, one on the other. All were dark and silent. There was no soot in the one that led to Chicago, nor was there the smell of a train. There were no records of anything leaving Pittsburgh for Chicago. Was it conclusive? No. But what was left to check?
�Okay�� Adrian sighed. �It looks like we�re done here. I�ll apologize to Larson and we�ll all go home.�
�Best make it public, my lord.� his adviser suggested.
The men turned at his command, started back up the stairs to the platform. Their feet rumbled rhythmically against the metal. It almost sounded like a locomotive.
�Stop!� Adrian called from the top of the stairs. His men obeyed. But the sound didn�t stop. He turned. It was coming from the tunnel marked �Chicago.��
Adrian shuffled past his men up the stairs, keeping his eyes on the tunnel, the sound rising. He stepped onto the platform, walked to the edge.
A massive, smoking pillar of steel rolled from the tunnel. Clouds filled the courtyard. The sky disappeared. The courtyard disappeared. There was silence as the train came to a stop. The smoke dispersed. And there it sat.
Adrian�s men raised their guns. He looked around. Skylord Larson had been with them, but was gone now. Adrian turned to the first cargo hold. He tried to slide it open. �Somebody come pop this lock.�
The lock was shot, and the door was opened. The car seemed empty, but it was too dark to know for sure.
�It looks ready for a new shipment,� said Adrian�s adviser, who had followed him into the car. �I�m sure Larson�s long gone by now.�
Adrian nodded. �I�ll find him. In the meantime, make sure this train stays here.�
His adviser hesitated. �Do you hear that, sir?�
Adrian did. It came from the end of the car, where no one could see. It was muttering. Even as it grew louder, he couldn�t make it out. It was foreign. Maybe tribal.
�Sunt non unum sed multa� Sunt non unum sed multa��
Both men turned. Five talons punched through the adviser�s back. A beastly, hog-headed figure stood from the shadows and lifted him like steak on a fork, flung him against the wall. It stepped toward Adrian. Adrian fired, evading. He tripped on the way out. The beast stood over him. All the men outside fired at it. It recoiled as Adrian crawled beneath the line of fire. The beast drew back into the darkness of the car. Silence again.
Adrian stood. �Did you kill it?�
�We must have, sir,� a sergeant called back.
�Get a grenade in there,� said Adrian.
One of the men came forward, shouted a warning as the small bomb left his hand and flew into the car. They waited.
Nothing.
A brutal shriek echoed from the tunnel, where half the train remained. It startled the men, who kept their guns high in all directions.
One of the cars burst at the top, splinters raining back down. Two beasts crawled onto the roof. Another burst, then another. They sprung from the train, into the windows of the villa all around them.
Some of the beasts stayed. They hurled their massive bodies onto the platform, screaming.
Adrian�s men scattered, firing.
A beast grabbed one of Adrian�s men by the ankle, hurled him at a squad across the platform.
Adrian ran back into the villa, where his men had retreated to shooting through the windows.
One of the hog-heads burst through the glass, injured. The men inside finished it off with what remained in their clips. The beast lay dead, and the men kept firing into the courtyard.
Adrian approached the corpse. The beast had been shot in every part of its body. But the blood came mostly from its waist. He pointed this out to the men around him, then screamed it into his radio until his throat went sore.
He ran into one of the lavish halls with red carpeting. He knew his way around by now. Larson�s office was close. If the hog-heads were protecting him, he might still be there. Even if he wasn�t, Adrian wanted the city intercom. He had no idea what he was going to say to the people. At the very least, a warning.
He turned a corner into another hall. On the end, another hog-head. Badly injured, but still on its feet. It revealed in its hand the grenade that never went off. It wound for a throw. Adrian shot it in the waist. The beast recoiled, dropping the grenade. The grenade exploded. The beast fell.
Adrian sprinted past the carcass and found the door to Larson�s office, threw his body against it and the door flung open.
Larson�s ass was in his chair. But his head was in the hand of yet another hog-head. It tossed the head to the floor in front of Adrian.
�He thought this trap was for you,� it said. �The people of Pittsburgh are scattering into the country, where they will be gathered to build the City of Man.�
Adrian aimed. �Not if I gather them first.�
The hog-head leaped onto the desk and sprung forward. Adrian fired at its waist, dodging the pounce, kept firing. The hog-head staggered to the wall, dropped to its knees.
Adrian walked to Larson�s desk, kicked aside the chair filled with the skylord�s headless body. He put his hand on the phone, shot the hog-head five more times. It slumped on its side. Adrian picked up the phone.
�Citizens of Pittsburgh. We can protect you. Leave the city through Penn Lincoln Parkway. We will be there. We�ll keep you safe from these things. Please come as soon as you can.�
Adrian repeated the location and left the office. There was no shooting anymore, but he was in no less of a hurry. He gathered his men, who were prepared for another attack.
�The mansion�s empty,� said Adrian. �We have to go�let�s move!�
Most of the men survived the hog-heads. They loaded the trucks they had arrived in, and sped to Penn Lincoln Parkway. They stopped less than a mile outside the city.
As they fortified their position, they smelled fire. Then they saw smoke. Then they saw flames.
People showed up, but not nearly as many as Adrian hoped or expected. Not many at all. And of them, few sought shelter in Adrian�s protection. They just kept running.
Adrian expected his encampment would become a target to the hog-heads. Not one showed up, even when the sun began to set. In that time, five thousand people gathered, and the sunset was blocked by smoke.
The skylord of Baltimore revealed who he was to the people. He told them that his city had suffered a similar fate at the hands of the same man.
�But there is a place for us not far from Baltimore,� he told them. �We�ll wait here a while longer until your families and friends have joined us. Then we�ll leave this place.�

ANGELA

They had more than enough time to assemble. There was no one left at the wall to fire at them. In that mile-long stretch, there was no more wall. Just a smoking trail of metal. Eglin�s air force circled over the city, suppressing any defense the host had left. She was elated to see how many men were still alive.
Angela called a Humvee over to her, ordered the driver to plow over the remnants of the wall, and her army to follow.
The soldiers of Baltimore and mercenaries from across America flowed into the city. Chicago gunmen fired from windows. Rockets and machine guns fired back. Snipers poked at their ranks from the rooftops. Baltimore started occupying the buildings, throwing the garrison out through the windows.
Angela, whose truck was backed by several others, sped through the streets of Chicago.
She spent a lot of time before the battle thinking about where Grakus might be. With Willis tower destroyed, there was a host of places he could be hiding. But Angela hadn�t spent a sleepless night thinking about a host�she spent it thinking about Grakus, who would have chosen a place no one would expect. A place already renovated with good communication and supplies. A place where he could be close to Harold.
The Humvees peeled off the road, thrashed apart the flimsy metal gates and skid to a halt on the grassy yard of Rush University. More trucks and men came to join her. A voice on her radio announced that the entire property was covered. She replied as she looked at the buildings around her, �Keep your guns on every window.�
The building in front of her was the largest. There was a tower up against it, watching Chicago�s skyline from a safe distance.
Angela ordered her captains to close in on the other buildings. As they obeyed, she assembled a squad of a dozen men to stay with her, all of them mercs.
�The host is in this building,� she said to them, her radio on. �When he dies, this war ends. Taking him down isn�t going to be easy. He has powers like the Wizard of Seattle did. But he is still flesh. And when his flesh is lying lifeless on the floor, we go home. As of this moment, you are no longer mercenaries: you are soldiers defending your world.�
A ram broke through the doors. No gunfire came out. It was dark. She led her squad inside. Similar-sized squads were walking in through every other entrance, keeping in touch with her.
�Squad A�not a sound.�
�Squad B�no sign of hostilities.�
�Squad C�clear.�
Ten other squads reported nothing.
Angela made her way deeper into the building. A second wave of squads were making their way through the doors and windows.
In a hall close to the center of the building, her light fell on a mural. It was an image that couldn�t be put in a frame�it ended at no solid line, just faded into the white wall.
It was a landscape: flat land with no features�no vegetation, no water. Not so much as a rock. Just what seemed to be an endless plain of gray dirt. This covered the bottom half of the image. The upper half was a beautiful night sky with bright stars, sliced down the center by the rim of the galaxy. That and all the stars around it faded at the center if the mural. At that tiny point�where the endless plain met the endless sky, and both met the galaxy�was a city brighter than the stars. She gazed deeply into it, that tiny city in the massive world. She had to get close to it to see it clearly. It was enchanting. And hypnotic.
Her radio pulled her from the painting.
�Hostiles!� came a scream through static. �Hostiles at C!�
They heard gunfire from other parts of the building.
�What the fuck are these things!� came a voice with growling and screaming in the background.
�We need backup at squad A now!�
Squads throughout the building announced their distress. A deep voice overpowered them in the static.
�Deus est Mortuus! Civitatem oritur in distantia!�
Then she heard the growling herself. It echoed in the hall around them.
Flashlights traveled frantically from one side of the hall to the other. On every door. The ceiling. The vents.
Something came charging. She fired with her men. It rammed through one of them, hurling him against the ceiling. Angela put bullets into its head. They all pattered to the floor. This pig-faced thing dug its claws into another man�s face. She was helpless to defend him. Or the next one, whose head the beast crushed with its fist.
Another beast appeared and the men started running. Angela retreated into a narrow hall. She called into her radio for all units to enter with extreme caution. All weapons out, explosives when possible, flamethrowers, everything.
�All together,� she said as calmly as she could. �Every window. Every door.�
The fighting came to silence. All the men inside were dead, except for maybe a lucky few in hiding. But it would get louder very soon. She looked to the end of the hall. There was a door. Through the seams, light. She came to it, gun drawn, pushed it open.
The room was lit by a massive fireplace whose flames reflected on the polished oak dining table in the center. A man was seated at the far end. He and his table cast shadows on the wall as his fork and knife tapped against the platter.
�Welcome,� said the man. �My name is Evagrius. This is the home of the host. He knew you�d find it.�
�Where is he?� she said.
�You may think Grakus is only interested in the West,� said the man as he poked at a salad. �But he�s also watching you, lady Angela of Baltimore.�
�Your government has fallen,� she took a step forward. �Baltimore controls this city now.�
�Yes,� Evagrius tasted another bit of food. �Your men surround me. The war surrounds them. Death surrounds us all. We�re all encompassed by some inevitability. What matters is here and now. And here and now, it is you who are surrounded by us.�
More of those pig-faced demons entered�some from the door across the room, some from right behind her�each carrying a dead mercenary of hers.
Angela, a tear falling, looked to the man at the table. �Where is Grakus?�
The man poured wine. �Grakus is gone.�
�What do you mean he�s gone?�
�I mean bye-bye. Gone. Just like me. Just like you. Who stays and who goes doesn�t matter. What matters is the chaos. And the chaos is inevitable.�
She could hear footsteps outside the room. They belonged to human men. Her men. Right outside the door. And outside the walls to her left. She saw that Evagrius was aware of them. Even the demons were.
Her radio came on. �All teams are at your position, Lady Velys. Give the word.�
Evagrius glared at her radio. �The chaos is calling.�
Angela hit the radio and ran for cover. �Now!�
Evagrius sprung from his chair. �Kill them all!�
Angela ducked behind a bar as the wall exploded and the door frames shattered. She covered her ears, wrapped herself tightly. She couldn�t keep the sound out of her head. She had never been so afraid in battle. The room shook. The noise stayed with her, and she only realized it was over when one of her lieutenants found her, held out his hand, helped her up.
No more men seemed to have been killed.
�Things got some tough hides,� said the lieutenant. �Not tough enough for armor-piercers, ha!�
�My lady,� a merc entered the room. �We stormed the tower and found his office. It�s all empty.�
Angela nodded, took a breath, and thought. She looked up. �Take me to the office.�
The merc took her through the halls, where men were still searching for any more of the pig-heads. The lights came back on. There were officers who wanted to speak with her. But her attention was elsewhere.
Grakus�s office, while equipped with everything it needed, was very plain. White carpet, gray walls, a desk and a television screen. Angela walked to the desk and found the city intercom.
She sat.
An emptiness took her. She pulled air into her lungs. To fill her body with something. She felt like there was no one with her. Like there was no one she had ever loved. Like she never even existed. She didn�t leave the chair. She waited for the feeling to pass.
When most of it had, she relaxed, sat back. She would wait until morning to talk to the people of Chicago. They all were fearful now. In the morning, the last defender of the Host�s Chicago will have fallen, and the city would still be wide awake. By then, Angela could be sure that everything was going to be alright. And she could tell them all the same.

ADEN

More than a day and night herding many through darkness. He never realized just how many until the journey was over.
The sewers of Baltimore had led them to a tunnel, the tunnel to a subway line.
Managing the exodus had become almost impossible when it stretched farther back than he could see. They stopped often so that he could check on them, talk to them, make sure the sick and elderly were taken care of properly, that no one was left behind.
A retired vet, three street thugs and a very large prostitute named Giselle came to protect and assist him as he led their people onward.
The subway let out to the view of a white city.
Since the Founding, Baltimore kept thousands employed maintaining this place. A quiet project. A station for the government and office for the leader had already been prepared. It was to be populated upon the curing of Hephaestus, or fled to in catastrophe. Most of his people had no idea where the evacuation route let out. The awe on their faces as they poured from darkness to the dawn showed they weren�t expecting this. Aden himself had not beheld it in a long time.
Long ago, it was known as Washington: a city designed in beauty around history.
Aden�s first priority was Brightwood, on the northern edge of town. There, he found the com station and made contact with his daughter. Both she and her husband were safe. Chicago and Pittsburgh had fallen. Those who remained were being gathered, and would arrive in the coming days.
So this was all that was left for all those left alive.
Aden looked out into the white city, watched as a hundred thousand Baltimore refugees poured in. Was there space for a hundred thousand more than that? He could only pray that what was needed would be provided.
He had the employees at the station put him on an emergency broadcast, reaching all televisions and radios of the people who have inhabited this city. He sat at a desk as the cameras fell on him. A countdown. He was on.
�This is Aden Mesa, former skylord of Baltimore.
�For fifty years, you have lived in this forgotten place, so that it would be livable when it had to be remembered. The children you made, had God been so gracious to you, have shared in your life�s work.
�This project came with distant intentions. Clearly, we were looking too far ahead. As you know, Baltimore is gone. As is every city of the East. As is Chicago. The survivors of this merciless destruction now become the beneficiaries of your service. Now is where the real work begins. Now is where I ask you, people of the newest city of America, to guide these people, and the many more to come, to new life.
�Your lord and lady will be arriving in days. Until then, I will coordinate the joining. I will be at the Capitol, where the refugees will be gathered to receive assignment for homes and jobs. The more I am informed as to what and where these are, the better I can help assign my people to them. Thank you for everything.�

CHICAGO

The light of dawn seared through the smog, illuminating scattered trash and vacant tricycles.
The streetlights went out, and a woman�s voice filled every avenue. Her face filled every network. She looked battle-hardened and a little scary. But she was beautiful, and her voice was gentle.
�My name is Angela Velys. I am the lady of Baltimore. And I am the woman who led this occupation of your city. I don�t know how to say this� or how to make you understand it� but the host is gone, and he�s not coming back. Neither are his soldiers. Neither is his government. You�re free.�
People came out of their homes as the sunlight pushed harder through the blackness, opening the sky. The buildings turned yellow.
�I know that you�ve been in pain for so long. And no one came to help you. It wasn�t fair. And I�m sorry.�
The people looked at the clearing sky. At each other. At their hands.
�You can leave. You can stay. Start a family in a free world. But no one will return to bring order to this place. And I must leave to build a new home for my people. Come with me. We can make for ourselves a nation the old world could never make for us, one that the hosts could never make for you.�
People started moving in different directions. Everyone had their own place to go.
A nine-year-old girl without a name stepped out of her townhouse. All the nameless children she lived with were running past her. They disappeared into the city. Were they coming back? Sometimes they were mean to her, but she needed them. She was hungry. One of them was nice to her. He gave her a teddy bear. He disappeared too. Was he coming back? The streets were getting emptier. Would they be full again? Should she go with them? Should she wait for them to come back?
�For those who wish to follow me to my city, we will wait at the main road south of the city until nightfall. For those who will not be joining us, I hope you come to change your mind. If you do not, I wish you the best. Farewell.�
Most of the young left as fast as they could. They walked through the opening in the wall and scattered into the country. Some in groups, some on their own. Those with families left with lady Angela to live in peace with her people.
The elderly were the only ones who stayed. Many of them just set a chair in front of their homes, or on the rooftops. They watched the sun rise. Then they closed their eyes and dreamed.

ROGER

From one of the great sandstones of monument Pass, he overlooked the desert. The road beneath him ran north east, into a horizon on which his enemy would soon be standing. Both armies, his and his brother�s, waited behind the pass.
Grakus had as many scouts as the West did. There was no hiding from him. But he wouldn�t know their plan to beat him until they emerged to reveal their formation.
Chicago was maybe a mile out of sight.
Roger looked to the neighboring sandstone. All he could see on it was the chopper. But he knew his brother was there, looking out onto the desert alongside him.
Jets flew over them. He looked to the sky. It was a beautiful morning. It brought memories of adolescence, when his brothers and friends would bring the camper into the Mojave to hunt, drink, party and explore. But it was even better at night. There was nothing so beautiful as a desert under the stars. He often wished Las Vegas held up through the Founding. Maybe after this was over, he would resurrect it.
His radio buzzed�one of his brother�s officers. �Can we confirm if that�s a sandstorm up ahead?�
Roger�s eyes came down from the sky to the horizon, where dust was rising. He felt the words escape:
�They�re here.�
The radio buzzed again. Francis this time. �No sandstorm. This is it, guys.�
He radioed his men on the other end of the rock. �Are there any signs of Lord Harold?�
�Not yet, sir.�
When they first arrived here late the previous night, Roger tried contacting Harold. Harold did not respond.
�Roge,� Francis over the radio again. �He�s not coming. We have to fall back.�
Roger knew since they arrived that they couldn�t retreat; Chicago had been too close even then and were moving fast. And the West had been marching in the desert for days.
Now, he would only consider retreat an option if he had Harold to fall back on. And he had no way of knowing where Harold was. All of his scouts were focused on Chicago.
He put the radio to his mouth. �If we flee now, Chicago chases us into the Black Mountains and wipes us out. When Harold shows up, we�ll adjust. We still have time.�
Francis didn�t respond. But Roger wanted him to. He would have given anything for an argument with his brother now. All he got was silence.
He looked out to Chicago.
Chicago artillery wasn�t firing yet. They were waiting to get just a little closer.
The dust grew thicker, higher.
Harold was a smart man. Maybe he traveled north from Vegas into the Colorado Plateau, avoiding Chicago�s scouts. He could have been moving out of Glen Canyon right now. He could have been closer than the enemy. He was just waiting for the perfect moment. Harold was a smart man.
The blackness of the army spread beneath the sandstorm. There were so many.

FRANCIS

He tried to find comfort by giving himself to the consensus. He looked into the black line spread wide across the horizon, telling himself that halting its advance could forever end the human struggle. That by the end of this war, humanity would surrender its bitterness and look to those who would end the torments that came with existing in this world. It was as close to finding God as he had ever come.
Julian stood ahead of him, looking over the edge of the sandstone, his posture untouched by fear, pacing along the edge of a death fall.
�Wake the men,� the general said into his radio.
Del Meethia was running late, and there was very little they could do without knowing where he was. Including retreat. The terrifying likeliness was that this battle was going to start without him.
He lost track of how long he had been watching. At second glance, the coming battle seemed an hour closer. He could see the lines in the army spread across the desert before him, a dozen jets swirling through the clouds above them.
�Los Angeles,� said Julian into the radio. �Swing into formation.�
Roger�s voice came back. �Sacramento. Move out.�
It took less than an hour to bring both armies into a line that spread several miles from either side of the sandstone pass.
Chicago formed into an arrow to counter each opposing flank evenly, but leaving their center vulnerable. They weren�t expecting a third army. It was like they knew Harold wasn�t there. It was like they hadn�t even considered he would be.
Puffs of smoke appeared over the rear flanks of the black army. Whistling. Explosions began to dot the landscape one at a time. Two at a time. Neither Western army seemed to be affected. Not yet. But some of the shells got very close.
�Bring out the artillery,� said Julian. �Call in the air support.�
Roger�s voice followed. �Sacramento hardware�fire up the center.�
Francis turned his binoculars to every direction other than his enemy, looking for Del Meethia.

HAROLD

When he was a child, he would sometimes think about doing bad things to people. Sociopath or not, all children think about that kind of thing. To wonder what it would be like, what the consequences might be. When he became an adult, he did these things. Kidnapping. Torture. Murder. Of all the terrible things to do to someone, there was only one that Harold never considered as a child, not even as an adult. Not until now.
Betrayal.
He was in a Humvee riding with his army through Yosemite National Park. So much of the country�s beauty came together in this place.
Waterfalls into clear lakes. Lakes reflecting mountains. Mountains rising over valleys of autumn-turning trees. Trees as tall as skyscrapers and a thousand times as beautiful.
The smell of nature. The smell of life.
He found peace in none of it.
He sat back in his leather seat, a beer in his hand. It had warmed before his first sip, went flat before his second. He took his third as the beauty around him came to pass.
They were asking him to sacrifice every man in his army.
Harold wasn�t so detached from Rush that he couldn�t just grit his teeth and watch them die. But they were also asking him to leave his city undefended. A city he restructured, rebuilt. He couldn�t let that happen.
Francis and Roger�s armies would fall. And probably each lord with them. They�d weaken Chicago�s army, and Harold would defend his city.
He took a sleeping pill from his pocket. They seldom worked, but usually helped to calm his nerves. He slammed it down with his fourth and final sip.

ROGER

When he accepted something, he supported it. That acceptance would often be mistaken for fondness, just as refusal to fear his enemies was often mistaken for arrogance.
Maybe, in some way, it was.
Artillery shells from both sides had slammed across the desert in the hours of Chicago�s advance, obliterating the occasional handful of men in a tedious overture.
In the days when Alabaster was vying for power in the West, rival politicians sent a man to his family�s home. A man in dark clothes, a gun in his hand. Maybe it was only to scare Alabaster. To teach him patience. Obedience. Whatever his intent, he was shot to death by Alabaster�s eight year-old son. Little Roger.
The West advanced to take position. They dropped barriers at their front�on the open sands and along ridges of elevated plates in the rock. Clouds of dust rose above the line. Soldiers knelt behind the barriers, mounted guns on top of them. Aimed.
Eight years old. He had never finished a novel, knew nothing of politics, hadn�t even memorized his times tables. But he had learned that there are times when you don�t have the right to be afraid.
The artillery stopped, its scourge replaced by the rumble of the coming army.
Roger took that lesson through his life. In grade school, defending Darius from bullies. In high school, watching Francis flirt with danger when he flirted with other men. On the chair of the skylord, when Karen risked her life at his command.
And when he realized Harold wasn�t coming.
He didn�t understand why. He didn�t particularly care to. The possibilities were as numerous as they were irrelevant.
The Chicago front drew heavy shields from their backs as they marched onward.
Fond of war? No.
He came home to his family each night because he had skills the cannon fodder did not. Rather, because his skills were recognized. How many men had he sent to die who could have done as good a job as he? Sometimes he wished he had Harold�s talent for not caring.
Both forces were within a mile of each other.
At half-a-mile, they were still far enough apart not to slaughter one another. The West began firing conservatively from cover, trying to slow Chicago�s advance, to stall for time.
Chicago did not comply. Nor did they fire back. They marched steadily, their guns jetting from the solid shield wall.
The West unloaded more ammo. The wall kept coming.
Less than a quarter-mile of sand between both forces. Right away and all at once, Chicago fired.
Roger could see the stream of bullets flowing from Chicago to the West; not as much so in the opposite direction.
He called down the jets, who swung from the sky as the armies of the world set fire to the desert. They swept within a hundred feet over the battlefield, sprayed heavy rounds over all that they could before Chicago�s jets came swinging back.
The Western jets evaded, spun around and charged at the enemy aircraft, their guns screaming over the haze of madness below. They met in a brawl that spiraled in seconds across land it took Chicago hours to travel, each pair of adversaries gyrating like horny birds. In minutes, they chased each other back into the clouds.
He looked below. Smoke was rising over the weave of flowing bullets spread across the land.
Western tanks rolled around the sides of the fray. Chicago�s tanks were rolling out to meet them. Each side lobbed their shells over the warring infantry. Chicago�s tank division was devastated. But it didn�t matter. The West�s was gone.
Roger had his heavy infantry divert their fire from Chicago�s infantry to the tanks. The tanks were held up for now, but fire from Chicago�s infantry doubled.
He looked to the sky. The dog fight had waned. In whose favor, he couldn�t tell. He would have been happy with a wash.
Tanks pounded at the rocks on which the West had fortified, overturning barriers. The black army drew closer and closer to Roger�s sandstone. Half the field commanders weren�t responding anymore.
�Artillery out!� Roger shouted into his radio. �Destroy everything!�
He looked around. On his sandstone were the ten choppers he and his staff arrived in. He turned to his general. She looked back.
�Load the chopper,� he said softly. �Leave me one. Do what you can for our men.�
His general saluted him. �The West needs you, my lord. Get out while you can.�
General Priscilla Cortez and Roger�s staff of many years piled into the choppers without hesitation. Without a single glance of bitterness. The choppers lifted and charged into the battle.
Roger didn�t turn back out to watch the choppers fight. He clamped his eyes shut, held them while his artillery gave what final measures the West had left.
It was the loudest the battle became. He didn�t cover his ears. He didn�t open his eyes until his ears stopped ringing.
There was silence now.
He brought his radio to his mouth. �Infantry, come in� Lieutenants, report in� Sergeants� Artillery�� He tried to control his breathing. ��Francis�� he looked into the empty sky. ��Frank��
He turned to the battlefield. It was over. He looked for any of his men who might have been falling back, hiding. Nothing. Just a mass of black things marching back into form over the dead, beneath a fading black smoke.
His radio fell to his feet.
�Somebody!�
One of the black below heard him. Then they all knew he was there.
The biggest cannon out there rose to greet him.
He sprinted to the lone chopper in the center of the sandstone. His lungs burned.
A short burst far behind him. A long whistle from above.
He was thrown to the air and slammed against the ground, his face and palms grinded into the rock, as a chunk of the sandstone slid away behind him.
He stumbled to his feet, blood dripping from his mouth.
He kept running.
Another burst. Another whistle.
His hands slapped against the chopper door. He climbed inside. Everything shook to another explosion. It felt like the chopper went airborne. Chunks of rock came down around him.
He pushed a button, pulled the throttle.
The propellers turned. Spun.
Another whistle.
The chopper lifted.
He was high enough before a third explosion took the choppers place on the stone. He hovered, scanning the horizon.
No Harold. Just a beautiful, faded line of distant hills and sandstones.
When Roger Mercado accepted something, he supported it, built all his planning around it. Sometimes, this method brought him miracles. Other times, it brought disaster.
But maybe this was for the best. Maybe Harold was just a smarter man� and for all Roger knew, a better man.
He turned his attention. Pulled the throttle. Dove.
Nose to the ground, he flew over the edge of the broken sandstone. Over the black army.
Bullets tore past the chopper. Through it. Through the windshield.
He pressed his thumb on the throttle. Three mini-guns opened in a brilliant light onto a patch of black uniforms beneath him, pulverizing them to hash.
He leveled the chopper. Ahead lay the artillery cannon. It was indeed the greatest on the field.
�We deserved better.�
He let two missiles fly. They twirled with one another like they were on the ends of a baton, slammed against the cannon.
Then something gave out. A bullet in the right place or too many or whatever. He lost control. He tried to bring the chopper into a vehicle or a large group of soldiers. He could only get one�one screaming soldier, firing to the end.
Was it enough? Roger wondered that in the final split-second of his life. This massive, fuel-filled weapon for just one enemy soldier? Had it been enough?
One less guy. One less gun on Grakus�s side. Hundreds less bullets flying at innocent people. One less brainwashed instrument of hate. One more notch in humanity�s odds.
It was enough.

CHICAGO

A heavy wind had taken the smoke away, carried a blanket of sand over the dead. Only the larger scraps of metal and the occasional body part stuck out across the desert.
The general wore heavy black gear over his body and face. He stood on a rock, looking over the littered plain.
This had grown so tiring.
So many people destroyed. People who could have been destroyed in such better ways.
There was plenty left from the battle. Especially when it came to the long-range hardware. This wouldn�t take much longer.
Some captain approached him. �All that remains is assembled, sir. Ready to move on your command.�
The general watched the wind flick wisps of sand across the field.
Deseret was nearly finished with Los Angeles. They would be on their way north by nightfall.
�Sacramento has better civil protection than Los Angeles did. But with our backing the tribes, the capitol will fall just as helplessly.�
�What if Del Meethia comes to their aid?� the captain asked.
The helmet on the general�s shoulders turned slowly side-to-side. �Harold didn�t end the war here. He won�t end it in Sacramento.�

THE TRIBES OF DESERET

They had scattered too thin to be considered. They traveled many miles from Chicago, across the lands they knew, past the armies of the West. They came together in a forest at a corner of the world.
The tens of thousands of them were waiting at the edge of Los Angles.
The one who commanded them had been there long in advance, standing underneath the Hollywood sign. There, he had spent the night watching the city shine beneath the stars, had watched the dawn break the sky, had raised his hand to the fading stars, held it over a city that would soon be empty.
Now the stars were long gone. The sun had cleared the horizon.
There he stood, his hand stretched to the sky.
He swung it down.
The ground rumbled. The sound of explosions filled the city.
People getting ready for work or school looked out from their windows. Many ambled out their front doors, affixing neck ties or sipping coffee in their bathrobes. They looked around from their yards and driveways, from their streets. They looked north, to the mountain, to the iconic sign illuminated by the morning light.
The letters were falling.
As the first O broke apart into the ravine below, the army ran forward. They hit the suburbs from Santa Monica to Pasadena, sweeping south.
They poured flames into homes, dragged children, products of failure, onto the streets and bled them. Husbands and wives were desecrated side by side in their beds as the walls around them burned.
They raided stores big and small, pouring food and drink onto the floor or down the throats of employees.
Many tribals died of stupidity as they set fire to cars and gas stations.
The one who commanded them watched as the letters lay scattered around him. From where he stood, it was such a slow and soothing process: like embers crossing a dry leaf.
They would spend the day continuing south, destroying everything, exhausting the city�s every resource. They would chase the survivors through the Moreno Valley farms, into the desert. Every crop would burn. The survivors would have nothing to return to.

OBADIAH

Angela�s army spread far to comb survivors out of the ruined East. Chicago�s refugees were joined by those who had fled Pittsburgh in panic, missing their chance to go with Adrian.
When Manhattan fell, Long Island was flooded with hundreds of thousands of people. A once prosperous land became a war zone with newly-formed cartels fighting over its resources. The desperate refugees were absorbed into these warring factions.
Angela did what she could to bring as many people out of there as possible. She was not as successful as she thought she�d be. Far from it.
Of those who sought a better future than Long Island and the ruins of Manhattan, Angela�s men counted just over one hundred thousand. She destroyed the bridges to Long Island to quarantine the damned and left with those few who chose salvation.
Adrian arrived with his army and ten thousand Pittsburgh refugees to the place twenty miles southwest of Baltimore. It was an odd city. It was dense, but there were no skyscrapers.
And it was beautiful.
Many of the buildings were made of white stone�like the capitol building in Sacramento, but much bigger.
At the largest and most beautiful of these buildings, Adrian found his father in-law.
Angela arrived a few days later. There were a million people following her army. They marched through the wide roads. Smoke was rising over factories, flags over homes. Those who arrived here only days before she were walking out of shops with bags in their arms, out of work with briefcases, out of school with books. All looked with wonder at her and the massive parade behind her.
She came with her company before the Capitol, where she was reunited with her father and her husband.
It was Aden Mesa who welcomed all these people, his family at his side. He told the mass all about the city�its history, design, important locations (maps were handed out as he spoke), and to those who came from farther than Pittsburgh, how beautiful the weather was in this part of the country. He assured them that they would be fed that day, and they would have suitable homes by nightfall.
�There is room for all of you,� he said to them. �Those with children will have early choices, depending on the age and quantity of your little ones.�
When Aden arrived at the subject of government, he introduced his son in-law as lord, his daughter as lady. Lord Adrian Velys began to speak.
He announced that the city was to be called Obadiah, for it was to be the servant of God and a prophet for the world. There was an applause as the people prepared their hearts for a new beginning.
Deep in the crowd, behind many clapping hands, someone recognized the young lord�s voice. He nudged his friend and fellow Manhattanite in the shoulder. �You know who that is, don�t you?�
His friend kept a level stare at the lord. �He is Adrian Velys. The man who destroyed my home. And killed my daughter.�

HAROLD

Maybe it was his obligation to protect these people.
Was that the only reason he was standing now against Chicago? Of course it wasn�t.
Every artillery cannon in his arsenal�and Darius left him a lot�was lined up along San Bruno Mountain, facing down the San Francisco Peninsula that cloudy morning.
Bay scouts in motorboats spotted Chicago�s army headed up through the suburbs along the Santa Cruz Mountains. They�d be in sight within the hour.
Raindrops pattered on the cannon next to him, slid down the metal, into the grass.
He spent these few days since the battle at Monument Valley preparing for this. In that time, he watched the scattered journalists of California Broadcast frantically capture what was left of the Western armies. What was left of Los Angeles. The fear in what was left of the Western government.
Then the black army reached Sacramento. The media tried to keep up. Coverage outside the city was lost as the army approached. Coverage in the streets went dark when the buildings overhead started coming down. And now Chicago was here.
The West was no more.
Faint signs of outside life returned only yesterday. Messages from the East Coast. A new city was rising there.
He stood on the mountain, in line with his multi-mile artillery line, side by side with his general�the youngest in the nation; an age group he could trust. Together, they watched over the massive valley: suburb mixed into rolling green hills, rising back into the Santa Cruz Mountains far across.
Surely the governor had a way out� some hidden network beneath the capitol.
�Did you hear that, my lord?� his general asked. Harold had him holding the radio to filter out the useless information. �That was Burns. He said Chicago�s in the valley. But I don�t see them.�
Harold held his vision on the view, enjoying it for however much longer Grakus would allow.
She was alright. She�d hate him for the rest of her life. But she was alright.
Light flashed against the side of the far mountains, against the dark gray clouds. Then the rumble.
Harold crossed his arms. �Light the valley.�
His general gave the order. San Francisco�s cannons started popping along the mountain from east to west. Their shells pounded the valley with only a small focus on the source of the first light.
More flashing light came in a row much closer than the first cluster.
The general tried to get a better read on their position through binoculars. �They�re not even hitting close to us.�
Harold didn�t turn to face San Francisco. His general did, although he had been instructed not to.
�Kid,� Harold turned to his mesmerized companion. �General.�
The general looked at him.
�Focus.�
�We have to move in for their cannons, look what they�re doing!�
�No.�
Crestfallen, the kid looked back into the valley.
Chicago had every building in that valley garrisoned by an army that far outnumbered Harold�s. For him to send his men in after those cannons would accomplish nothing. Grakus left him no choice. The only way was to level the valley. That would take time.
And so it did.
The drizzle had stopped and the sky was clearing as the cannons on San Bruno continued to pulverize the valley like a pestle to the mortar. A fine view�the work of man, taken over by nature�grinded into splinters over hours.
Running out of cover, running out of time, Chicago sent its troops up the mountain, the valley behind them filled with smoke as thick as the passing clouds, lit like thunder from the artillery of both sides.
San Francisco�s fleet of Humvees rolled down to meet them, machine guns screaming over the rooftops, splashing blood from the black uniforms of Chicago�s army. None of them made it within a hundred feet of the barricade.
San Francisco�s artillery became more focused then, firing only where it saw Chicago�s artillery firing.
Four o�clock in the afternoon. The sun was shining over a silent valley.
The smoke cleared. Harold sent the army in. Occasional gunshots. The sky turned pink.
He turned and looked at San Francisco.
Smoke and flames were rising there. Many of the buildings were flattened. Many more would be, given a little more time.
His general drove him down the mountain, to a golf course in the center of the valley, where the army was assembling.
Harold had been asked by one of his commanders the night before if they were taking prisoners, to which he had sighed, �If it�s not too inconvenient.�
Several dozen of these prisoners were being herded into an area enclosed with portable chain-link fencing and a circle of rifles. All were shackled and seated, most in quiet shame. One young Chicago soldier, with a dazed expression into the ground, chanted �How does it feel!� over and over loudly, monotonously.
Harold approached one of his commanders, asked if these were all the prisoners.
�Only so far, my lord,� the commander wiped his face of sweat. �Just not many left out there, and they�re not quick to throw their hands in the air. Fewer than that were found hostile but unarmed, came at us with whatever they could. The guy you hear screaming came with a flask. Took three of us to get him in shackles. The look in his eyes, though� I can�t see why bother taking him anywhere.�
Harold approached the fence, stood opposite the screaming young man.
�How does it feel! How does it feel! How does it feel!�
�How does what feel?�
The chanting ended. The prisoner�s head rose slowly, his mad eyes into Harold�s. �You killed my mother. And my brothers. And my wife. Now your home is gone and your people are dead. How does it feel?�
�Son,� Harold came to his knees. �How stupid do you think I can possibly be? San Francisco�s been empty for days. My people are miles on their way to a new home. This attack accomplished nothing.�
Violence left the young soldier�s eyes. He lowered his head once again and wept.
�My lord,� Harold�s general called. �Are we moving out?�
Harold stood, faced him. �Catch up with our people. Guide them safely east. Then you will pledge these men in my name to the lordship of Adrian Velys.�
The general nodded. �What about you, my lord?�
One of the men pulled up in Harold�s red convertible, stepped out.
Harold stepped in. He found his duffel bag beneath the passenger�s seat. He brought it up top. �To collect my pension.�

ADRIAN

For many years, the city lie, waiting for the chance to save the country it once served as its capitol. Now, Obadiah was the capitol of the world.
Thousands appeared daily, answering the wide-reaching broadcast of Obadiah Radio, following the signs set up across the country by Angela�s mercenaries.
Many of these thousands were what remained of the tribals and mercs, tired of the endless wars they were forced to wage on one another. Many were wanderers lost in change, stuck in the past, looking for a future.
All were given a home in Obadiah, and there were many houses and apartments left to fill. Everyone was fed, and there was enough food in supply to last the winter. Jobs were being handed out�health, education and safety to start. Many volunteers were recruited to interview these people.
All of this, and everything that had to do with the city infrastructure, was being conducted at the building called White House. As for the forming of the government itself, a mass of applicants were being interviewed in the rotunda of the Capitol for various positions under Adrian, who would be called lord.
From the perspective of the renewed government, it was a shaky start. It seemed that at any second, something could go catastrophically wrong. But it wasn�t, and the nervousness soon turned to optimism. Factories were making noise. People were shopping. Children were playing in the streets. Officials worked tirelessly to make sure things continued this way, but everything just naturally seemed to be moving in the right direction.
Adrian sat with his hand on his chin, gazing into the tongues of flame in the massive fireplace.
It was a lavish abode on Capitol Hill: silk cushions, oak furniture, a grandfather clock, a tank filled with fish even Harold probably wouldn�t recognize. And that was just the living room.
Angela was next to him, scanning a binder of reports from her scouts across the country. Aden was at a small desk, reading the paper, jotting notes.
It seemed so perfect as to have been engineered by Heaven, and that Heaven�s work was finished. But Adrian couldn�t bring himself to that serenity. He didn�t share the optimism of his colleagues. He strained to figure out why.
The room was so quiet. Like all were waiting for bad news.
He stared deeper into the flames. They crackled loudly.
Maybe getting rid of Grakus was the easy part.
The phone rang.
Aden picked up.
�Mesa here� Oh, good evening, Giselle, how�s the� what do you mean�? When did this happen�? How bad is it�?�
Adrian looked over his shoulder at his father in-law. Aden looked back for a second, then down on the receiver.
�Alright� I�ll see to it. Thank you, Giselle.� Aden set the phone down, kept his hand and eyes on it.
�What happened?� Angela shut her binder.
Aden looked at Adrian, uttered, barely audible, �Turn on the news.�
Angela got up, reached for the television that hung on the wall above the fireplace.
Armed civilians were storming around the White House. They were screaming, firing into the windows and hammering their fists against the sky. Guards and police who were there when the fighting began had locked themselves inside the building with everybody else.
A news crew was beckoned onto the lawn by a stationary cluster of these troublemakers. The camera man asked them why they were doing this.
�Because the man who killed half my family wants to rule the other half,� one of the men cried. The others cheered. �Velys killed more people than all the hosts of Chicago combined!�
Another spoke up loudly, straight into the camera. �This is a call to the people of this city�all you Manhattanites who suffered, and the rest of you smart enough to know you�re next�Adrian Velys shouldn�t just be overthrown, he has to pay.�
Angela shut the television off.
Frustration only made him more ashamed. What right had he to be frustrated? What right had he to be afraid?
�We�ll surround the area,� said Aden. �They�ll tire eventually.�
�More will come,� said Adrian.
�There are always going to be people who despise their leader.�
�I murdered their children,� Adrian snapped back. �Is that not a good enough reason for you?�
Aden walked across the room, looked down on Adrian. �You fucked up and people are mad. Do what you can to rectify it and move on. This city doesn�t need a boy who pouts all day about the things he should and shouldn�t have done and neither does my daughter.� He turned to leave. �Deal with your mistakes like everybody else or get out.�
When Aden was gone, Adrian sat in silence with Angela until he felt her leave him too. And he was alone.

ANGELA

It was difficult to decide what to do. Her instinct was that staying to comfort him would have emasculated him or whatever. A lot of men seemed to undergo that phenomena, so she let him be.
Everything had to have a face. Every good thing, every bad thing. Somewhere down the line, man lost the ability to look inside himself. Or maybe it was that he never could. Religion lost its potency because of this.
So many lives could have been saved had Baltimore seen past Adrian�s hatred and reached out to him. Had she.
What happened to Manhattan was everybody�s fault. And what fascinated her the most was that not a drop of evil was required. All it took was an angry kid. And stupid people.
Angela stepped down the stairs of the front side of the Capitol, onto the plaza. She walked a path between two long rows of trees, yellow and red.
She was wearing her old leather suit. It had arrived as one of her last shipments from Battle Mountain. She only wore it on her motorcycle, which had turned to scrap when she was twenty. Something made her think she�d grown out of it. Something made her long to return to it. She had packed her .44. Force of habit. Plus it looked nice on the leather.
She reached the street. A merc was waiting for her�one of her personal guards�next to a motorcycle, handed her the key.
�Thanks, Mike,� she said.
�You sure you don�t need a wingman?�
She straddled the seat and put her helmet on. �You know me better than that.� She started the bike and shot forward.
She had forgotten what riding did for the mind. Every bad feeling laid to rest, every good feeling accelerated. For a time, she toured the city freely.
Children were usually finished with dinner and playing in the streets at this hour, drawing what little energy was left from the day. Street hockey, hopscotch, cycling. There was none of it now. She passed one small cluster of boys on a stoop. A woman came to herd them in.
�Closed� signs started popping up on storefront windows.
The streetlights came on as she made her way to the White House.
Businesses had been springing to life in Penn Quarter. Entrepreneurs took interior designers into the early morning to execute their vision and start making money. Workers installed signs, replaced doors, painted windows, constructed overhangs. The pursuit was relentless. Until tonight.
The workers were gone. The work abandoned.
A net of armored cars, tanks and rows of soldiers entrapped the green lawn of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. She circled it once, making sure the net was tight, then stopped at the gate, approached the commanding officer.
�My lady,� the officer saluted when Angela removed her helmet.
She passed him, surveyed the scene. Some of the aggressors were walking around outside. Some of them seemed to make eye contact with her. She said to the officer, �It makes you wonder if we should have left them on Long Island.�
�This will be taken care of, my lady. It�s just a matter of how many have to die in the meantime.�
�Then take as long as you must,� she slid her helmet back on. �Don�t make martyrs out of these pests.�
She rode back into town, passed a small bar. The Harleys parked outside it caught her eye. A popular name among the mercs. She pulled in.
They stayed amongst themselves in Obadiah, building neighborhoods on the outskirts of town, a culture disciplined, but generous. They partied like fools but cleaned every mess they made. Houses full of guns but not one shot fired. They were so grateful to be where they were, yet they didn�t seem to change at all. Maybe what they had yearned for all this time was someone to watch out for them while they watched out for each other. To know that the world had their back.
The first lesson in survival every merc learned was music.
�Pick your tune and stick with it,� some of the elders used to tell her. �Keep it always on your lips. Remember it when you�re afraid. Let a song be resonating in your heart unto death.�
Even the rascal mercs took their music seriously. It was an effective way to encourage them to work with their merc rivals, to unify them under Obadiah.
Any merc could have recognized the music playing in the bar that evening. Pure 1980�s. A popular choice. She took a stool, asked for a beer.
One of the men sitting next to her�stocky, short gray beard�hollered to the bartender that he had her covered. He turned to her. �A privilege to meet you in person, my lady.� He shook her hand. �My son Keith was with you at the siege on Chicago.�
�Then the privilege is mine,� Angela smiled wryly. �Did Keith make it home?�
�Sure as hell he did!� the man downed the last third of his bottle, a vial in his massive hand. �Nothing�ll kill that kid. Believe me, I�ve tried.�
The man wore the badge of the Dune Sailors, a small band of rascal mercs from Nevada with whom Angela was well acquainted. Chances were, she and Keith had already met. The row of six men to the right of him wore the same badge.
The few minutes she spent sipping her beer, listening to bubblegum music over conversation with Keith�s dad helped set her mind at ease better than the ride did. She would have loved for it to last a little longer, but given the manner in which it ended, it really didn�t matter.
�Hail, holy queen�� came a careless voice from behind her.
She turned.
A man stood, his smile as slovenly as his posture, a bottle in his left hand, his empty right hand swaying in the vicinity of his holstered revolver.
�Hello, friend,� Angela turned her body to face him. �I�d offer to buy you a drink, but I�ve killed enough men this week.�
Keith�s dad and the men beside him laughed. The laughter was carried on with spit by the swaying drunk before them.
�Does your husband like jokes as much as you do?� the drunk�s eyes became strangely focused for the amount of alcohol in him. For how exhausted he seemed. �Did he laugh as hard when he killed my boy� As I will when I blow your jugs off?�
�Alright, I think you�ve had enough, pal,� said Keith�s dad. �Why don�t you head on home now. Sleep it off. Go on.�
�It is you, isn�t it?� A man looked up over a table across the room. He was sitting with two other men, who were also looking at her. �How many people do I have to murder to suck on those tits?�
The bar grew quieter. The faint sound of 80�s music carried on.
Keith�s dad brought his fingers over the sawed-off shotgun on his belt.
The man at the table gave a look at his two friends, who nodded back.
The other dozen patrons kept their eyes on their glasses and bottles. Some glanced at the door. Nobody got up.
�It won�t end�� the drunk wasn�t smiling anymore.
�What won�t end?� said Angela.
�It never ends.� The drunk grabbed his gun. Keith�s dad drew and shot him in the shoulder. The shoulder exploded. The arm fell to the floor. The drunk dropped his bottle as he reached for his gun with the other hand. The three men across the room overturned their table and drew their weapons.
Angela put a bullet in the drunk�s head.
The Dune Sailors laid a volley of bullets on the other three men.
The last body fell. A few casings rolled along the floor to the music. People looked up from beneath their tables, the bartender from behind his station.
Looking around, Angela noticed the television over the bar, watched it for a moment. �Turn the volume up.�
An anchor was urging people to get home, lock their doors and stay away from the windows. The picture cut to a man in a ski mask screaming into the camera, calling for the Sons of Manhattan to destroy the kingdom of the wicked. The camera went past his shoulder, panning into the White House. Flames were pouring from some of the windows on the second floor.
Outside, in the distance, sirens sounded.
�I think the Manhattanites have finally snapped, my lady,� Keith�s dad looked on with her.
�Go back to your part of town,� she said to them. �Protect it.�
The seven retired mercenaries mounted their bikes alongside her and went their own way. Angela cut straight through downtown.
Scattered throngs of rioters threw bricks and Molotovs at businesses. Others were tearing down a statue of some man, more still were throwing the contents of a museum into a pyre.
Commanding officers accosted her as she climbed the steps to her home. She dismissed them, rushed to the Executive Office. Adrian wasn�t there. What she needed was the intercom. She grabbed it.
�People of America,� she slowed her breathing, calmed her voice. �I know it was a long journey that brought us to where we are. I know you are exhausted. You have every right to be afraid of the future. To be afraid of the now. But there is still more work that must be done. I don�t know how long this uprising is going to last, but I need your support until it ends. All I ask, to you former citizens of the Seven Cities, to you mercs, who have done so much for all of us, to you tribals who spent generations in darkness, is that you protect the homes you have been given. Protect your communities, if you can. And I assure you, penance will be made for those who would keep us from the happiness we�ve pursued for far too long.�
The officers caught up with her when the intercom shut off. They spouted plans for protection, countermeasures, predictions of enemy movements and containment. She silenced them.
�Where is my husband?�
They took her to the library on the second floor. Adrian was standing at the window. Silent. Motionless. Other officers were already pestering him. Angela threw them all out and stood at his side. She crossed her arms, following his calm stare out the window.
�We�ve been through worse,� she said.
�Yeah,� said Adrian.
�Remember running from those zombies on the highway?�
�It was a backroad,� he said.
�The chase ended on the highway, didn�t it?�
��Yeah.�
She waited for him to say something else. He didn�t.
She felt for these people. She felt for all people. But if they couldn�t live together in peace, what more could be done for them? The chain of violence just never ended. No one seemed to be able to stop it. How sympathetic could she be for a weakness that was their own fault? How damning could she be toward sins that she and he had also committed? There was just nothing to be angry about anymore.
�Have you eaten?� she asked.
�Yeah.�
She felt as distant to him as when they first met. She would usher him to bed soon. For now, they stood like two strangers, watching night fall on a strange city.

HAROLD

Once again, he was alone, speeding across an empty land in his red car.
He took I-80, through miles of Sacramento�s farms and the scattered hamlets that maintained them. They were empty.
Despair came as he entered the suburbs of West Sacramento. What buildings weren�t burnt black were whittled down by gunfire. The streets were nearly impassible, layered with wood, sheets of metal, glass, bodies.
The highway lifted over the river. A loop connected it to the West Side Freeway. He stopped the car just past it. He looked out. A row of homes lay in front of him, seemingly untouched. In the background, the skyline, at least one chunk missing from every building that remained.
He hit the gas and got off the highway, into Sacramento.
The roads were blocked in so many places, the city unrecognizable in so many others. But there were just enough recognizable features on just enough passable roads to bring him to the place he was looking for.
The capitol was the only building of its size untouched by the scourge.
He drove over the curb, across the lawn, stopped at the steps. He ran inside, the engine running. The door shut behind him.
There was very little light, but just enough to see that the lobby was clean. No rubble, nothing toppled over or broken. No sign of a struggle. Only one body. In the center of the room.
He stepped. Froze. Stepped again. He felt his torso quiver, his hands go numb, the muscles behind his eyes go weak. He stepped again, stood over the woman with blond hair. She was looking at the ceiling.
He knelt, put his fingers over her neck, pressed hard. Cold skin. He pressed harder. She was already beginning to decompose.
He lost control of his breathing. He took her in his arms, filled with the smell of her death, violated by it. He held her close. The smell grew stronger.
Memories whirled and his thoughts went with them. All the cold bodies he carried from his lab. All the pulses he stopped. All the people he never cared about.
He closed his eyes. The whirl sped faster. Joining it came every memory from the day he met Adrian. Leaving Rush. Crossing the country. Popcorn Town. The Wizard. Don Masterson. The West. The Mercados. Karen.
It wasn�t painful enough. His heart was breaking. But the pieces weren�t small enough. Did he ever care anything for any of this? Was he ever truly connected to any human being he ever met? Was he ever anything more than his ambition? Barnabas flashed in his vision.
He didn�t know if it was the pain, or just the unbearable confusion�he threw his head back and screamed, for the first time in his life, really screamed, until his lungs had emptied. He was blinded by tears when he turned his head back down on her.
�People like us are built for moving on, Harold.�
He pressed his head against hers as Grakus�s presence hijacked the darkness.
�All of your experiments, all of your tests. Building your knowledge, manifesting control,� the darkness came closer. �Where does it all lead, Harold?�
He squeezed it out of his mind.
�Do you know why she was compelled by you?� The voice was right behind his ear. �Because she thought you cared. She thought all this was more than just a game to you. You can stop pretending now. Shrug the burden off your back and be who you are.�
Harold whipped his body around and threw his fist. He hit nothing. Grakus had vanished and reappeared a yard back.
�Do you think that was love you were feeling all this time, Harold? Friendship? Your mind was tricking you. Just like it�s trying to trick you now. Emulating pain. But pain is not something you�re capable of feeling. They loved you. You didn�t love them. That�s why they�re all dead.�
Harold lunged at him. Again, Grakus became the darkness. Harold tripped. Fell to his knees. Stayed there. Grakus�s shoes appeared beneath his eyes.
�You are evolution at its most basic purpose. To improve for the sake of improving. You don�t know to what end, because there is no end.�
Harold lifted his eyes to Grakus. �Have you fallen so far that your only amusement comes from taunting such a man?�
Looking down on Harold, Grakus shook his head. �It�s not over for me yet. But you� take my car and your bag of tricks. It means nothing to me anymore. You�re free.�
Grakus stayed as Harold stumbled to his feet. His legs felt soft beneath his body. He drifted to the door in a daze, pushed his way out into the cool evening. He staggered down the stairs to the car. He pulled out and started driving. Through the rubble. Out of the city.
Where he would end up, he did not know.

ADRIAN

He hadn�t realized all the debate and controversy leading to the uprising. All the commentators grilling the military. All the Manhattanites covering their faces in ash and forming gangs on the streets, meeting in secret at night. All of it he�d learned in the past twenty-four hours, all of it spun in his head.
�We don�t know what the government did. Why not give them the chance to explain themselves?�
�You mean the chance to concoct more lies?�
�The Army of Obadiah will do what it can to protect our lord.�
�But should you be protecting your lord, general?�
�The age of the Seven Cities is over. As is the monarchy that went with it. Cleanse the government and elect a new leader.�
All he had was the sense to realize something was wrong. What fool couldn�t have? But like a fool, he did nothing. Like a fool, he tried to convince himself it was in his head. And now it was too late.
Then again, maybe it had been too late for a longer time than he thought.
He stood in the lobby of the Capitol, watching what remained of the world prepare to slaughter itself. As frustrated as he was that the perfect situation had gone so wrong, he wasn�t surprised. Not being surprised made him angrier. But who could he blame? Not them. They were just afraid. They were just uncertain. They were just people. They didn�t deserve this.
He listened to their screaming. Their anger. And all he could feel was pity. They couldn�t be told what was right. Not by him. Not by God. They had to be shown.
�It isn�t your life to give,� a familiar voice came from behind him. �You gave it to Angela the day you married her.�
Adrian would have expected those words from Aden. But it wasn�t Aden.
�Look at them,� Grakus�s hand came down on Adrian�s shoulder. �They worship ignorance. They put their faith in murderers. They choose evil. Leave them. Live your life. Give mankind to the fate they made for themselves.�
Adrian looked through the glass doors, out into the masses of people. Their angry faces. Their confusion. More passion than they knew what to do with. His heart was filled with despair. Not at the prospect of dying, but at the thought of them falling under Grakus. �One thing I�ve learned since my home was taken from me� people aren�t bad. They�re just afraid. That�s the only thing that ever gave you power, Grakus. Evil by itself is a helpless thing.�
Grakus took his hand away.
�You really think this will make everything better? You think people will stop being bad when your bloody body lies in Angela�s arms?� Grakus�s voice shifted from Adrian�s left ear to his right. �You think they�ll stop fighting for stupid reasons when a twenty-five year-old widow says goodbye to a face she can no longer recognize?�
Adrian�s eyes stung. �She�ll make another man lucky.�
With a growl, Grakus appeared face-to-face with him. �She�ll hate you for the rest of her life. And she�ll hate your daughter if she even decides to keep her. She can�t handle abandonment. Don�t put her through it like her father did. Not again.�
A hand with a gun came next to Grakus�s head. It was Angela�s hand.
Grakus smiled. �My lady. We were just talking about you.� He vanished and appeared behind her, smelled her hair. �You don�t know what�s going on, do you?�
Angela thrashed her head against his face, swung her feet across his ankles. Grakus fell, but vanished before he hit the floor, reappeared across the room. She fired at him. He vanished and returned over and over until her clip was spent.
Grakus laughed. �Time-out, time-out.� He stepped forward, facing Adrian. �A little too much woman for me.� He looked at Angela. �But there are things even you can�t handle.� He turned away. �Goodbye, my lord and lady. We�ll meet again, if not in this world.�
Angela holstered her pistol. �If the city wants to throw away everything we gave them, so be it. We�ve done everything we can. The army will move out soon to try and bring some order back. And the rebels will probably take the building. It�s time to leave this place. When people have decided to stop killing each other, we�ll come back to lead what�s left. The mercs will be alright, we�ll at least have them.�
�Angela��
�What?� her concern was immediate, her eyes pressing him for an answer.
He tried to speak without crying. ��I�ve sinned.�
He watched her face change. �What?�
�I can live with what my mistakes have done to me. I can�t live with what they�ve done to the world.�
She shook her head. �What are you saying?�
He took a breath. �Angela, I�m giving myself up to them.�
She almost laughed. �They�ll kill you.�
Adrian nodded.
��And you think they�ll change once they have?�
�They�ll have the chance.�
She swung her gun down on his head. A flash in his vision, and he was on the floor. �You�re coming with me.�
�Guards!�
A soldier grabbed her. That soldier was on his back in a second. Two more soldiers came. In the struggle, Aden appeared.
�Aden,� said Adrian. �Make the announcement.�
�Daddy!� Angela screamed as three men struggled to control her. �Don�t let him do this! Don�t make me go through this again!� She cried. �Not again! Please!�
Aden looked away and covered his face.
�Aden,� Adrian shouted. �Our people are dying by the second.�
Aden looked at him, horror on his face, then he left.
Adrian walked to Angela. She stopped struggling for the moment they looked into one another�s eyes. �You always see the good in things, Angela. You saw the good in me.� He took her hand, held it to his lips. �You gave your love to me when all I wanted was to hate. And I wish I could know what it�s like to spend a lifetime with a woman like you.� He stepped back. �I love you.�
Angela slashed her nails across a guard�s face. A fourth arrived. She was dragged away, screaming hateful things.
Adrian fell to his knees a second time, put his face in his hands. Angela was always so calm. So in control. And now she was as helpless as she never wanted to be again. Because of him. Sickness came. He swallowed it. He stood. It was time. He walked outside, overlooking the plaza. There was smoke rising over the city, fanning over the property. Throughout the city, Gunshots. A few explosions. He had told the tank commanders not to fire their turrets. A lot of them had been anyway.
He should have done this sooner.
The voice of his father in-law echoed in the smoke. Listless. To the point. He told the people that Adrian Velys was turning himself in for his war crimes, that the Manhattanites should stop fighting for vengeance, that the loyalists should stop defending their lord, that their lord was waiting on the front porch of the Capitol.
The fighting calmed, and people started to gather, Manhattanites and everybody else.
His guards lined in a perimeter around the porch. He waited until more people had come. The fighting in the distance had slowed, but didn�t stop. The plaza was filled with people. All silent.
He said to the mass in front of him, �Who will be my executioner?�
For a long time, there was no response.
Adrian told his guards to stand down. They retreated into the building. It was down to him and the people.
Three men with ski masks stepped forward. They crossed the space left by the guards, climbed the stairs.
The Manhattanites in the crowd cheered. Many of them emerged to fill the space bellow the stairs.
The three men surrounded him. He knelt. One of them raised a hand to silence their compatriots. Even the wind obeyed that call.
�In memory of all those lost,� the executioner declared, �may we found this new city in justice.�
The Manhattanites cheered.
The executioner continued. �But justice does not belong only to me. It belongs to us all.�

ADEN

Maybe he should have stopped him. Maybe Adrian didn�t realize this wasn�t what he truly wanted.
The guards opened the doors for him, and Aden stepped onto the patio, his son in-law across it, facing the world, restrained in the firm hands of his enemies.
Adrian didn�t say a word. They shoved him down the stairs. He tumbled into the mob.
Aden ran to the steps. When he got there, Adrian�s body had come apart in the hands of those closest to him. The hands of many more became red as they ceremoniously shared his blood.
The first thing that came to Aden�s mind was his granddaughter: how they would ever explain to her what happened to her father. He thought about the Manhattanites: how they and their grandchildren would bear the guilt of this moment. He thought about how his own sins begot the misery in his daughter�s undeservedly difficult life. He was embarrassed to be human.
The Manhattanites, with their ashen faces and bloody hands, cheered like tribals over a feast. The rest of the world looked on. Quietly. Angrily.
Gradually, the cheering stopped. The Manhattanites looked around. The faces that surrounded them. They looked at each other, looked down at their hands, all in silence under the gaze of many angry neighbors.
�What have you done?� said Aden to the mob.
All at once, they looked at him, helplessness in every pair of eyes.
�He killed our families!� one of them called in defense.
The news crew nearby stuck a microphone in Aden�s face. Aden didn�t care. �You fools,� he said, exasperated. �All of Baltimore was calling for war when you allied with Grakus, not just him. The whole city was responsible.�
�We never knew!�
All around, the world screamed and groaned.
�We told you,� Aden said, pleadingly. �Why will you only listen now that you�ve killed a child?�
The fury of the world grew louder. Louder still. Aden felt his soul fall as the world closed in on this pathetic mob, who, frightened, raised their weapons in defense. The media on the porch turned to their cameras, talking about the coming slaughter.
Then Aden saw his wife. For the first time in many years, he had a clear image of her in his vision, and his soul stopped falling. From the journalists around him, he snatched every microphone he could wrap his hands around. He turned to the world and screamed until his face was red. �NO!�
And the world was still.
Aden dropped the microphones and fell to his knees, crying to the sky. �Is hatred so convenient?
The world remained silent.
�We tell ourselves one more death and we can relax.� In tears, Aden started laughing. �Is it in our nature to want just one more of what we never needed? If one more person dies today, this city falls. And all of this has been for nothing.�
A roaring wind came over the plaza. Black flames burst on the top of the stairs, next to Aden. The flames faded, and in their place stood Grakus, looking down over the people.
�Hold your applause,� the former host uttered somberly. But his voice somehow carried in echoes over the crowd. �You know who I am. And so do they,� he swept his hand across the Manhattanites. �They knew who I was when I promised them vengeance. They knew who I was as I helped them organize this revolt that has already killed, raped, orphaned and crippled thousands. Including your lord.�
As Grakus�s voice echoed in that unnatural way, the words themselves changed, split. So faintly. Aden could hear a completely different speech delivered to the Manhattanites.
�You really are fools,� he was saying to them. �It was all of them who took your home and families from you. Not a single boy. It is all of them. And now you allow them to put you to shame. Now you would surrender to their dominion, let them charge you for this crime for generations onward��
And then to the rest of the city, �Do you allow this man to explain himself to these murderers on your behalf?�
Still on his knees, Aden called, �You all know this man to be evil, but he is not the cause of any of this. Not the virus, not the war. How much longer will we act without a single moment to wonder why?�
�You can end generations of conflict this very hour,� said Grakus to both the Manhattanites and the world. �Or would you prefer your grandchildren end it for you?�
Aden felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned, looking up. Standing at his side was Martin, the oldest man he knew, who spent the last ten years of his life in bed, who had somehow found the strength to rise and be here.
�Don�t look so confused,� Martin smiled down on Aden. �I�ve long outlasted my expiration date to witness this moment through human eyes.�
�Don�t look so excited,� Grakus was grimacing at Martin. He turned to the massive, growing crowd. �Look what they�ve done to your lord�a boy of twenty-five!�
A black and red cloud formed over Grakus, flashing terrible images.
�Look at what dreams were destroyed in the hearts of these Long Islanders who were beaten and raped every day by the oppression of Manhattan!�
Women shielded their children�s eyes as the images grew more and more savage.
�Look at what the skylord of Manhattan did to your lord before his people finished the job!�
Aden was so tired he could barely hold himself up if he tried to stand. He had lost so much in such a short time, and the feeling of losing a lot more was growing stronger by the second. On his knees, he called out, �Look at what was done everywhere! In Chicago, in the West, Hephaestus, the Wizard of Seattle, the hosts of Chicago, the oppression of the shadowpastors, the devastation wrought by fear and foolishness. Look at the torment in your own lives. No one man, nor a thousand men are responsible for all of this. We all played our part. And we can all end it. We can show history how conflict truly dies.�
Grakus called, �This is your chance to found a new world in justice!�
Then there came a heavy silence. The place felt empty. But they were there. Aden was looking at his knees which were sore against the stone. The feeling of everyone losing everything was stronger at that moment than it was when he watched them destroy Baltimore. And the silence was hellish.
Somewhere out in the plaza, something hit the pavement. Something metal.
Aden gasped the freshest breath he�d known in a long time. He knew what that sound was. Grakus knew also as his countenance fell�everything he worked for, everything for which he had given so much was now lost. All of it was written in his face. With sadistic satisfaction, Aden would remember that face for the rest of his life.
Grakus uttered bitterly, �You are nothing without your shepherds.�
Then another metal thing dropped. Then another. And another. Then, on the edge of the once angry crowd that surrounded the Manhattanites, a man dropped his gun onto the ground. The two men next to him did the same. Then everyone along the front line did the same.
Looking around, relieved to tears, the Manhattanites followed.
�We have been asked to make a decision on this day,� said Martin into Aden�s ear. �And we�ve made it.�
The hill was filled with the sound of weapons dashing on the stone. Not a single shot was heard anywhere else in the city. The smoke began to clear.
In silence, Grakus bowed his head and disappeared.
Aden stood. He didn�t know where exactly it began or what had triggered it, but a dim cheer cut across the crowd. It spread. Soon all the people were celebrating, embracing. Relieved. Proud.
Aden rose to his feet. �Now let�s clean up this mess, and rebuild in a new image. Let�s make of this city an example for all who remain to follow.�

ANGELA

Somewhere in the Capitol was a room filled with books and documents many years untouched.
All of them had been thrown from their shelves onto the floor.
In the corner, she brought her shaking hands to her face, suffocating on the rage.
They could have listened. They could have given him a chance. They had to kill.
Deep inside, that�s all men wanted. To be angry. And to take that anger out on someone.
Adrian was the same before he realized he was better. He was the only one. And the pigs surrounding him wouldn�t have it.
Grakus should have won.
She wanted to kill them all. Everybody who killed Adrian, and everyone who didn�t stop it. She deserved to die more than any of them. She could have stopped him. She could have saved Manhattan�s precious city.
She felt something enter the room.
It could have been anybody. A rebel who killed her husband. A loyalist who let him die. A curious spectator, entertained by it all. It could have been her father. It could have been Grakus. Whoever it was, she was ready to destroy it.
�Why are you crying?�
She looked up. It was a child. A boy of eight or nine. The hatred faded. She dried her eyes.
�Did somebody hurt you?�
Another tear slid down as she looked back at the floor, nodding.
The boy stepped closer. But she just wanted to be alone. She just wanted to hate.
Standing over her, he said, �People hurt me too. In a city far from here. They laughed. My friends ran away. They were so scared. Mom and dad had to watch. But I�m okay now. See?�
She felt the boy�s soft, innocent hand on her face, and a cool, steady breath filled her lungs. Her throat was clear. She touched his hand with her fingers, looked up at him. Green, understanding eyes. Too understanding for a child.
�Sometimes people are mean,� the boy continued. �But they don�t always mean it. Sometimes they don�t know any better. They�re so afraid of their own ignorance. They require patience. And kindness. More than most leaders can find it in their hearts to give.�
Angela let her eyes roll back as she fell into a deep sleep. But the voice of the child never left her.
�You will guide this city on the course your husband set. You will guide your daughter. Leave nothing out as you teach her who her father was, for his descendants will rule Obadiah through a glorious future. Be good to yourself, woman. What remains of your life is important, and deserving of happiness.�

THE LAST CITY OF AMERICA

So it was that the mother of Obadiah mourned her husband, and then took her place as lord.
Her council consisted of elderly mercs, and was led by her father.
Chancellor Aden tried to keep the news of Adrian�s death from Mr. Velys for as long as he could, to allow him more recovery from the stroke. But Mr. Velys kept insisting to see his son. Finally, Aden sat beside him and they spoke. The next morning, Mr. Velys had passed away.
Commander Romulus Schmidt, also known as Captain Dicks, spent his evenings with his eyes on the horizon, while beneath him grew the place Don Masterson started. The commander vowed to carry on the vision of the legendary Tired Eyes, and make of what he started into an empire.
Analysts agreed that, sooner or later, one of the warring factions of Long Island would conquer the others. When that day came, a nation would rise. As to what that would mean for Obadiah, Analysts did not agree.
The weary people of Chicago, those who could not bring themselves to leave their home, took a long rest. When they woke, they would rebuild their home to fulfill a promise made to them long ago.
Pittsburgh took the title from Chicago as �the place to avoid.� Travelers who drew near, the ones who didn�t turn up on missing persons lists, spoke of humanoid beasts with boar heads and a hatred for everything that lived.
The people of San Francisco made it safely into the protection of Obadiah, each of them awaiting news of their savior, Lord Harold.
Angela wondered if she would ever remarry, and expected she would not. She belonged to her people, and to her daughter.
The boy who came to comfort her that day had granted her a vision of a future for her city. But she could already see a future for herself. She would not rule like a queen�she would take Obadiah through no revolution, would commit no controversial act nor produce some great idea. She would not drive history any further than she had. And she would not rule for very long. Her daughter would show competence at a young age, and she would train her for a short time before she became ready.
For the rest of her life, however long that would be, Angela would love her people. She would love her daughter. And she would love her husband, the father of Obadiah.

HAROLD

He realized now, at the end of a long journey, that he had stopped many times to gaze at something beautiful.
He stood on a high hill overlooking flat land and a dead city rising into an orange evening sky. War had all but emptied it, and Obadiah�s call took all the rest. Harold and the man sitting on a bench behind him were the only men for many, many miles.
�Los Angeles is beautiful this time of year,� said Harold.
�But the year is turning quickly,� Grakus replied, sitting on a bench behind him.
It was good to have time to think. Not to have to come to any conclusions, but to just� organize. He hadn�t had the chance to do that in a while.
�For the record, I didn�t mean all of those things I said back in Sacramento,� said Grakus. �I was upset. You did kill all my friends, after all.�
�I guess we�re even now.�
�Even? No.� Grakus was utterly motionless on the bench; somewhat somber, somewhat serene. �You came out on top. You owe it to yourself to acknowledge that.�
�Maybe,� Harold looked on. �But I�m not sure I�m enjoying it as much as I thought I would.�
�Give it time. You�ve been through a lot.�
Harold would be as old as Barnabas before he realized what this journey meant in its entirety.
�Where to now, if I may ask?� said Grakus. �Which rising kingdom will reap the benefits of your trusty little bag?�
�The bag is gone.�
A wind came. He didn�t feel it. It was far ahead, over the city. It sounded nice.
�Just when I thought at least one of us was walking away with something,� Grakus smiled. �Why?�
�I�ll chase my own mysteries. But I did keep one thing.�
�And what�s that?�
Harold slid his tongue across his teeth. Suddenly he was feeling hungry. �Instructions for making popcorn� I know it�s weird.�
�No� I get it.�
Another wind passed over the view.
�It took me so long to figure out what it was about you,� said Grakus. �How it could ever have been a man like you. When I finally figured it out, I laughed at myself.�
Harold answered with silence. He was feeling better now. His thoughts began to flow without barriers�a clarity he never knew.
�Life is a balancing act,� said Grakus. �Our responsibilities and our apathies. People don�t like to be conflicted. They seek ignorance. But you�� Grakus fumbled with his words for a moment, then laughed. �You cared. When you were forced out of your rabbit hole, you cared. That was the missing variable. And even a man like you could stop me. It�s a good lesson.�
Harold chuckled weakly. �We�ll be seeing you again soon, then?�
�Obadiah will flourish into a golden age,� said Grakus, �a bastion of good, while the world around it starts to take shape again. But as people will be people, the lesson taught a thousand times will once again be forgotten. And we�re back where we began. Maybe someday, someone will learn from my mistakes and prove my hypothesis. But my part in this world is played.�
�What about the rest of your life?�
Grakus shrugged. �I guess I�ll just sit here. Watch the city rot.�
�Then this is goodbye.�
Grakus stood, walked the short distance between them, dirt crunching under his feet. He extended his hand. �Goodbye, Harold Del Meethia. Don�t give up this journey for knowledge. It suits you.�
Harold might have enjoyed that handshake more had he known Grakus wasn�t going to pull something. He should have known.
He walked to the car which once belonged to the man who was once his enemy.
He knew the sores and bruises of this journey would heal, and something new would begin. Where he would end up, he did not know. But for now, he turned the engine on, put the car in gear, and drove to where the gray clouds parted in a small clearing to the east, to the last city of America.
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