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Аннотация
After the end of civilization, the Wild West returns with a vengeance. A lone gunslinger wanders a post-apocalyptic America, dealing out a hard-hitting mix of revenge and righteous judgment.
The man called Gunner has been many things: lawman, soldier, outlaw, fugitive. In pursuit of a Man with Crimson Eyes, he's bushwacked by a gang of bandits. After being robbed and left for dead, he's nursed back to health by a kindly preacher. When he enters a dusty old mining town to get payback, he discovers a community divided by rival factions: the Judge and the Baron. A good situation for making quick money. A bad situation for getting out alive, especially when his preacher friend is caged up in the town square. What begins as a simple mission for vengeance will end in a fiery showdown of biblical proportions.
Are you ready for a classic Western tale of honor and retribution set in a dystopian wasteland with cyborg gunfighters, lizard horses, and mutant freaks? Because that's what the Gunner Chronicles delivers.


Bard Constantine
The Gunner Chronicles: Fire and Brimstone: A Havenworld Novel


Other Books in the Havenworld Universe

❖ Havenworld
❖ Silent Empire
❖ The Troubleshooter: Four Shots
❖ The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues
❖ The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame
❖ Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor
❖ Nimrod Squad
❖ Syn City: Reality Bytes

After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of humanity survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humankind.
However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.
This is a world where fortunes can be made in the lawless outposts and small towns outside the jurisdiction of the Havens. Where anything is for sale, everything is permitted, and tyrants rule their pockets of civilization with iron fists. Where there is only one universal rule: shoot first and shoot fast. This is the world of Gunner: A man with revolvers engraved with the words FIRE and BRIMSTONE. A man once righteous, now beset upon a wicked path.
These are
[image: ]

"He who is unjust, let him be unjust still;
he who is filthy, let him be filthy still;
he who is righteous, let him be righteous still;
he who is holy, let him be holy still."
— Revelation 22: 11



Chapter 1: Avenging Angel

Pablo prayed for the strength to die with dignity.
He dangled from a noose tight around his neck, hands tied behind him, feet precariously perched atop a pile of loosely-stacked stones that threatened to give away any moment. His neck burned from the rope, but even worse was the thirst, the desert feeling in his throat that matched the sparse surroundings; all dull browns and faded reds, dry heat, and whirling dust. The sun was a merciless tormenter, a raging ball of fire that blistered the skin and baked the sand until it split apart. In the cloudless sky, a pair of buzzards circled, waiting. Patient.
Four other men witnessed his struggle to stay alive: Clyde sat in the shade while Reggie, Otis, and Jose stood. Laughing drunkenly, they passed a bottle of whiskey back and forth and played their little game of taking a swallow and then tossing rocks at the stone pile, betting on who would be the first to send Pablo to his death.
Otis made this throw, missing by a yard. The other laughed, spitting on themselves, staggering like fools. Pablo teetered on the stones, legs cramped, tingling, threatening to go numb. He knew it was only a matter of minutes before they gave out, and he'd die anyway. But he fought for every second, soaked with sweat, ignoring the men's mocking jeers.
He saw the stranger before they did; a fast-moving speck in the distance, leaving a plume of dust behind him. It turned into a man on a rumble bike, silhouette hazy in the grainy dust and blistering heat, rippling like a fever dream under the eye of the blazing sun, driving across the brownish-orange wilderness of shifting sand, stunted prickly plants, and striated rock formations. Not much else was visible for miles. Just heat, dust, rocks, and death.
Jose finally turned, nudging Otis and pointing. Their hands drifted to their sidearms when they realized the bike was heading their way. Reggie lifted a rifle and peered into the scope for a closer look. Clyde didn't bother to stand. He sat in the shade of the cottonwood tree, lazily fanning himself with his hat.
The stranger rolled the bike to a stop at a twenty-yard distance, kicking the center stand out and dismounting casually, pausing to pull the dust-caked bandanna away from his reddish-brown face. He had the lean, chiseled looks of a predator; keen eyes, a strong nose, and a square jawline. Faded scars like claw marks ran down the left side of his face from eyebrow to beard. Twin long-barreled revolvers hung on either side of his hips. Barely glancing at Pablo, he squinted at the four men, taking a thin cheroot from his jacket pocket and sticking it between his teeth.
"Don't guess I can bother you boys for a light?"
The group relaxed just a tad. Reggie shifted his stance, jerking his head at the stranger. "Who the hell are you supposed to be?"
"Not supposed to be anyone."
Reggie paused, wetting his lips as his eyes shifted from his partners back to the stranger. "Well, what's your name?"
"Gunner."
"That your first or last name?"
Gunner gave the man a hard stare, chewing on the end of his cigar. "Yeah."
A confused look flashed across Reggie's beak-nosed face, but his intended reply was cut off by Clyde's deep, rich laughter.
"Stand down, Reggie. The man ain't no threat to us. Are you, Mr. Gunner?"
"Just passing through. Saw you boys and figured there must be a town nearby."
"You figured right. 'Bout four or five miles that away." Clyde jerked a thumb in the northeast direction, eyes glinting under the brow of his hat. "That's a nice machine you're riding. Don't see too many Steeds around these parts."
Pablo risked a glance at the bike. Longer and wider than most motorcycles, the chassis was protected by armored fairing fashioned into a fierce warhorse. Massive pipes jutted from the back end, providing jet thrusters for the fusion engine. He didn't know much about bikes, but it looked fast. And expensive.
Gunner shrugged. "It needs some work. Busted suspension and a bad generator, I think."
"Well, you're in luck 'cause it just so happens that it's the only stop for the next couple hundred miles or so. Trading center right off the railroad. You should be able to find the parts you need. Might even find a sober mechanic if it's a good day. I'm Clyde. You met Reggie. The other two are Otis and Jose. We're from the Town. Had to come out here to get rid of this dead weight." He spat in Pablo’s direction.
Gunner removed his cowboy hat, shaking the dust off before placing it back over his tangled mane of dark, wavy hair. "You rode five miles from town just to hang a man?"
"Had to. Our gallows broke down from the last hanging. Fat bastard was nearly four hundred pounds. Ended up shooting him in the head after he snapped the timber instead of his neck. And since there ain't no good trees around town, we had to ride way out here to this cottonwood tree. That's why we're taking our sweet time with this preacher man. Since we had to come all the way out here, I guess we might as well enjoy it." He grinned, exposing tobacco-stained teeth.
Gunner gave him a hard look. "You're hanging a preacher?"
Clyde spat again, leaving a string of drool across his chin. "That's what he calls himself. Came into town, stirring the folks up about repentance and the wages of sin. Claims God is bringing divine judgment against the town. Got the Judge right sore about it, so he had us put a noose around his neck to see if the preacher's God is able to save his sorry hide. So far, He ain't showed up." He and his men burst into raucous laughter.
Gunner didn't even crack a smile. "This Judge always hang folks for preaching?"
Clyde tipped back a flask, swallowing brown liquor. Wiping his mouth, he gave Gunner a cock-eyed stare. "The Judge hangs who he wants to hang. He runs the town. So long as his pay is good, we got no problem stringing up folks he wants strung up."
"That's right," Reggie said. "And we don't care for no strangers poking their noses in our business, neither."
Gunner ignored him, keeping his gaze on Clyde. "If you're hanging a man for preaching the word of God, then you're hanging him for the worst reason. You've stood here, put a noose on the man's neck, placed him on a pile of rocks, and laughed while he fought to live. Looks like you've had your fun. Why don't you go ahead and cut him loose?"
Clyde paused in the act of raising the flask, eyes narrowing. "What did you just say?"
The tension became instantly palpable. Reggie fumbled with his rifle; Jose and Otis looked up from the bottle they were sharing. Clyde's hand drifted to the pear-handled revolver strategically placed on the ground beside him.
Pablo struggled to keep from hanging himself.
Gunner's eyes flicked from one to the next, taking in their bloated, sweaty faces, the empty bottles on the ground, the way the men shifted and refused to meet his gaze. Except for Clyde, whose face twisted into a cruel sneer.
"Looks like we got us a hero, boys. Tell you what, hero: I got extra rope, and there's plenty of branches left. You wanna join up with the preacher, we can arrange it for you. If you don't, better go on and git while you still can walk. We'll take that sweet Steed off your hands for the trouble, of course."
Drunken chuckles all around. Gunner focused on Clyde. "You ready to meet the Reaper?”
Clyde blinked. “What?”
“You heard me. You've been out here drinking hard in the hot sun. Standing around, muscles getting locked up. Reflexes slowed. Dehydrated. Reggie over there has shaky hands. He's scared witless. Otis and Jose are just here for the liquor. They won't be any good. So, I'll ask you again: you looking to die? Because that's all you're gonna do if you don't cut the man down in the next two seconds."
Clyde spat, reaching for his gun. His partners cursed as they clumsily went for theirs as well. Gunner drew his long-barreled autorevolver and fired three times by the time Clyde's fingers touched the grip. The bodies were already crumpling to the ground when he raised the weapon. Gunner spun, dropping to one knee as Clyde pulled the trigger. His shot missed, going wide over Gunner's head.
Gunner's didn't.
Clyde jerked twice, red mist exploding from his chest. His eyes bulged, staring in disbelief as he fell backward and slammed into the ground in a heavy cloud of dust. The echoes of the shots still rang in the air, crashing in the distance like soft thunder.
Gunner turned and fired again, splitting the rope that Pablo dangled from, catching him as he fell and easing him to the ground. Pablo immediately clawed at the noose around his neck.
"Easy, Padre," Gunner said, helping him remove it. "Take it easy."
Pablo doubled over, hacking and coughing as he massaged the bruised flesh of his neck. "Gracias, mi amigo. I think I will be all right."
"All right, Padre." Gunner stood, reloading as he surveyed the dusty landscape. "Best you get to moving, then. Only a matter of time before someone checks up on these stiffs. Can you ride?"
"I think so."
"Even better." Gunner glanced at the sand cycles the dead men had parked in the dirt: two side-by-side, one in the shade behind Clyde's corpse. Clicking back the revolver hammer ignited a humming sound from his weapon. The resulting blast detonated two of the sand cycles, engulfing them in flames. The fires crackled, creating thick plumes of black smoke. Gunner used the nearest flames to light his cheroot before kneeling to rummage through the men's pockets.
Pablo shakily stood, looking at the corpses with dazed slowness. "You killed all of them."
"Better them than you or me, Padre." Gunner pulled a small bag from Clyde's belt pouch, reaching in to withdraw a handful of gold bullion cards. He stuffed the bag into his inner jacket pocket.
"A man as swift on the draw as you surely could have wounded them instead."
Gunner gave him an irritated glance. "Sure. And then maybe a day goes by. Maybe two months. Maybe ten years. But eventually, they find me down the road. Only this time, there's more of them. Now I gotta kill two dozen instead of four men. That strike your fancy, Padre?"
"Killing never strikes my fancy, vaquero. But please forgive me. I don't mean to sound ungrateful for your assistance. Many a man would have just passed by."
"The thought crossed my mind." Gunner strode to his Steed and hopped into the saddle. "You from around here, Padre?"
"For many years, vaquero."
"You seen a man with red eyes pass through?"
Pablo hesitated, shaking his head. "I do not think so, amigo."
"You'd know if you saw him. Sometimes he wears a man's face. Sometimes his face is a death mask. But the eyes are always the same. Red and bright like freshly spilled blood."
"I never laid eyes on such a man, if he's a man at all. I see something in your face when you mention this person. You're pursuing him for vengeance."
"Retribution, Padre."
"Different word, same meaning. You should abandon this path you're on, vaquero. Violence only begets more of the same. It's a demon that eats away at you the longer you embrace him."
"Trying to save my soul, Padre?" Gunner tossed Pablo a canteen of water. "Don't bother. Me and my demons get along just fine."
Gunning the throttle, he took off in a cloud of stinging dust, leaving Pablo alone with the dead.

Chapter 2: The Good Samaritan

The Town was barely visible in the distance, nestled against a rocky mesa; squat, rusty, and uninviting. Gunner figured it was kept alive only by the rails that brought superconducting maglev trains into town for trade stops. Blood shards for fusion tech, weapons and ammo, foodstuffs, tools, parts, the latest fashions, and more.
He was nearly a mile away when the first bullet tore into his shoulder.
It struck him like a heavy punch, nearly throwing him from the saddle. The sound of the gunshot followed a full second behind. Gunner immediately released the throttle and swerved, allowing the Steed's armored hide to deflect the next two shots, bullets sparking as they ricocheted. Adrenaline flooded, making his muscles tremble as he slowed to a stop and tried to leap from the saddle and use the Steed for cover. A second bullet struck his thigh, instant agony as he tumbled and hit the ground hard. Ignoring the pain, he stayed low, scooting as close as possible to his Steed.
Blood seeped into his pants and shirt, darkening the fabric. Heat flooded through his veins, breaking his pores out in sweat. Drawing his revolver, he kept still, listening. For a long time, there was only the wind, kicking up dust as it passed along.
Someone whistled a warbly tune, going on as if he had all the time in the world. He finally finished with a bout of coarse laughter.
"You gonna hide come out from behind there or make us come and get you?"
Gunner removed one of the side mirrors, slowly sliding it along the ground until it cleared the side of the bike. Tilting it slightly, he was able to make out a group of bandits crouched in a robber's ditch, visible only by the tops of their hats. A rifle raised over the ridge, and a second later the mirror shattered, flying out his fingers.
He grimaced, shaking his hand in pain. "If it's all the same, I think I'll stay right here."
"I'm afraid that don't agree with us," the voice said. "We're not the patient sort, you see. Now I got five with me, all good shots. I figure if we flank you and come in shooting, you might pick off two, three maybe. Four if you're good, and it's your lucky day. But you ain't shooting all of us before we gun you down. Not a chance."
Gunner leaned against the Steed's hull, listening to the inflection of the man's words, trying to find the truth behind them. "What are you saying, then?"
"We only want the bike. You toss your guns and come on out; we let you go. Take a hike in the opposite direction. Maybe you get lucky, and someone picks you up. Still a better deal than dying right here."
Gunner laughed. "You must think I'm a fool."
"You got my word. The Judge ain't keen on us killing folks within sight of the town walls. Says it's bad for business. Come one, Rider. Give us the bike, live to fight another day."
Gunner rested the back of his head against the Steed, weighing his options. He looked at the revolver in his hand. A skull encircled by runic symbols was engraved in the bone grip, along with a single word stamped into the backstrap: FUEGO. He sighed and chucked it five yards away from the bike so they could see it hit the dust.
"That's a good start, Rider. But I'm guessing you got at least one more of those on your person. Why don't you go ahead and give that one up too so we can get this over with?"
Gunner shook his head. "Man of your word, huh?"
"A man's only as good as his word, Rider. And you got mine. We ain't gonna kill you."
"Is that right? What's your name? I outta know the name of the man I'm trusting my life to."
"The names Waingrow. Jim Waingrow."
"All right, Waingrow. I'm tossing my gun."
He pulled his second revolver, fashioned as a twin to the first, only with the name AZUFRE engraved. For a second, he stared at it.
"What the hell. You always find your way back."
Wincing, he tossed it beside the other handgun. "All right, I'm unarmed. Nobody shoot."
"Let's see them hands, then," Waingrow said.
Bracing himself, Gunner stood, hands high in the air. When no shots fired, he scooted sideways, limping on his injured leg.
Waingrow edged upward, gesturing with his rifle. "All right, Rider. Stay right there. We gotta check you for valuables and such."
The outlaws rose from the ditch, keeping their rifles aimed at Gunner. Waingrow led them, twirling his revolver before slipping it in its holster. His skin was brown as pine bark, his jaw square as a brick, his teeth clenched in a hard grin. Stooping down, he retrieved Gunner's handguns.
"Well, looky here. A pair of top-break, long-barreled autorevolvers, personally engraved. Looks custom. Betcha these set you back a pretty penny, Rider."
Gunner didn't answer. Two rifle barrels pointed at his face while another bandit searched him. Her face was crisscrossed with pale scars, and pale blond hair hung from her hat, braided into a long ponytail. Pulling out the satchel inside his jacket, she looked at Waingrow. "Got a bag full of gold bulls, boss."
Waingrow smiled, slipping Gunner's revolvers in his belt. "Well, ain't he a gift that keeps on giving? How'd you get all this loot, Rider?"
Gunner gave him a hard look. "The same way you just did, I guess."
Waingrow chuckled. "I bet you did, at that. Well, much as I'd like to take on another bandito, I'm afraid I wouldn't be able to trust a man I just robbed. So I'm gonna hafta let my gang take you for a little ride. Been nice doing business with you."
Gunner smirked. "Thought you were a man of your word."
Waingrow raised an eyebrow. "Oh, they're not gonna kill you, Rider. Just gonna beat you to a pulp and leave you out in the middle of nowhere. I figure the heat and the vultures will do the rest."
* * *
They dumped him in the dust, battered and semi-conscious. He lay there, tasting blood and dirt, hearing their laughter and hooting fade away as they drove off into a fiery sunset. The sky was crimson; the heat still merciless even as evening fell. A lizard scuttled across the sand, stopping to peer with crusty, unblinking eyes before continuing its trek. Gunner dragged himself across the stony ground; teeth gritted from the effort of moving through so much pain. He made it three long yards before his injuries caught up, yanking him to the darkness. To the flames…
* * *
He was there again. Fire all around and smoke so dense, choking him. Searing his lungs. Still, he ran toward the building. His skin blistered, his eyes blurred, tears carving tracks into his sooty face. Raspy laughter echoed around him. When he turned, the figure was barely visible. A silhouette, standing in the middle of the flames as if heat couldn't harm him. As if the fire was his to obey. Crimson lights blazed under the brim of his hat where his eyes should have been. A limp body lay prone in his arms. He extended it to Gunner as if offering a sacrifice, laughing with a sound like gravel raked across concrete. The flames rose higher and higher.
* * *
Gunner sat up, gasping for breath, blinking in the grainy light that effused between the window shutters. The room was dim and dusty, poorly furnished, with cracks threading the adobe walls. He lay on a rubber mat on the floor, covered by a threadbare sheet. A medical wrap encircled his torso, feeding accelerators into his bloodstream through nanosensors to quicken the healing process.
Every movement produced a jolt of agony, but he managed to lean over and pick up one of his boots and unscrew the heel. Inside the cavity was a small stack of bullion cards, a jackknife, a couple of cheroots, a pack of matches, and a cylindrical pack of painkillers.
He removed everything, put the knife and bulls in his pocket, and popped the top of the painkillers, dropped two in his mouth, and swallowed them. Gritting his teeth, he stood and picked his shirt off the battered end table, fingering the bullet hole. Glancing at his shoulder, he saw the bullet was removed, and the wound treated and bandaged. The same with the wound in his thigh.
The door creaked open as he buttoned up his shirt. The old preacher walked in with a stack of threadbare clothes, followed by an equally aged woman wrapped in a fringed shawl and her iron-colored hair braided in long pigtails. She carried a bowl of steaming water in her gnarled hands.
The preacher's eyes widened. "What are you doing up, vaquero? You shouldn't even be awake."
"Got places to go," Gunner said, flipping a gold bull on the table. "That's for your hospitality."
"You'll not get far in your shape," the preacher said. "The healing accelerators only work if you're in a state of rest. You need more days, or your wounds will fester."
"My wounds never stop festering, Padre. Figure these won't slow me down much. How did you happen to find me?"
"I followed you. Used the sand cycle you spared. I was headed to the town as well, you see."
Gunner frowned. "Didn't the folks there just try to hang you?"
"Not the folks. The Judge and his men. They didn’t like the message of reckoning that I preached."
"Yeah, people get mighty prickly when you publicly condemn them. Guess you saw the ambush, then."
"Just missed it. When I topped the hill, they were beating you up something bad. I waited until they loaded you up and followed from a distance until they dumped you in the desert. After that, I brought you here. Camilla patched up your wounds and bathed you. Trimmed you up a bit too. She says you looked like a wild man."
The old woman set her bowl on the table and motioned for Gunner to sit in a rickety wooden chair. When he ignored her, she surprised him by placing a firm hand against his chest. Lips compressed, she shook her head and gestured again.
"Siéntese, por favor."
He gave her an amused grin and sat, ruining the moment by wincing in pain. She gave him a knowing nod, tsking as she peeled his shirt back and removed the bandage. Shaking her head, she turned to the bowl of water, breaking a capsule of antiseptic powder and stirring it into the liquid. Dipping a clean rag into the frothing concoction, she dabbed it against his bullet wound. The puckered flesh sizzled.
"Ouch," Gunner said.
The preacher leaned against the wall; his amusement nearly hidden behind his thick white mustaches. "Stings a bit, but it'll patch you up right quick. Camila thought you might be out for a few more hours, but it seems you're not the type with the good sense to know when to rest."
"Guess I'll rest forever when I'm dead, Padre."
The preacher raised a shaggy eyebrow. "Pablo."
"What's that?"
"That's my name, amigo. Not Padre."
"Thought you preachers preferred being called Father."
"Not so, my friend. Haven't you ever heard of the scripture: 'do not call anyone on earth your father, for you have one Father, who is in heaven?'"
Gunner winced as Camila treated his thigh wound. "Don't think I have, Pablo. Who said that?"
"Your Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, said those words."
"That so? Well, why do the church priests always want to be called Father or Pastor and such?"
"Many such men seek glory and prominence from their parishioners, stealing what belongs to Jah." Pablo shrugged. "Nothing new."
"Yeah. Nothing new. Well, since we're making introductions, my name's Gunner. Not vaquero." Gunner glanced at Camila as she finished applying new bandages and picked up her medicine bowl. "Gracias, señora."
"Más remedio tiene un muerto." She patted his hand and gave him a wrinkled smile before shuffling across the room and out the door.
Gunner barked a raspy laugh. "'Even a dead man has more to hope for.' A real sweetheart, ain't she?"
"She speaks her truth," Pablo said. "Claims she doesn't have the time to mince words. I can do nothing with her. She's even older than I am."
"Nothing wrong with being honest," Gunner said. "I appreciate a straight shooter, even if she says I don't have a chance in hell. I don't believe her, though. Been hurt way worse than this, and I'm still kicking."
"She wasn't talking about your wounds, Gunner. She was talking about your soul. I have heard your name before. Tales from the railroad and travelers come through the Town. Sharpshooter, gunfighter. Lawman turned hunter of Ferals. Stories say you took a thousand Feral scalps. That you ran with the most vicious band of bounty killers, and once burned down half the city of Laredo in a drunken rage."
"Yeah. Lots of stories." Gunner glanced around the room. "Mind telling me where the hell I'm at, Pablo?"
"You're in a farming village in Nueva Esperanza. Or New Mexico, if you prefer. Some still call it that, despite being a Territory of Mexico for decades now." He offered Gunner the clothes. "Nothing fancy, but better than the bloody rags you were wearing."
"Much obliged. So, what village is this? No name?"
"We don't bother with names in this part of the country. Nothing lasts long enough to bother."
Gunner quickly dressed, buttoning his shirt in practiced fashion. "How far away are we from the Town?"
"A few miles. Why, are you planning on heading over there?"
"Yep. Got a score to settle with the bandits that worked me over. Plus, I need to get my Steed back."
Pablo sadly shook his head. "Feet in a hurry to run to badness. You're fortunate you weren't killed, Gunner. Why not take that blessing and leave well enough alone? Judgment is coming to that place, mark my words. On the eve of the storm, the town will reap the fire and blood they have sown. You don't want to be around when that comes to pass."
"This whole region is in the middle of the drought season, Pablo. By the time a storm comes, I'll have finished my business and been long gone."
"The will of God is more powerful than any drought. But if you insist on following this path, you may ride with me."
"You're still going back? After what you just told me?"
"My mission is a godly one, amigo. I go where God's spirit directs and speak the words He compels me to speak."
"Even if it means another noose around your neck?"
"A slave is not greater than his master. Didn't the Lord die for us both? If I should fall in death, I have faith I will see life again."
Gunner slid the duster on and picked up his hat from the table. "You're a braver man than most, Pablo. But I gotta warn you: I'm not saving your neck a second time. You get in trouble in Town; you're on your own. I'm going there for my Steed, and then I'm gone."
Pablo grinned as he walked to the door. "Not to worry. I was doing this long before you got here, señor."
He led Gunner outside, into the dry heat and blazing sunlight. The village consisted of squat adobe huts and a few buildings composed of junk wood and metal. Dust storms had claimed several buildings and submerged rusty vehicle husks. A few women wandered the streets of packed earth; others sat in the meager shade tending to various tasks, all around the same age as Pablo. The villagers regarded Gunner silently, disapproval sharp on their weathered faces. Several yards away, a large group of children frolicked on a square of stunted grass, playing with makeshift toys under the watchful eyes of a pair of grandmotherly women.
Gunner grunted. "A lot of old women and kids."
"The Town breeds widows and orphans at an alarming rate. Many flee from the violence and eventually find their way here."
A crowd of children immediately surrounded him; arms waving, grubby hands outstretched, large eyes shining, toothy smiles flashing. Pablo laughed softly, calling each child by name as he reached into a small sack and passed homemade candies into eager fingers.
"Easy, easy. I'll be back soon. Watch after things until I get back, comprende?"
The women stared from windows and doorways, solemn-faced as if at a funeral procession. Gunner glanced at Pablo.
"They look like they're not expecting you to come back."
Pablo kept his eyes forward. "Experience has taught them many hard truths about living in a lawless land. A lot of hope has been buried in these red hills."
"I don't see any guns here, old man. How in the world do you expect to protect your own if you won't fight?"
Pablo stopped in his tracks. "You mean kill? Even if we were so faithless — old men and children against seasoned shooters and killers? It would be a bloodbath. But no, we would not take up arms against our oppressors. This is an oasis of love and forgiveness, Gunner. Not of hatred and violence."
Gunner flicked his eyes over the villagers. "If there's one thing I know, it's that violence doesn't stay in one place. It hunts. You don't have to look for it. You can try to hide from it. But it tracks you down. A place like this…it's like an injured sheep out in the wild. The beasts will be coming, mark my words."
"The beasts have already arrived," Pablo said. "This is their territory. And the only reason we live is that we're useful to them."
He pointed to the fields of geodesic dome greenhouses and bio shelters that surrounded the village, where green crops were visible behind the transparent panes. Unlike the town, the greenhouses were new and clean, glinting in the harsh sunlight like newly cut diamonds. Women and children went in and out the buildings with slumped shoulders and exhausted steps, heads downcast as they trudged along, weighed down by tools, bundles, and sachets.
"Some years ago, the Town was a modest trading post. They called it New Jerusalem; can you believe that? This area was once rich and fertile; farmland as far as the eye could see. The irrigation was well maintained, and the farms provided for the townsfolk. Wheat, soy, corn, potatoes, watermelon, peanuts, along with some fruit trees and herbs. The Town paid for our provisions, and everyone got along well enough. But then the Judge and his gang rode in and seized control. Anyone who stood up against him was killed. And in short time, no one was left to challenge his claim."
Gunner struck a match against the palm of his hand and lit his cigar. "The gang that robbed me. They work for the Judge?"
"Si, amigo. The same one who forced us to work the farm. Not for food, but for the right to live."
He rolled back his sleeve, revealing a barcode imprinted on the skin of his forearm.
"Branding us and injecting trackers so we can't escape. We used to maintain the machines that did the work in the greenhouses. Now, the machines break down more often than not, but the Judge doesn't care to provide parts or repairs. He says we can do the same work that the machines can, not caring to understand how computer upgrades and climate control are essential. When crops fail, he makes examples. When workers try to flee, he makes examples. And all the while, the production lessens. Soon, there will be no more crops to provide food for the Town. And when that day arrives, the Judge will have no use for the people here. I fear that what was once New Jerusalem has instead become Gehenna, the Valley of Slaughter."
Gunner's eyes narrowed as he focused on some of the examples left to rot on stakes in the dirt outside the greenhouses. Ragged enough to be mistaken as scarecrows until he gave them a second glance and saw they were bodies. The flesh had long been picked clean by scavengers, the ragged clothes faded, nearly colorless from baking in the relentless sun. The skulls grinned at him, empty sockets staring into oblivion.
"They don't let us take them down for a proper burial," Pablo said. "The Judge enjoys his brutal delights."
"I'm sure he does," Gunner said. "You sure you want to show your face in Town again? A man that does this sure ain't gonna take it easy on you the second time around."
"The spirit of Jah instructs me to deliver His message of judgment to the wicked in that place, and I have no right to question the will of God. So yes, I will return."
Gunner kept his eyes on the rotting corpses. "Guess I'll ride with you, then."

Chapter 3: Valley of Gehenna

A boy that couldn't be older than nine years old drove like a madman.
The truck had no roof and no doors. The body was scarred, pitted with holes, missing the fenders and pretty much anything else besides the engine and wheels. It rattled and creaked as if about to fall apart any second, kicking up clouds of dust behind it. Gunner had his scarf over his face to keep the grit from choking him. He gritted his teeth and held onto the roof handle to keep from being thrown out of the vehicle every time it hit a crevice or bump, with was practically every other second. It was a relief when the Town finally came into view.
At first glance, it looked like a massive junkyard, until a closer look revealed the scrap piles were actually buildings. It appeared to have originated as an ancient steel plant, the bare bones having survived the Cataclysm, but just barely. Several generations had either tried to restore the plant or turn it into something else, each attempt leaving unfinished silos, skywalks, towers, and piping behind as a testament to their ambitions and ultimately, their failures, as only the shadow of their work remained; majestic ruins in the spirit of mighty Ozymandias.
The rest of the town appeared to have grown organically in the shadows of the plant, consisting mainly of corroded shipping container architecture, rickety wooden units, and buildings constructed from whatever junk or scrap could be used for construction. A battered concrete wall plated with rusty corrugated sheet metal surrounded the Town, more as a barrier marker than to keep anything in or out. Grit covered everything; the only colors were rusty reds and dusty browns.
The truck pulled to a stop a hundred yards away from the Town's entranceway. Pablo glanced at the boy and smiled.
"Good job, Javier. Don't wait for us — take the truck straight back to the village, comprende?"
The boy grinned. "Si, señor."
Gunner jumped out the truck, wincing as pain lanced through his injured leg. Adjusting his hat, he turned to Pablo.
"Don't know why you didn't just drive here yourself."
Pablo watched as Javier turned the truck around and drove away, tiny figure bouncing in the driver's seat. "They'd just steal the truck."
"Truck's worthless."
"Men rarely steal and rob because something is valuable. They do it because they can." Pablo looked at the city walls and took a deep breath as if bracing himself for what waited inside.
Gunner glanced at him. "Last chance to turn around, old man. I don't know what you think you hear in your head, but I saved your life. Not God. I'd hate to think it was just a waste of my time."
Pablo's eyes crinkled in amusement. "Mercy is never a waste of time, Gunner. Come on — time to face what's coming."
They walked to the gatehouse: a squat, ugly wooden shack attached to the town wall adjacent to the entranceway, which was sealed off by laser bars designed to short out the motors of any unauthorized vehicle.
A heavyset man in a faded leather aviator cap leaned out of the window, peering suspiciously. Sweat trickled down his sunburned brow into his long, unkempt beard, and the reeking stink of alcohol and armpits wafted from the cramped interior.
"Hola, Tucker," Pablo said. "We'd like to go inside, por favor."
Tucker snatched a pair of goggles and slid them over his eyes. "Preacher? Weren't you supposed to be swinging by your neck? The Judge is in a rage over the bodies you left in the dirt. Clyde was one of his favorite nephews, you know."
"He'll have another favorite soon. He always does."
"You got a lotta grit showing your face, Preacher. I almost hate to turn you in. But you know I gotta make the call. The Judge almost had my head last time I just let someone just waltz on through. Lucky I ain't the one hanging by the neck."
"I won't take it personally, amigo."
Tucker picked up a two-way radio. "Gonna need some men out front. The preacher is out here. Yeah, that preacher. Okay. I'll hold him here 'till you come get 'im."
He put the radio down, squinting at Gunner. "Who are you supposed to be — his bodyguard? Not exactly gonna be a healthy occupation in the next few seconds."
Gunner kept his eyes on the entrance. "Caught a ride on the way in. I'm just looking for work."
A group of burly men approached, led by a tall, wiry woman in black from her boots to the open crown cowboy hat on her head. Her face was diamond-shaped with high cheekbones, her dark eyes hard as onyx chips, her nose sharp, her mouth the only soft thing about her. Slender as a whip, with two revolvers strapped to her narrow hips and a predatory swagger to her stride. Dark hair spilled from her hat past her shoulders, swaying in the wind.
The laser bars hissed as they disengaged, allowing the crew to step outside the walls. Six men total, all well over six feet and built like bricklayers, faces fixed in the sociopathic grins of violent beasts. They formed a semicircle around Pablo and Gunner, muscles tensed, fingers tight on baton handles and rifle butts.
"Well, I'll be damned," the leader said. He spoke through a thick gray mustache, the only indicator of his age. The rest of him was hard as knotted wood. A Marshal badge flashed on his vest. "If it ain't the Preacher. What happened to Clyde and the boys, old man? I know it wasn't you that did the killing; you being a righteous man and all."
His cold blue eyes flicked over to Gunner. "Maybe it was your new friend here. Only he ain't even carrying. He one of your converts, that it?"
"He's a drifter that caught a ride to town with me," Pablo said. "As far as Clyde and the others, they chose to do the Devil's work, and they paid the price. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God."
The Marshal slammed a rifle butt into Pablo's stomach, doubling him over. "It was bullets that killed them boys, not God. And you're gonna tell me who cashed 'em in, or I'll make you wish your neck was stretched the first time."
He raised the rifle again but was stopped by Gunner's firm hand on his wrist.
"That's enough."
The Marshal stared in disbelief. "You gone plumb loco, stranger? Guess we gotta lump you in with the old man. Won't be a problem. No problem at all."
Gunner kept his hand locked on the Marshal's arm, cutting his eyes at the men closing in with heavy scowls and gritted teeth, noting their weapons, the guarded way they approached. He glanced down at the Marshal's gun holstered at his side, then back up at the lawman.
"You ready to meet the Reaper, Marshal?"
The Marshal's lips peeled back in a snarl. "No. But it looks like you are."
Everyone moved at once, hands darting for weapons, but one and all they were frozen in place by the woman's commanding voice.
"Stop."
Gunner turned, releasing his grip on the Marshal's revolver. The woman hadn't moved other than to hook her thumbs in the wide belt around her waist. The toothpick in the corner of her mouth was the only thing that moved, working up and down as she chewed it. She jerked her head at the Marshal.
"Wiley, take the preacher to the cage and lock him up."
His face reddened. "Baron, we got men dead on account of that old coot. By all rights, I should put a slug in his brainpan right here and now."
Her eyes narrowed into slits. "The Judge has men dead. It's his problem. Now run along and do as you're told. Take the rest of the boys with you. Go on now."
Wiley gave Gunner a venomous glare before reaching down and jerking Pablo to his feet. Shoving him forward, he motioned to the other men. They followed him through the town gates, glaring at Gunner as they passed. After a few moments he was left alone with the Baron, who studied him with hooded eyes.
"You're either very stupid or very dangerous. You got a name, cowboy?"
"Gunner."
The toothpick stopped in midmotion. "The Gunner? As in the scourge of the Ferals in Texas? The same one that got into a shootout in El Paso that left thirty bodies eating dirt?"
Gunner shrugged. "Lots of stories. I don't bother sorting them out."
She peeled her glove back, tapping on the holoband around her wrist, casting a screen into the air that displayed a bounty sheet with Gunner's picture on it. "Pic's old. You didn't have those scars then. If you're the same man, that is. This says you're worth a mil in gold bulls from a bounty in Texas. Makes you a walking lottery ticket."
"Plan on cashing in?"
"No, but I'm pretty sure someone will. Then again, most everyone in Town has a bounty on their head. I won't tell if you don't." She shut the screen down and gestured. "Come on — let's take a walk. I think you might feel right at home here."
He followed her past the gates, matching her stride along the broad main street. The sounds of the Town were nearly overwhelming: shouting voices, rumbling vehicles, humming generators, whirring drones, barking dogs, all intermingled together. And over it all was a rumbling, clanking sound that came from the power station that towered over the rest of the buildings, rusty and ancient-looking. He noted the number of cameras on every corner and nook. Electric eyes were everywhere.
They stepped to the side as a giant motorized bipedal walker stomped by with a load of lumber, operated by a hefty man who looked more beard than anything else. A few riders trotted by on lizard horses. One of the genetic crossbreeds hissed at him, long black tongue flicking from its mouth. The rider jerked the reins, guiding the beast down the street.
Gunner kept pace as the Baron continued her swaggering walk. "What are you gonna do with the preacher?"
"Lock him up for now. The Judge will have the final word on that." The Baron gave Gunner a sidelong glance. "Lots of wild stories told about you. The wildest one I hear is you were a lawman once. How true is that?"
He grunted. "I was a lot of things once."
The townspeople were a varied assortment differentiated not by gender, social, or financial status, but by predatory nature. There was a visible pecking order seen in the dropped heads and wary steps of the oppressed versus the strutting, lounging manner of the killers that populated the Town as if homegrown there. Mercenaries, gunfighters, Nimrods, and desperados sat on balconies, leaned against buildings, or simply went about their business; Mexicans in big cowboy hats and sashes on their waists, Nubians with long dreadlocks, braids, and painted faces, Tribespeople wearing markings of their societies in wide and varied assortments of beaded and brocaded garments and jewelry. Nearly every face was unfriendly, almost every stare challenging, creating an undercurrent of barely restrained violence that could erupt at any given second.
"This place started as a trading town," the Baron said. "The mines birthed it. They found a lode of hectorite here a few decades ago that started the boom."
"Hectorite. They use it to harvest lithium for fusion, right?'
"Exactly. That was before crimsonium was discovered on Mars. Once blood shards were found to be a much richer yield for fusion, mining for hectorite and other minerals on earth went bust. This place nearly became a ghost town, but it was saved by being off the rails. Blood shards still have to be hauled, and the Town was able to survive as a layover for maintenance and trade since it's the only stop a hundred miles in any direction."
A man exploded out the doors of a nearby saloon, hitting the ground in a cloud of dust. A woman followed, long braided ponytail swinging as she stalked out with a murderous expression on her heavily scarred face. The man cursed, scrambling to his feet while reaching for his sidearm. The woman pulled her gun faster, firing two booming shots that put the man flat on his back, limp and lifeless.
She looked up at the Baron, who tipped her hat in response. "What's this all about, Janey?"
"Caught that cheating dog red-handed in a game of Jackpots. Weren't nothing else to do but teach him a lesson."
"Hard for him to learn when he's dead."
"Oh, the lesson weren't for him. It's for anyone else that might think of doing the same."
The Baron shook her head, trying to hide her amusement. "Better check in with Marshal Wiley, then. Might have to hang up your irons for a couple of days until this gets sorted out."
"C'mon, Baron. How am I supposed to defend myself with buck naked leather?"
"We both know you're capable, Jane."
Janey responded with a sinister grin. "We do at that, Baron. I'm off to see Wiley now." Pausing, she narrowed her eyes at Gunner. "Say, do I know you?"
"Don't think so," Gunner said.
"Huh." She hopped off the saloon deck and sauntered down the street, taking a last suspicious look at Gunner before getting lost in the crowd.
The Baron glanced at Gunner. "Things have changed since the Judge took over. This place has grown so lawless that the railing companies bypass it, taking the longer routes through the Badlands. Now, the main trade that keeps the place going is in hired guns."
"Hired guns, huh?"
"Yeah. No shortage of folks that hire Nimrods to track bounties, or need men to escort them across the territory. Plenty of gangs looking to stock up on gunmen too, I hate to admit."
"So bandits are allowed free rein around here. I'd never have guessed."
"It's not to my liking," the Baron said. "I'm more of a law and order type. And since the railroad stopped coming, it's been bad business for everyone. Not a day goes by without another body fertilizing the ground. So much blood spilled that the ground is saturated. They say that's why the sand is so red around here. I'd like for things to change. Become civilized. But it's not my call."
"The Judge makes that call, I guess."
"That's right."
"Don't sound like you're his greatest fan."
"I'm a practical person. Any fool can see that the way he runs things isn't good for commercial enterprise."
"So why doesn't anyone do anything about it?"
"If it were that easy, it would've been done by now." She jerked her thumb at a saloon across the street, one of the few buildings that had a coat of paint on it. A painting of a woman slashing a man's throat and catching the blood in a wine goblet was mounted above the entrance. "This is Bloody Mary. My joint. C'mon, I'll buy you a drink."
He walked through the planked doors. The interior was spacious, sporting a long paneled mahogany bar, scuffed hardwood flooring, poker tables, a pool table, a massive wrought-iron chandelier, and a polished self-playing piano in the corner playing a jaunty tune.
Heads turned as they entered, weighing, accessing. He ignored the distrustful looks, walking over to the bar and nodding to the slender barkeep. Like most bartenders, it was an android, rolling on wheels behind the bar. It looked over, expressionless behind its iron mustache and monocle over one eye.
"Red Eye," Gunner said.
The whiskey slid his way. The Baron leaned beside him against the polished bar, propping her elbows on the countertop. "Looked like you and Janey have a history."
"A brief one. It might hit her later. I got a wash and a shave since she last saw me."
"When was that?"
"When she and her gang robbed me yesterday."
The Baron whistled. "You sure you're the Gunner I heard about? Don't seem like he'd let a two-bit bunch like Waingrow and his bunch get the jump on him."
He downed the whiskey. "Maybe I'm not that guy. But I'm here to get my Steed back. Figure I can do it the easy way or the hard way."
"What's the easy way?"
"You're a person of authority, it appears. Maybe you inquire into the matter."
"Maybe I do. But you should know that nothing comes for free in this Town. What's the hard way?"
"I look into the matter myself. Tracking down each member of the gang until I get what I want. And I'll start with Janey."
"That's gonna bring a heap of trouble on your head. Janey is one of the Judge's granddaughters. Mess with her, and you mess with the Judge."
"Everyone around here related to the Judge?"
"Not everyone, but a lot of his people are. He doesn't trust anyone but family. And he brought in a lot of blood into this place."
"Is that so? Well, maybe I'll just skip the little fish and go straight to the Judge myself."
A smile slid across the Baron's face. "Just walk on in and have a face-to-face? I'd like to see that. But tell you what — before you do something stupid and get yourself shot, let me look into the matter. I'll see what I can do."
"Hey, Gunner!"
They turned around as a clean-cut man in a suit and bowler hat lurched up from his seat at a nearby table. He had his holoband open to a Wanted poster, stalking over with his other hand hovering over one of his pistols.
"Yeah, I recognize you. Scanned your face when you came in. You're worth a lot of bulls, you know that? One mil alive, three hundred thousand dead. Which means someone has something personal against you, my friend. Now, I'd rather take you alive, but either way you're coming with me."
All eyes had turned in their direction. The poker games paused; the conversations stopped. The Baron didn't say a word, observing with a small smile on her lips.
Gunner gave the Nimrod a cool glance. "Looks like you got me at a disadvantage. You know who I am. But I don't know you from a stick in the mud."
The man stuck out his chest. "The name's Arthur Bright. I know you heard of me."
Gunner's eyes narrowed. "The Texas Terror. Every man with a bounty on his head has heard of you."
"That's right. Because I'm the best Nimrod in the business. I've had an eye out for you for a long time. Guess this is my lucky day."
"Maybe it is, maybe it ain't. Because there's something that Wanted poster ain't telling you, Texas Terror."
"Yeah? What's that?"
"The number of other folks that tried to collect that bounty. A lot of Nimrods better than you have tried. Now, are you gonna let me finish drinking in peace and go about your business, or do you wanna get your name added to the list?"
Arthur hesitated, taking a quick look around before zeroing in on Gunner's empty holsters. "Hell, you ain't even heeled. You can't intimidate me by tough talk. Now gimme your wrists. I'm taking you in."
"Gotta kill me first," Gunner said, "and I don't think you got the stones."
Arthur licked his lips, eyes shifting. "I'll do it."
Gunner sneered. "Seems like all you'll do is talk. Go ahead and pull. Or is flapping your gums the only thing you're good at?"
"Don't insult me. I'll put you down. I got the right." He cut a quick look at the Baron. "I got the right, don't I?"
She spread out her arms. "No law against taking a bounty out."
He focused on Gunner again. "You hear that? Give yourself up, or I cut you down."
Gunner stifled a yawn behind his hand. "You gonna kill me with a bullet or with boredom? If you were the real Texas Terror, you'd have already shot by now."
A bead of sweat trickled down Arthur's face. "What do you mean, the real one?"
"I'm saying you're not Arthur Bright. Because I rode with Arthur. I robbed with him, and I ran down bounties with him. I was there when he died. We were ambushed by Slasher Bob and his gang of no-good cutthroats. Both me and Arthur took more shots than a professional drunkard, but we managed to put Slasher Bob down like the mangy beast he was. Arthur died two days later, cursing the doctors to hell. So like I said — you ain't Arthur Bright. You're just a two-bit charlatan posing as a man whose air you wouldn't be fit to breathe."
"Damn you." The conman reached for his revolver.
Gunner threw the whiskey glass with a flick of his wrist. It smashed into the imposter's forehead with a loud crack, stunning him. Leaping from his barstool, Gunner snatched the conman's revolver from the holster and clubbed him behind the ear with it. The pretender crumpled to the floor as if his knees shattered.
Gunner slid the gun into one of his holsters. "You still got one gun left. You wanna keep disgracing Arthur's name, you meet me outside and we'll settle up right now." He glanced at the Baron. "Hope this ain't gonna get me in trouble with the law."
The Baron raised an eyebrow. "No trouble at all. We play it pretty loose around here, so long as the fight is fair and square."
"Much obliged."
He turned and strode out the saloon, walking ten paces into the street before turning around with a hand hovering over the revolver. Passersby stopped to stare, anticipating a showdown. The Baron stepped out of the saloon, followed by the majority of the patrons, most excitedly taking bets on the outcome.
The conman burst out the doors a few seconds later, rubbing the back of his head with a murderous frown. "It doesn't matter whether I'm Arthur Bright or not. In a few seconds, I'm gonna be the man that killed the notorious Gunner."
Gunner gave his beard stubble a lazy scratch. "In a few seconds, you're gonna be dead."
The imposter took a few steps forward, fingers dancing over the grip of his revolver. "That so? Well, just say the word."
"Waiting on you."
The conman hand darted for his gun. It hadn't even cleared leather before Gunner's shot rang out. The imposter's eyes widened, staring at Gunner in shock. Blood bubbled on his lips. He tottered a few steps before falling face-first into the street. Cheers rang out in the street, people laughed or moaned depending on what bets they made.
Gunner holstered the gun and stuck a cheroot in his mouth, striking a match off his palm to light it. The Baron strolled over, an impressed look on her face.
"Not too shabby."
He grunted. "Taking the wind out of a bag of hot air? Nothing to brag about."
"Well, as I said — I'll look into things for you. I guess you'll be staying in Town for a while."
"Just long enough to recover my Steed, then I'm gone."
"Might take a day or two. I think I have a room available upstairs. I'll give you an advance on it if you're interested."
"How do you know I can pay you back?"
The Baron smiled. "I get the feeling you'll find a way to enrich yourself pretty quickly around here." She handed him a pile of bulls. "Speaking of, these are for you — your cut of the bets. Winner gets a percentage. Consider it a perk of staying alive."
"Thanks. I'll consider the room. For now, I think I'll explore the Town a bit."
"Suit yourself. I'll see you around."
"Yeah. Thanks for the drinks."
He strode away, aware of the eyes watching him, gossip rippling through the crowds like wildfire. He ignored it, going only a few paces before furtive movement caught his eye. He stopped, squinting. A small figure crouched under the blistered deck of the inn across the street. The face was mostly obscured by a wide hood shadowing the features, but Gunner glimpsed gray, mottled skin and yellow eyes that flashed, reflecting the light. The figure caught his gaze and quickly scampered further under the deck, vanishing in the darkness.
Exhaling a stream of smoke, Gunner took a last look before continuing along his way, striding further into the dusty heart of the Town.

Chapter 3: Preacher of Righteousness

Paradise Inn was a half-crumbling ruin of singed wood barely held together by hastily erected rusty structural beams. The proprietor was a short man, stout in stature with a shiny bald head and a kindly look in his eyes when he looked up from the stove in the corner.
"Sorry, stranger. Place ain't open yet. Still renovating."
Gunner placed a gold bullion card on the counter. "For a room and meals. And conversation."
Roscoe's eyes gleamed when he picked the card up. "For a gold bull, you can have my room. It's the only one worth a damn in this dive. Take it as long as you like. What do I call you?"
"Gunner."
"I'm Roscoe Gibbs, the latest proprietor of this here Paradise Inn."
"The latest?"
"Property switches hands often in this Town. You probably noticed it looks like somebody tried to burn the place to cinders. And you're right — it was firebombed by the Judge's thugs when the last owner got behind on his protection payments. No one else was in a hurry to claim the property, so I made a lowball bid and got it for a song."
Gunner removed his duster coat and hat, setting them on the seat of a rickety old chair and eased himself onto a bench that creaked ominously under his weight. "What makes you think you won't fare the same way as the last owner?"
"I'm no drunk and not a bad gambler, so I reckon I'll do just fine. The interior might not look like much. Exterior, either. But I got a solarium in the back where I'll grow fresh produce and tobacco. The fusion reactor managed to escape damage, so I got power to spare. Got a deal with a bootlegger for my liquor, so all that's left is a little renovation. I can rent a few robots to do the bulk of that. Shouldn't take more than a week before I'm open for business."
He set a bowl of steaming stew in Gunner's hands. "What brings you to the Town? I figure you for a gunman looking for work. Yeah — you got that hard glint in your eyes and steel in your step like you know how to throw lead with the best of 'em. You a Nimrod? Fugitive? Bank robber? Or just one of those jack of all trades?"
"I got robbed by Waingrow and his crew yesterday. I want my Steed and guns back."
Roscoe shook his head. "That's more trouble than it's worth. You can get a new Steed and new guns. Can't get your life back, though. Waingrow is one of the Judge's main hands. Ranges back and forth robbing folks and brings the spoils to the Judge. They call him the Bushwhacker. He's actually pretty reasonable for a bandit, but it ain't wise to get on his bad side."
Gunner spoke between bites of hot stew. "Seems like everything runs through the Judge around here. I'm guessing he must have pretty deep pockets."
"Oh, yeah. Got rich somewhere in banking somewhere in Arkansas. Way I hear it, he stole all his customer's money and made his way across the Territories until he shook the dogs off his tail. He muscled his way in here, established himself as the de facto mayor, and taxes every enterprise in the Town. Took a hefty share off the blood shard trade too before that dried up."
"I talked to the Baron earlier. She seems to think the Judge is to blame for chasing the blood shard business off."
"There's a lot of blame to go around. Don't be fooled by the Baron's civilized exterior. Inside, she's as cold and mean as the worst of them. You didn't hear that from me, by the way."
"Won't be the first time someone hid their face behind a mask. What's her position here? Does she work for the Judge?"
"The Baron? She'd say she works with the Judge. And that's about the right of it. The Judge has the manpower, runs the guns, and controls the currency, but the Baron oversees the operations of the Town. It's because of her that the place hasn't been run into the ground."
"How's that?"
"She got the mines running again. Got some labcoats in here to overhaul the generator to use lithium synthesis again so the town can keep running once the blood shards ran out. That's the loud sound you hear coming from the old mill. Makes a helluva racket, but no one complains. Beats the hell outta not having power."
"And Marshal Wylie? He's in her pocket from the looks of it."
"Yeah, he's her right-hand man."
"What about the Sheriff?"
"Dead. Random shootout, or so it was made to look."
"You don't think so?"
"He was the Judge's man. With him gunned down, the Judge takes another hit."
"Another?"
"The Judge has been on the receiving end of some pretty bad luck lately. His people are dropping like flies. Just a few weeks back, his favorite nephew went and got shot by some Nimrod he was trying to get saucy with. Well, the Judge didn't like that too much, so he sent a whole squad of his men to chase the Nimrod down. That didn't end so well when her squad turned out to be better than his. A whole lotta bodies were left in the dirt from that fiasco. And just yesterday, his other favorite nephew got filled with lead while out trying to hang the preacher fella."
Gunner coughed into his hand. "Sounds pretty bad."
"Yep. Caused the Judge to be spread out pretty thin for the time being. And with him being in a foul mood, he's been pressing pretty hard to collect his dues. Whole town's a pressure cooker right now. On top of that, someone keeps messing with the generator."
"Messing like how?"
"Like stealing parts. Flipping switches and pulling wires. The town has periodic blackouts. Never used to happen. The Judge and the Baron aren't directly blaming each other, but the word on the street is that they're nearly at the point of going to war. I tell ya, all it'll take is a single match to make this whole place explode."
Gunner grinned. "Sounds about right."
"Right for what?"
"For a man to make a few quick bulls. I got a good feeling about this place."
"You shouldn't. This place is a den of serpents. Not a good idea to stir things up. Keep your head down and go about your business. Maybe you wake up to see tomorrow."
"Maybe. But that's no way for a man to live." Gunner stood, setting the bowl on the table. "Good stew. What was that meat — rat?"
"Rabbit."
"Close enough. Is there a place that sells clothes around here?"
"General store is two buildings down the street."
Gunner put his hat on. "Guess I'll mosey on over."
"Stay clear of trouble, Gunner. Room's in the back whenever you're ready."
"Where are you gonna sleep?"
"Upstairs. I'm pretty sure the floor will hold up."
Gunner strolled out the inn and over to the general store, a two-story frame building with MERCHANTILE on the faded sign. Men and women streamed in and out, carrying bundles to pack into their vehicles or load onto rusted auto-carts that chugged alongside them. Other people gathered on the spacious raised porch, talking gossip or interacting with the public screens to access banking accounts, read messages and bounties, or check on public events.
He walked through the double doors into the crowded interior. Display tables stocked goods of every sort, from food and drink to hardware, men and women's clothes, and more. Shelves, bins, and display cases lined on the walls, stuffed with household items, guns and ammo, machine and motor parts, used robots and androids, tobacco products and accessories, medical supplies, and an endless number of varied items. A clerk rang up customers behind a long countertop filled with so many impulse items that he was nearly hidden from sight.
Gunner passed a pair of old men seated across a table, playing checkers on a holographic board. Stopping by the men's clothing display, he picked out a pair of sturdy jeans, a loose-fitting tartan fabric shirt, and tried on several pairs of boots before settling on one. Glancing up, he caught a couple of men staring his direction, Nimrods from the look of them. One kept pointing to the display on his holoband, but the other shook his head.
"Didn't you hear? He just shot Arthur Bright dead right in front of the Baron's saloon. C'mon, before he puts you down the same way."
Gunner grinned as the smart one led his partner away. Taking his gear, he nodded to the clerk behind the counter. "I'm getting these. I'll take a pack of cheroots and some .44 rounds too. And a bottle of rye."
"What kind?"
"Bulleit. You can put everything in that leather messenger bag. I'll take that too."
Walking out the store, he slung the bag over his shoulder and tipped his hat at a pair of ladies passing by. The sun sank behind the buildings, casting shadows and turning the dust into glimmering motes. He paused, listening as a familiar voice carried over the din of the Town, fearless and strong.
"An avenger. An avenger approaches. He will arrive with the storm, bathing this Town in fire and sulfur. A destroyer comes, and the wicked will not escape his wrath. Tremble, you sinners. Repent and wash your hands of blood and violence. Flee from this place, for in just a few days, God's wrath will be upon you. A storm comes. It approaches, and it will not be late."
"Ain't no rain coming, you old fool," someone shouted. "If it did, I might just thank your God. This place is a dust bowl."
Laughter rippled through the gathered crowd. Gunner made his way through as others mocked and jeered. When he got to the center of the street, he saw the cause of the commotion.
A wrought-iron cage hung from a beam in the town square. Inside of it was Pablo, cramped so tight he could barely move. Despite the discomfort, he continued to deliver his sermon of judgment.
"Will you be like those who witnessed the construction of the Ark, but didn't heed the warning of Noah until it was too late? Will you be like those in Jericho, believing in the strength of their towering walls and fortifications until they came tumbling down? Will you be like those in Sodom and Gomorrah, indulging in lust and violence until the fires fell from heaven and devoured them all? Or will you be like those in Nineveh, repenting in dust and ashes and thereby moving Jah to stay His mighty hand?"
The crowds jeered, shouting and cursing. Some threw stones and junk metal, the impacts ringing as they struck the bars of the cage. Pablo continued his deliberation in spite of the mockery and missiles, gesturing like a master storyteller even as his voice was drowned out by boos and catcalls.
Gunner planted a cheroot between his teeth and shook his head. "You old fool. I tried to tell you."
Adjusting his bag, he turned and walked back to the inn as the crowds continued to shout and heckle behind him.
* * *
Fire all around and smoke so dense, choking him. Searing his lungs. Still, he ran toward the building. His skin blistered, his eyes blurred, tears carving tracks into his sooty face. Raspy laughter echoed around him. When he turned, the figure was barely visible. A silhouette, standing in the middle of the flames as if heat couldn't harm him. As if the fire was his to obey…
* * *
Gunner blinked his eyes open and slowly sat up, scrubbing a hand across his face. Moonlight bathed the room in orange light, its glow transformed by the constant film of dust that hung in the air. The clamor of the Town lessened, although drunken laughter and conversation drifted from the bars and saloons. A gunshot rang out, echoing like thunder. Two more shots boomed, followed by a momentary silence. Then the voices continued as if nothing happened. The streetlamps flickered, dimming for a few seconds before brightening again. The clamor from the power plant seemed to grow even louder.
Gunner got up from the lumpy mattress fully dressed, pausing to slide into his boots and throw on his duster before leaving the miniscule room. He paused by the tiny stove, plucking two sausages and a heel of bread left over from the dinner Rosco cooked earlier. The innkeeper's snores rumbled from upstairs, vibrating the floorboards. Gunner smiled, shaking his head as he wrapped the food in a cloth napkin, picked up a canteen of water, and walked out the door.
A bullet-riddled corpse was sprawled on the ground outside, illuminated by a pair of hovering drones. They circled the vicinity as a rusty robot trudged over, lifted the body, and set it on a wheeled cart. The drones floated upward as the robot nonchalantly pushed the cart away in the direction of the undertaker's building. People walked by without a glance, some even pointing at the bloodstained ground and laughing.
Gunner walked past, making his way to the cage in the town square, where Pablo sat slumped against the bars. Gunner dragged a crate from beside a nearby building and stood on it, stretching up to offer the canteen.
"Wake up, old man. Figured you gotta be thirsty."
Pablo's eyes dragged open. "Gunner. You shouldn't be here. You saw the cameras, didn't you? They watch everything. They're watching right now."
"Let 'em watch. I told you I wasn't gonna get you outta any more scrapes, and I meant it. Didn't mean I'd let you die of thirst."
Pablo accepted the canteen, tipping it back and taking careful swallows. Wiping his whiskers, he glanced down. "Gracias, amigo."
"Yeah. Can't say I didn't warn you, Pablo. You could be sleeping in your village right now, instead of being locked up like a dog in a cage."
"You don't like my accommodations? The view is better than most of the boarding homes and hotels around here."
"Very funny. Here, I brought you some grub too."
"Very generous of you. So, you've seen the Town up close now. What do you think?"
"It's dirty."
"Yes, it is — a terrible place. You should leave as soon as possible. This air in this place is infectious."
"The folks here don't look like they're sick, Pablo."
"No? Then you're not looking closely enough. I'm not talking about the air we breathe, although that's foul as well. I'm talking about the spirit of this place. The Holy Word speaks truly when it describes such people as lovers of self, covetous, boastful, haughty, blasphemers, disobedient, unthankful, disloyal, without natural affection, trucebreakers, without self-control, prideful, lovers of pleasures instead of lovers of God. This spirit spreads like a contagion, infecting all who dwell here. You would do well to forget what you lost and escape this place before it's too late."
Gunner snorted. "You just described every frontier town, every major city, and every Haven in the Territories. May as well leave the world behind if you're trying to escape the evils of society."
"Exactly."
"Exactly what?"
"Leave the world behind. It's not impossible."
"You sure I gave you water, old man? Because you sound like a man taken with whiskey."
"Wisdom from God appears as foolishness to the eyes of men. But again, we're talking about a state of mind. Jesus Christ himself said that his followers would be no part of the world just as he was no part of the world."
"Yeah, I know what he said."
"Ah," Pablo said, nodding with a knowing glint in his eyes. "I figured you for a spiritual man, Gunner. You've read the Word, haven't you?"
"Ain't nothing spiritual about me, old man. And no one reads the Bible anymore. Not since the Church restricted it to ordained men of the cloth."
"That hasn't stopped the devout from educating themselves apart from the so-called Holy Church of Divinity. Do you know why it's the only sanctioned religious organization in the Territories?"
"They claim because they're the true religion."
"But you don't believe them."
"I never said—"
"You don't have to." Pablo's gnarled hands tightened on the cage bars. "I hear it in your voice. Because if the Messiah's followers are to be no part of the world, how can a church be sanctioned by a human government? It goes against the very spirit of being a follower of Christ. Yet the church embraces their relationship with the government all the same, prostituting itself for the sake of status and privilege. They have a Divinity mission right here in this Town. The Judge is a prominent member, as is the Baron. They and their kind love to preen in front of the very people they subjugate, pretending they ascribe to a higher power. The same hypocrisy has prevailed throughout the ages, but true children of God know that righteousness is proved by works, not appearances."
"I'm sure that's all true, Pablo. But I didn't come here for a lecture on theology."
Pablo tilted his head. "No, you didn't. You came here because of troubled dreams."
Gunner's head snapped up. "You don't know anything about my dreams."
"I know you have trouble sleeping, Gunner. It's in your eyes. The strain of being hounded by demons from your past."
Gunner sat down on the crate, staring at his hands. "What do you know about it, Pablo? You walking on the path of righteousness and all."
Pablo's voice lowered. "I know more than you might guess. I haven't always walked this path, after all. Not too long ago I was lost, like so many are. Blown about by loss and rage, given to drinking and unruly behavior. Just another fool looking for a way out."
He sighed. "I can't remember a single time I got a good night's sleep during that period of my life. Maybe I could if I exhausted myself badly enough. Drank myself unconscious. Maybe then."
Gunner nodded, face grim. "I been from one place to the next, but nothing changes. Either you fight, or you're prey. But every time you fight, you kill a little piece of yourself. And I know the things I've done. I know they ain't right. I wear gloves on my hands so I don't have to think of the blood they've shed. Sometimes I try to fool myself into thinking I can go straight. Hang up my guns, wash the stains from my hands, and settle into a normal life."
"And why can't you?" Pablo asked. "Why can't you go home, Gunner?"
"Ain't got one."
"No family?"
"Not no more."
"Then you can make a fresh start. Begin again. Repent from your sins and be reborn. Relieve yourself of pains and sorrows, and accept the love and acceptance from your Father in Heaven. This is the gift that God gives you."
Gunner shook his head. "Maybe I don't want that gift right now. Maybe never. I got scores to settle."
"Vengeance belongs to God. Let Him settle your scores."
Gunner's jaw clenched as he stood and turned away. "God takes too long. I'm done waiting. Been done a long time ago."
Pablo looked at him sadly. "This man you asked about earlier. What did he do to you, Gunner? What did he take from you?"
"Everything," Gunner said. "And your God didn't lift a finger to stop him, either. So I figure He won't stop me from doing what I gotta do, either."

Chapter 4: Haughty Eyes

Gunner woke to the scent of coffee, bacon, and burnt toast. When he made his way to the main room, Roscoe was already drinking from a battered tin mug. He gave a welcoming nod to Gunner.
"Top of the morning, friend. You're looking pretty bleary-eyed for a man just waking up."
Gunner grunted. "How am I supposed to get sleep with you snoring like an injured bear?"
"If you're not snoring, you're not sleeping well."
"I wouldn't know. That bacon and eggs on the stove?"
"Yeah, but not for you."
"That's funny. I remember paying ahead for meals just yesterday."
"Oh, I ain't holding back any grub. Just you got better options, is all." Roscoe pointed to a note lying on the table.
Gunner picked it up. "An invitation to breakfast with the Judge at my earliest convenience. Huh."
Roscoe raised a shaggy eyebrow. "Reckon you made an impression."
"Yeah." Gunner glanced down at his dingy shirt. "Guess I'll change into my new clothes."
* * *
A few minutes later, he strolled onto the grounds of a manor-style building of weathered brick and clay shingles, standing in stark contrast with the surrounding structures by being clean and free of the reddish dust that covered most of the Town. Servants swept the grounds and wiped down the building and its furnishings with feverish dedication, and several automated blowers hummed as they kept the dust at bay.
Bodyguards lounged against the siding or played cards at a picnic table, laughing and talking trash. Gunner recognized Janey's scarred features when she looked up as he walked through the gate. Her eyes widened slightly. He ignored her, continuing his way to the door.
"Hey, gunfighter."
He paused, glancing back. She had turned around on the bench, leaning casually against the table. Too casually. He noticed her hand resting against the butt of her revolver. The other toyed with the cigarette in her mouth. Smoke spewed from her nostrils.
"You're the one we robbed and beat up the other day."
"Yeah."
The other players paused as the air practically crackled with tension. Eyes focused on Gunner, weighing out options, anticipating his next move. The guard by the door hefted his rifle as if ready to use it.
Janey kept her cool, eyes on Gunner as if speaking to a friend. "I heard about your gunfight yesterday. They say you're lightning quick. You come here to kill me?"
"Didn't expect to see you here. Came at the Judge's invitation."
"Yeah? The hell he wants to see you for?"
"Guess I'll find out when I see him."
"Yeah, I bet. Even so, I reckon we gotta settle up. Ain't never known a man to take a beating without coming for payback."
"Maybe so. But the thing is, you and your boys caught me fair and square. Could've put me down, but you didn't. I ain't the type to hold a grudge. What's done is done. So I'm hoping we can just put this behind us. I won't come for you if you don't come for me. That sound about right?"
She squinted at him in silence for a second before nodding. "Yeah, all right. But I'll be right here when you're done gabbing with the Judge, case you change your mind."
"Good enough."
He turned to the guard by the door, a burly man in a weathered poncho who spat in the gravel and nodded at Gunner's weapon.
"Gotta leave the six-shooter. Pick it up when you come back out."
Gunner removed the belt and holster and handed it to the guard, who stood to one side and allowed him to pass through the polished, brass-trimmed doors into the manor.
The interior was grand and spacious, restored to preserve the original design as if meant to be a museum instead of an inhabitable home. Wood was everywhere: on the walls, on the floor, and most of the furniture, buffed and polished, smelling of citrus polish and oil. Old paintings hung on the walls: portraits of grave faces with wise eyes, depictions of buffalo hunts and battles of the Old West.
A slim robot butler in a tuxedo approached, nodding its cylindrical head and rubbing gleaming metal fingers together.
"Mr. Gunner, I presume."
"Yeah."
"The Judge is waiting for you in his solarium. This way, please."
Gunner followed, walking through a hallway and across a sitting room with a private bar and billiards table before exiting through a set of glass sliding doors into the solarium outside. The morning sun blazed down, but the heat didn't touch the climate-controlled interior, where rose gardens and flowering trees bloomed, the walkways were paved with smooth rocks, and the grass was green and perfectly manicured.
Children ran and skipped across the grounds, smiling and laughing. Their faces were clean, their clothes new, their skin rosy with health. Their voices rang in the air as they jumped across the narrow stream that divided the grounds, playing tag or other games. Hidden vents created a cool breeze that stirred the branches and tousled the children's hair. They went about under the watchful eye of a solitary figure, standing at the far end of the solarium in a tattered overcoat and wide-brimmed slouch hat like a giant, protective scarecrow. His face was completely shadowed, though Gunner caught a glimmer under the brim of the hat, light reflecting off the man's eyes as if it were a beast in the guise of a human being. His presence prickled Gunner's senses, invoking a surge of adrenaline that made his fingers twitchy for the gun he no longer wore.
In the middle of the park, the Judge sat at a bench under the shade of a purple-leaved Japanese maple tree with a spread of mouth-watering dishes in front of him: fresh pastries and fruit, steaming piles of eggs, sausages, bacon, waffles, pancakes, glistening pitchers of juice and flutes of bubbly mimosas.
The Judge was tall and broad-shouldered, relaxed in pleated slacks, an embroidered vest, and a snowy satin shirt with the first three buttons undone. His hair and beard were iron-grey, his weathered features ruggedly handsome. A screen floated in front of his face, divided into sections displaying different video feeds from the cameras around the Town. He shut the screen down with a wave of his hand at Gunner's approach, a smile spreading across his face.
"Gunner. Nice of you to come. Please have a seat. This food won't eat itself, after all."
"Don't mind if I do." Gunner eased himself on the bench opposite of the Judge and piled food on his plate.
"You have the look of a man stumbling upon the unexpected," the Judge noted, eyes crinkling in amusement.
Gunner paused in mid-chew, glancing around. "You got me there, Judge. This ain't the place I imagined. And you're not the man I imagined, either."
The Judge chuckled as he bit into a croissant. "Ah, yes. I'm sure you imagined me as a more villainous sort. Dressed in all black, eye patch, that sort of thing."
Gunner shrugged. "Didn't know what I imagined. But this ain't it. Whose kids are those?"
The Judge glanced in their direction with a sad smile. "Surreal, isn't it? That they can go about their childish business, completely unaware of the runaway train of adulthood barreling toward them. How long ago was it when you or I were innocent and young, Gunner? Ages? Forever ago?"
He sighed. "Some are my grandchildren. Others are grandnieces and nephews. The rest are their friends. Here, they have a safe haven to run and play and be themselves. The Town is no place for children, I'm afraid."
Having finished a stack of pancakes, Gunner tackled a platter of bacon and eggs. "Way I hear it, folks are putting the condition of this place at your feet."
The Judge laughed. "And who told you that? Your friend Pablo, mad with visions of fiery judgment from above? Or your new friend Rosco Gibbs, a known liar and swindler? Or maybe it was the Baron." His teeth flashed in a sly grin. "It looked like she took an interest in you. I doubt she had anything pleasant to say about me."
"Not really. She says you're running this place into the ground. Unchecked lawlessness and such."
"Did she? I'm guessing she didn't tell you about how she used her contacts with the railroad to keep the train from coming through here?"
"Guess she forgot about that part. Can't see what she'd gain from doing that, though. From what I understand, the train stops are the only thing that keeps this place running."
The Judge lifted a mimosa flute, sipping slowly. "That's right. It's the main artery that pumps life into this Town. Trade, money, and manpower. Without it, this place has become overrun with outlaws and hired guns with no one to hire them. The stores are running out of wares and food, and the farms won't be able to produce enough. Naturally, vice and violence have spread nearly out of control."
"Still don't see how this benefits the Baron."
"Stopping the train puts me at her mercy. Without blood shards, the generator wouldn't be able to operate. Since she's retrofitted the equipment to run on lithium fusion from the mines, she's able to control the power supply. This only happened after I went through great expense to purchase a new fusion motor to replace the faulty old one. So she undercuts me by making my purchase useless. And with lawlessness growing worse by the day, she's working hard to convince everyone that I'm to blame. When the place crumbles into chaos and ruin, she'll pull her people back and watch the Town burn. Then she'll pick up the pieces, reopen the train route, and rebuild in her own image."
Gunner glanced up through the panes of thick glass at the rusty generator towers that loomed over the surrounding buildings. "Sounds like a pretty bold plan. Excuse me for asking, but you seem to have pretty deep pockets and a lot of guns on your payroll. What's stopping you from rolling in on the Baron and putting her out of commission?"
"Politics, Gunner. Politics. The Baron has immersed herself in the infrastructure of this Town. My fault for trusting her when she offered her services. She's become quite popular, while my public image has taken a tumble. If I make a move against her without clear evidence of a crime, the people might turn against me or simply leave for greener pastures. I can't afford a full-blown riot or mass exodus right now. I lost quite a few men recently to a rogue Nimrod squad, and though I can't prove it, I'm sure she had something to do with that as well."
Gunner wiped his mouth with a cotton napkin. "Well, sounds like you got your hands pretty full, Judge. I'm figuring since you invited me here to enjoy this fine spread with you, there must be something you think I can help you with."
"I must admit, I was curious to see you in person. You've created quite the persona, you know. Is it true you were a Ranger? They say you killed hundreds, maybe thousands of Ferals in Texas before you lost the stomach for it. Or so the stories go. Some even say you switched sides. Fought with the Ferals and slaughtered soldiers, women, and children. They say you killed your superior officer and turned fugitive, fleeing into Hinterland and coming back alive. They say your peacemakers spit fire and sulfur that burn entire towns, and you can't be killed. They say you shed your skin every full moon and take the form of a wolf. They say—"
"They say a lot of things. I get it. I don't talk about my past. No point to it."
"Depends on the past, I suppose. Like just a few days ago. You know — when you killed my nephew and his boys."
He spoke the words so casually that the statement didn't hit Gunner for a second. Then he caught the hard glint in the Judge's eyes as he sliced into a pear, juice dripping down the edge of the knife.
"That's right. Who else could it have been? You came into town with that renegade Pablo after I sent Clyde and his men out to hang him. Waingrow found Clyde and the others gunned down at the hanging tree, feeding the buzzards. Tracks showed only one bike rode in. What do you think the odds are that those tracks match the tread on the Steed that Waingrow captured the other day?"
"Pretty good," Gunner said.
"Imagine if Waingrow had known who it was he was robbing. Would he have let you live? Would he have even taken the first shot? We'll never know. What we do know is that you've placed me in quite a dilemma. On the one hand, I should have you killed for the murder of Clyde and his boys. I often told Clyde he was my favorite nephew. It was a lie, but that's beside the point."
"And on the other?"
"On the other, I can't ignore the man that the stories claim you are. If they're even halfway true, I believe you're more valuable alive than dead. The balance in this Town is thin as a razor. A slight push and everything tilts one way or the other. I need an agent that can make sure things tilt in my direction. Someone the Baron doesn't know. Someone who will get things done."
"And you think that's me?"
The Judge's expression darkened, frown lines tugging at the corners of his mouth. "It had better be you. Because I don't take too kindly to my men being killed. You might be fast on the draw. You might be a survivor. Hell, you might even be the living legend they say you are. But you're still one man, Gunner. And while I've seen a hundred men shoot one man down, I've never seen one man shoot down a hundred. Simple mathematics. But we don't have to resort to more violence, do we? Not when there are other far more persuasive incentives."
Gunner responded with a tight smile. "I'd agree with that sentiment."
"I thought you would." The Judge picked up a small wooden case from beside him and placed it on the table, sliding it toward Gunner. "Fifty thousand in gold bulls to start. More to come if you produce results. I want to know what the Baron is planning, what she's doing when out of sight of the cameras. You'll want to get close to her. And I don't mean seduction because she won't be interested. You'll have to get creative."
"I'll think of something." Gunner slid the case inside his pocket, stood and adjusted his hat. "Figure I'd better get on out there and turn some stones over. Thanks for the meal."
"You're welcome." The Judge spoke in a lazy tone as if his words were of no consequence. "Let me make a quick introduction before you go. Bane, come on over here."
The hulking guardian lifted his head at the Judge's command, obediently trudging over. For a second, Gunner's breath caught in his throat as he imagined a skull-like face and flashing crimson eyes, a voice like gravel raked across concrete…
He blinked, and the instant passed. A ragged bandana covered Bane's face from his nose to his chest like a cloth beard. His eyes were barely visible under the hat, cold and blue, glowing like indicator lights. Every movement produced metallic grinding sounds, like gears in need of lubrication. He was taller than Gunner by about half a foot and built like a human tank.
"Bane here is my right-hand man," the Judge said. "Got himself burnt up real bad in an explosion some years ago. I dragged him out, got him to some labcoats in time for them to save him. What was left of him, anyway. Bane doesn't talk much, but he watches everything. He'll be keeping an eye on you too, Gunner. Thought I'd tell you in advance so we can avoid any potential misunderstandings."
"I get it. Guess I'll be on my way, then." He paused in mid-turn. "One last thing — what's gonna happen to Pablo?"
"So, you do care about the preacher. Here I thought you were using the situation to get an audience with me." A smile slid across his face. "I'm not going to kill him if that's what you're worried about. Didn't work out so well last time I tried. No, he'll stay where he's at. It will allow the people to see how foolish he is once his prophecies utterly fail. He claims God sent him here. Let God get him out."
Gunner nodded. "Fair enough."
"As for you, I have plenty of space here in the manor. Feel free to stay in one of the free rooms if you like."
"I figure that would make it hard to gain the Baron's trust. Better if I stay put where I'm at."
"I see your point. Very well, you can exit the same way you came in. My butler will see you out. I want to enjoy this a little while longer. It's so hard to find a moment of real peace. I'm sure you know what I mean." He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, listening to the playful laughter of the children.
"Yeah." Gunner turned and headed for the manor doors, where he paused and took a last look behind at the garden. It was like looking at a dream: green and beautiful, an oasis in the middle of the sand and rust of the surrounding Town.
But the mood was ruined when he saw Bane staring back at him like a baleful demon, electric eyes glimmering under the brim of his tattered hat.

Chapter 5: Wicked Schemes

He returned the way he came, pretending not to notice the blinking lights from numerous cameras installed in the corners of every room and hallway of the manor. The sound of voices outside gave him pause. He listened as Waingrow gave orders to his gang.
"This is gonna be the last haul of blood shards coming this direction for a while. Tomorrow morning they'll divert and cut through the Badlands like the others, but once we blow the track, they'll have to stop and send the bots out to repair it. That's when we move in. Use the EMP to take out the engine and any android security. Figure they'll have some red-blooded guards too, but they'll be too shook up to be much trouble. We take them out, unload the shards and head out to Devil's Gorge until things blow over. We got one chance at this. Screw up, and you might as well not bother coming back, 'cause the Judge ain't gonna be happy. Understand?"
Gunner waited for the chorus of acknowledgments before stepping out the manor doors. He was greeted by silence and suspicious stares from the gathered crew as he walked down the steps, placing a cheroot between his teeth and lighting it.
Waingrow dismissed his crew with a curt gesture, eyes locked on Gunner. "Y'all go on now. Be with you in a minute."
They rose from the table and streamed past, staring at Gunner with expressions that ranged from curious to enraged. He ignored them, casually leaning against the stair railing while looking at Waingrow.
Janey was the last to leave, lingering at the gate looking from Gunner to Waingrow. "Need me to stick around?"
He waved her away. "No. This won't take long."
He waited for her to leave before speaking. For a long moment, he stared at Gunner as if unsure he existed.
"Thought my gang took care of you."
Gunner exhaled a cloud of smoke. "Not well enough."
"I see that. Is it true, then? Your name's Gunner? The one from Texas everyone talks about?"
"What do you think?"
"Don't think a man like him would get caught in the open so easily. They say Gunner killed twenty-nine soldiers that came with two Rangers to charge him with murder. A fella like that — seems like me and mine wouldn't just be able to get the jump on him."
Gunner's fingers tapped the butt of his pistol. "Easy way to find out who we both really are. If you got the grit to throw down, that is."
"No need." Waingrow unbuckled the gun belt around his waist and tossed it to Gunner. "These belong to you."
Gunner glanced at the twin revolvers, feeling the familiar surge of excitement and revulsion he always experienced when he reunited with the weapons. "You're a smarter man than I took you for, Waingrow."
"Don't take much brains to figure out what those are. The inscriptions: Fuego and Azufre. Spanish for Fire and Sulfur. Those are Reaper handguns. Even checked the payload. Hellfire rounds. Only people that carry those are Clerics. Which means you were one. Or you killed one and stole his pieces. I really don't know which one scares me more."
"Guess it don't matter."
"Yeah. Guess not." Waingrow hesitated, clearing his throat. "Look…if you still hold a grudge and we gotta go at it, I guess that's what we'll do. But I had no idea who you were when we shook you down the other day. I hope you understand that."
Gunner finished cinching the gun belt around his waist and glanced up. "The Steed."
"What about it?"
"Where is it?"
"Took it to a dealer on the other side of Town. Dusty Pete's. Made twenty thousand off the sale. Judge got forty percent of the deal."
"Forty percent? That's a helluva cut considering you did the work and took the risk."
Waingrow glowered. "That's how he runs things. A lot of folks complaining about it, but ain't no one gonna do nothing about it."
"And you? You happy about how he's running things?"
Waingrow's expression turned neutral. "What I am is too smart to complain about my situation. So look — I'll give you my cut of the sale. When I can scrounge up some more, I'll get that to you too. Or give me a couple of days to get the full amount, and I'll repurchase it for you. Will that square us up?"
"The only thing that squares us up is if I beat you within an inch of your life and leave you stranded in the desert. But since I don't feel like going through the trouble, getting the Steed back is good enough. I might even meet you halfway with the bulls. Since we're on the same side now."
Waingrow's eyes slid toward the manor doors. "The Judge hire you on?"
"That's right. Consider me as an independent contractor. I'll be working closely with him on a few projects."
"What kind of projects?"
"Guess you gotta ask him about that, since you're so close and all. Meantime, I got things to do. See you around, Waingrow."
* * *
Dusty Pete's was several sectioned acres of junk vehicles, old robots, and outdated contraptions. Gunner walked into the dimly lit, cramped confines of the shack that served as the storefront. The floors and counters looked as if no one swept or wiped down since the place opened, and a strong scent of urine hung in the air. Old tools and vehicle parts lined the walls and storage bins, all rusty and worn. A man sat in a ratty wicker chair with his oversized boots planted on the counter. He was shirtless, exposing his protruding belly and sunburned skin, red as a lobster. A battered hat lay slumped over most of his face.
Gunner rapped on the counter with his knuckles. "You Dusty Pete?"
The man stirred, pushing the brim up just enough to glare with one bleary eye. "What's the sign say?"
"I'm looking for a Steed that was brought in a couple of days ago."
Dusty Pete spat on the grimy floor. "Weren't no Steed brought in here."
"I got in on good account it was."
"Your good account is a liar. I don't recollect no Steed being brought in."
Gunner swatted Dusty Pete's boots off the counter. Leaning over, he seized a handful of bushy tobacco-spattered beard, slamming Dusty Pete's chin on the countertop so hard and sudden that his teeth clacked together.
Gunner leaned in close. "Maybe I can jog your memory."
Dusty Pete's eyes rolled in the sockets, wide with fear. "A Steed, you say? Now that I think about it, someone might have wheeled one in. Big black fella, works for the Judge."
"Waingrow. He sold it to you for the tune of twenty thousand. Where is it?"
"Ain't got it."
"You're lyin'."
Dusty Pete whimpered, squirming in Gunner's grip. "No lie. It was bought right quick. Sold it to another fella for fifty-five grand."
"Who?"
"Didn't get his name."
Gunner yanked harder. "Don't run that line on me."
"Don't ask fer names. Ain't no refunds here. No receipts. Cash and carry or goods exchanged."
"You see folks come and go all the time. You gotta know every name and face in town."
Dusty Pete winced, teeth gritted in pain. "Don't know every name. I can get you a face, though. Got cameras. Just let go of my beard, and I'll get you what you want."
Gunner released him, wiping his hand across his duster. "All right, pull it up."
Dusty Pete scrambled to the wall, where he brushed the dust off a plastic keyboard with one hand, typing frantically with the other. A console with a splintered screen fizzled to life on the wall, displaying video feed from the cameras inside and outside the building. Pete used an old joystick to manipulate the speeds, selecting video from the appropriate date.
"That's him. The one that bought the Steed. You deal with him if you got problems with it. The deal was fair and square far as I'm concerned. I don't ask no questions; I just buy and sell."
"Yeah, I bet," Gunner muttered, staring at the grainy feed capture. "That's the Marshal. Wylie Hubbard."
"I never said that."
"You're telling me you don't even recognize your own Marshal?"
"Sheriffs, Marshals, deputies — we go through 'em like bottles of cheap whiskey 'round here. How am I supposed to keep track? I'm just a man trying to run a business. He come up in here with a real mind to buy that Steed, so I sold it to 'im. You'd have done the same in my shoes, mister."
"Yeah, maybe so." Gunner dug in his pocket and pulled out a silver bullion card, placing it on the grimy countertop. "You know where he took it?"
Dusty Pete eyed the bull like a kid at a piece of candy. "Can't tell you that. Rolled it into a van and hauled it on out."
"Is that right? Guess I'll have to find out the rest myself. You go ahead and keep the silver for your trouble. Long as you don't tell anyone I been here."
Dusty Pete broke out in a snaggle-toothed grin. "Ain't seen yer face in my life."
Gunner turned and exited the shack, squinting as the sunlight struck him like a hot slap. The wind blew past, but it was hot and vicious, flinging coppery sand across the lot. Gunner paused in the act of lighting a cheroot, catching a flicker of movement from the shadows of a pile of junk vehicles. A tiny figure crouched in the shade, staring at Gunner with flashing yellow eyes. The wind pushed the hood back, revealing gray, speckled skin on a young female face.
Gunner took a step forward, raising a hand. "Hey."
The Feral girl took off, scampering like a cat between the piles of rusty parts and battered vehicles. Gunner tried to keep up, cursing as he stumbled over an upturned piece of steel.
"Hold on; I just wanna talk."
The girl ignored him, zigzagging across a mound of old tires, pausing when she reached the zenith to take one last look at Gunner before leaping down the other side.
By the time Gunner made it around the pile, the only sign of life was a half-starved dog, limping on a lame foot. It showed its teeth in a silent snarl before slinking off like a shadow. But there was no sign of the Feral girl.
* * *
It was a ten-minute walk back to his side of Town. Striding past the square, he glanced over at Pablo in his cage. A girl that looked to be in her early teens tried to give him water, pouring from a canvas waterbag into a long-handled dipper. A circle of children and teens surrounded her, laughing and jeering. Every time she raised the cup, one of the children would swat it, spilling the water everywhere. Red-faced, eyes downcast, she tried again to the same result. Every time the water splashed, the crowd of bullies erupted in peals of mocking laughter. Some shoved her around; others threw rocks at Pablo as he scolded them from his cage.
Gunner glanced at a woman sweeping clouds of dust from her front porch. "I'll need to borrow that broom."
She looked up at the children with narrowed eyes and nodded, handing over. Gunner advanced, swinging the handle left and right. Every swing connected to a child's limbs or head with loud cracking sounds, followed by squeals and cries of pain. They scattered, running down the street, leaping over balconies and fences, shouting profanities as they fled.
Townsfolk paused, watching with expressionless faces as Gunner walked back over and handed the broom to the woman. "Gracias, senora."
"They do this all the time," she said. "Worse than dogs. At least dogs will listen sometimes. These brats listen to no one. Just like the banditos that run wild around here."
"Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline will remove it far from him," Pablo called from his cage. A weary smile wrinkled his cheeks. "Or the broomstick of discipline in this case. Better for them than two she-bears, at least."
Gunner walked over and looked up, placing his thumbs in his gun belt. "You're not looking too good, old man."
Pablo touched his leathery face, peeling from sunburn and raw with cuts from hurled rocks. "If prophesying were an easy job, everyone would be doing it."
Gunner snorted, turning to the girl. She wore a faded cornflower-patterned dress along with a flat-topped hat and jacket too large for her skinny frame. Her dark hair was braided into twin pigtails that hung to her shoulders. "What's your name?"
"Myrtle."
"Why didn't you just throw the waterbag to him, Myrtle?"
"The Judge says to only give him enough to keep living. Says he don't want him to get comfortable."
"Well, you can't be coming out here by yourself, girl. You'll get yourself in a world of hurt trying to do some good."
"Nobody else is giving him water."
"Well, you don't need to. Get a man to do it."
"We don't got no men. Not anymore. The Baron run them all off. The Judge shot or hung the rest."
"Who's we?"
"The Remnant."
"Hush now, girl." Pablo gripped the bars of the cage, leaning over and lowering his voice. "You don't say that name where these folks can hear you. Best you run along. Don't come back here, no matter what you see."
Her face turned stubborn. "What about you, Brother Pablo?"
"I'm in God's hands. No need to worry. That storm will break in just a few days. It'll be over soon. Go on, now. I thought your Mama would have known better than to have you out here, drawing attention to yourself."
"Mama don't know. She ain't been the same since they shot my Daddy."
"Give me the waterbag," Gunner said. "You do like the preacher says and run along home."
She hesitated only a moment before handing the water over and backing away as if from some fearsome beast, staring at Gunner's revolvers. Turning around, she quickly trotted off, throwing cautious looks over her shoulder before turning the corner.
Gunner tossed the waterbag up to Pablo. "The Remnant, huh?"
"You'd be better off not saying that name either," Pablo said between gulps of water. "It's against the law in these parts."
"I heard about you folks. Separatists from the Church, forming your own set of beliefs."
"Not separatists. We never bought into the apostasy. We remain loyal to the word of Jah and the rulership of the Lord Jesus Christ, following the Way he told his true followers to live."
"Don't seem like that won you any popularity contests."
"Jesus said his followers would be hated by the world. It's expected. The world has always loathed any who dare to defy its spirit. History runs red with the blood of those who chose to stand against the tide of popular belief and self-veneration."
"You said the Judge killed those folks at the farm. From what the girl said, the Baron ain't much better."
"The Judge and the Baron are two sides of the same coin. Both lust after the same thing: power. Have you met our beloved Judge yet?"
"This morning."
"I suppose he entertained you in his faux Garden of Eden, full of joy, peace, and the gentle laughter of children?"
"Yeah. Not what I expected."
"What did you expect? A mustache-twirling villain? Some hunched, balding old man, withered and decrepit, face riddled with wrinkles etched by hate and bitterness? Even Satan himself was a glorious angel of light. Demons don't take the form of monsters, you know. Why would they, when they can beguile with their beauty instead?"
"You know better than me, I guess."
"You know as well as I, Gunner. You looked into the Judge’s eyes and saw the truth. His every word, every flashing white smile is as fraudulent as his surroundings."
"His surroundings?"
"His Eden. An illusion created by digital wizardry."
"You're pulling my leg."
"Not at all. Do you think a man so ruthless would have grandchildren going about like that, so openly exposed to his countless enemies? The children were fabrications, the garden just old turf and plastic trees. Everything else is a digital simulation. The Judge is a mean, nasty, lonely man bent on ruining lives because his life was ruined long ago. Because at some point, he was convinced that the only way to live is at the expense of others. I pity him."
"You pity the man that tried to kill you, and has you locked away to rot right now?"
"Yes, I pity him. No man is born evil, Gunner. It takes a great deal to twist a soul into something so cruel and heartless. I pity anyone determined to reap the whirlwind of their wickedness because their retribution will be as harsh as their deeds. The justice of men is faulty and unsatisfying, but the justice of God is perfect. Who can stand and look Him in the face when the day of their judgment arrives?"
"No one, I reckon," Gunner said. "Because according to the Word, we're all sinners and deserving of death, ain't that right?"
"It's not the sinning that condemns us, Gunner. It's the lack of repentance."
"Yeah, maybe. Or maybe this is all a sick joke. Look at you. You claim to speak for God, yet here you are. Maybe God is real. Hell, I can't say. But if He is, He must have stopped caring a long time ago. Cause I seen too many good people cut down before their time to believe anyone up there cares."
"Someone cares, Gunner. And very soon, you'll see for yourself. This place will be plagued by fire and water, and you will look upon its destruction with sadness in your heart."
Gunner scoffed. "Why in the hell would I be upset if this place burns down? It's nothing to me."
The wrinkles and furrows in Pablo's skin carved his face into an ancient effigy, eyes dark and ominous. "What will come to pass will come to pass."
Gunner met the proclamation with a wry grin. "No offense, but I'll take my chances. Ration that water, Pablo. Might be a while before you get some more."
* * *
The afternoon was spent on the veranda of the Bloody Mary, watching the townsfolk go about their business, a bottle of rye to keep him company. He observed until he could tell the differing factions of the Town. The brutes that belonged to the Judge were rough and bad-mannered, their clothes plain and sturdy, favoring long dusters and ponchos. They strutted the streets, shoving people out of their way, daring anyone to start trouble with them.
The Baron's people were more refined, dressed in fashionable vests and jackets, engaging in polite conversation with storekeepers and townsfolk, yet still as eager for a fight as the Judge's men. A lot of posturing and insults erupted whenever a group of one would meet another in the bars or on the streets, but it rarely ended in anything beyond a fistfight or a stabbing or two. Both the Judge and the Baron were strict about not allowing an upset of the balance by starting a war.
He'd gotten a plate of roast chicken, potatoes, and nearly half the bottle of rye down by the time a stir rose from down the street. He sat up in his chair, watching as townspeople leaped out of the way as Bane walked past, silent and dark, eyes glowing from the slouch hat that shaded his entire face. The Judge's bodyguard moved at a slow, jerky gait, head swiveling back and forth as if surveying the street and the people. He plodded past Gunner without a second glance and would have turned the corner, but paused when a man in a neat suit and a derby hat stepped from the porch of a nearby hotel and shouted.
"Bane. I challenge you to combat, you cyborg devil."
The Baron emerged from the saloon, leaning against the veranda railing beside Gunner. Chewing on a toothpick, she smiled. "I was wondering when someone would give it another go. That there is Fred Hopper. They call him the Gringo. Made a name for himself crossing the border and bringing back some of the worst bounties that escaped to Mexico."
The Gringo stepped into the middle of the street, a sneer on his face. "I figure there's still enough man in that metal shell to kill. And since I done killed the best, I might as well focus on killing the worst. The Judge's time is up. And when you're put down, he won't be far behind."
Bane silently trudged further into the street, tattered poncho flapping in the wind. The two men squared up at a distance of about twenty yards. Townspeople stopped to observe; faces peered from blinds and shutters at the windows of the buildings nearby. A hot breeze blew by, scattering dust and discarded paper along the ground. A smirk spread on the Gringo's lips.
He pulled his revolver faster than the eye could follow, firing three shots before Bane even moved. The bullets ricocheted; sparks glinted from Banes armor under the poncho. He pulled a massive handgun from his side holster, aimed, and fired one booming shot. The Gringo's torso exploded in scarlet spray as the round entered his chest and exploded out his back. A man standing ten yards behind screamed and toppled to the ground, struck by the same bullet.
The Gringo lay in the dust, blood rapidly staining the ground around his body. Bane slammed his gun back into the holster, looking back and forth as if for another challenge. None came. He turned and continued his slow, lumbering journey down the avenue as people shied away and found other places to be.
The Baron eased into a chair beside Gunner, a small smile on her lips. "And that's the main reason why the Judge doesn't have to worry about anyone trying to topple his throne. He allows anyone to challenge Bane to a gunfight. Trims down the number of people trying to kill him. And so long as his monster is around to protect him, he's insulated. Bane's invulnerability is matched only by his loyalty to the Judge."
Gunner took a swig of rye from the bottle. "Well, there's more than one way to skin a cat. Or take down a Judge, if that's what you're into. Especially if you know exactly what his next move is gonna be so you can get a jump on him and stop it."
"Really? And what would such information cost me?"
"Let's say thirty thousand in gold."
"That's pretty steep just for some word-of-mouth."
"It'll be worth it, I promise."
She slipped her hand inside her jacket, pulled out a small velvet sack, and tossed it to him. "Should be around thirty, give or take. Now, what's the word?"
He slipped the sack inside his vest and leaned back in the chair, hands behind his head. "There's a shipment of blood shards coming in by train. Waingrow and his gang are gonna blow the rails and jack the shipment so the Judge can power his generator motor and put your mine outta business. Supposed to make the hit first thing tomorrow morning. I'm pretty sure you can get word to the railroad and warn 'em in time."
She nodded, a pleased expression on her face. "Yes, I can. Thanks, Gunner. I'm glad you chose the right side. I get a feeling this will be a profitable partnership." She stood and turned to the saloon. "Now if you excuse me, I have a call to make."
He lifted the bottle in salute. "Happy hunting."
The bottle dropped from his hand as soon as she went inside. Standing up, he walked back toward his hotel, trudging alongside the dusty streets, cutting through the milling crowds like a shark through schools of fish. Pausing, he watched as a wagon rolled by, pulled by a team of robot horses, gears whirring and pistons hissing as their metallic legs churned, tearing up clods of dirt. Crossing the street, he almost made it to the Paradise Inn when he saw Roscoe peering out the window, finger jabbing at the upper section of the building opposite them.
Gunner dove the side, turning as he hit the ground. A bullet struck the building behind him, followed by the boom of the rifle from the gunman at the window. Gunner drew his Reaper, pulling back on the hammer to charge the round before firing. The window exploded, and a second later the assassin crashed through, screaming as he struck the ground engulfed in flames.
A shadow moved to Gunner's left, rising from behind a stack of barrels with a rifle in hand. Gunner fired again, destroying the barrels along with the gunman, who ran a few steps before the flames ate him alive. Gunner stood and rotated in a circle, eyes scanning every alley, every shadow, every hiding place. People scattered, running for cover as the wind kicked up clouds of dust down the street. Gunner remained where he stood, Reaper charged and ready to spit fire.
"Anyone else? If you don't wanna get killed, best come on out before it's too late."
"Don't shoot!" A man's empty hands waved from behind a stack of timber across the street.
Gunner motioned with his Reaper. "Step away where I can see you."
The young man was visibly trembling when he shuffled out, hands raised above his head. "I dropped my rifle. Please don't kill me. This ain't my fault. I swear I tried to talk Hank out of it."
Gunner kept his Reaper aimed. "You boys a Nimrod squad?"
"Yessir. Just small fries mostly. Hank and Randy thought we'd make a name for ourselves by taking you out. I told 'em it was a bad idea, but they kept talking about the big payday. Said we could take you by surprise." His eyes cut over to their smoldering corpses. "Now…now they're dead." His bottom lip trembled, and tears slid down his cheeks.
"That's right. And by all rights, you should be laying there beside 'em. Who offered the payday?"
"Don't know his name. Tough old guy. Mean-looking. Thought I saw a badge under his duster. Said he'd pay us one hundred thousand apiece. Plus the bounty already on your head."
"Sounds familiar. What's your name, boy?"
The man took his hat off, twisting it in his hands. "Roy…sir."
"Well, Roy — how do I know you won't come gunning for me soon as my back turns?"
"Oh, no — I ain't gonna do nothing like that, sir. I never really took to this line of work anyways. All I know is steers, really. Used to be a ranch hand 'till rustlers cleared us out for the last time. I ain't no killer, though. Swear to God."
"I got your word on that, Roy?"
"Yessir."
"If a man's word ain't nothing, the man ain't nothing."
"Yessir."
"All right, Roy. You turn around and run outta town, hear? I see you again; I won't be talking, understand?"
"Yessir. Thank you, sir." Roy turned and ran, kicking up clouds of dust in the direction of the Town gates.
Gunner scanned the area a final time, waiting for the flicker of movement, the creak of leather, the metallic click announcing imminent gunfire. When no further attacks came, he holstered his Reaper and walked into the hotel, where Rosco waited inside. The inside was a little cleaner, with new wood paneling installed on the walls and the railings and stairs refinished. Gunner slapped a couple of gold bulls on the dusty countertop.
"Much obliged, Roscoe."
The innkeeper grinned. "Call it protecting my investment. I couldn't stand and do nothing while my only patron was gunned down."
Gunner picked up a small pot of cold beans and a piece of crusty bread from the stove, shoveling the food into a wooden bowl. "Guess that would be bad for business."
"How did your meeting go with the Judge this morning?"
"I'm still alive."
"So I see. Which means he must have found work for you to do."
"Something like that."
"Be careful, my friend. The Judge uses bait to cover up a nasty hook. Once you're in with him, he expects complete loyalty. And obedience. Ask Waingrow if you don't believe me."
"What's his story?"
"Used to be run his own unit, freewheeling here and there until the Judge hired him on. Now, he's at the Judge's beck and call. Taking big risks and not getting paid his worth. But like everyone else, he won't say complain. Not where anyone can hear him, anyways. The Judge has a way of finding things out. And making examples."
"Like those bodies I saw at the farm."
"Exactly. They tried to incite a little rebellion, more talk than anything else. But the Judge ended that right quickly. Had Bane take a whip and beat them until their backs split into raw meat, then left them out in the sun to rot. Needless to say, the rebellion talk died with them."
Gunner's spoon scraped the bottom of the bowl. He stuffed the rest of the bread in his mouth and crunched, wiping his hands on a cotton napkin. "Well, I'll be careful."
"I doubt it. Where are you going now?"
"To bed. It's been a long day."
"What if someone else comes in for another shot at you?"
Gunner patted him on the shoulder as he headed toward his room. "Then you shoot 'em, Roscoe. Or give 'em some of those awful beans you cooked. Should be even more painful of a way to die. Just don't wake me up. I got a feeling tomorrow's gonna be a big day."

Chapter 6: Innocent Blood

The coffin was too small.
Gunner started his morning with a mug of coffee and plate of burnt bacon and toast, standing on the hotel deck watching the funeral procession pass by. The group of grievers was small and pitiable, just a few stragglers: weeping old women with gray and white hair tied in neat buns, following a woman in mourning black with the tortured face of a martyred saint. One of her eyes was scarred and paled with blindness; her face etched with runes of sorrow. It took Gunner a minute to realize she was younger than she appeared. Hard life and anguish had sapped her youth, and she tottered like a person three times her age.
On old man steered the motorbike that towed the coffin cart. He puffed on a pipe and nodded to the onlookers as if he imagined himself part of a parade procession. They made their way through the streets, going slowly because no one bothered to make room for them. People paused to stare, some shaking their heads, others sneering or even laughing. Gunner recognized the last person in the procession. Myrtle, the young girl he'd seen trying to give Pablo water. She walked with her head down, dropping white flower blossoms on the ground that the townspeople immediately trampled underfoot.
Gunner stepped from the deck of the hotel, following from a distance. The small group made their way to a barren field on the outskirts of Town, where hundreds of makeshift markers stood in testament to the dead. A squat, multi-limbed gravedigger scuttled over, whirring its mechanical head into the ground like a burrowing beetle, digging until it created a mathematically precise grave for the coffin, which it then lifted and slowly lowered into the ground before creeping away, legs clicking and clacking.
Myrtle stood a few paces back as the women gave way to wailing and weeping, clutching one another in a feeble attempt at comfort. Gunner strode forward, making sure Myrtle noticed him as he approached. Her eyes widened as she looked up, recognition dawning on her face.
"Why are you here?"
He glanced at the mourning women. "What happened?"
Her expression darkened. "Boy died. Name was Benjamin. A sniper killed him."
"A sniper?"
"One of the watchmen in the towers."
"Why would he kill a boy?"
"They said Ben snuck into the mines. The Marshal went in to fetch him. When he dragged him out, the sniper shot him."
"With Marshal Wiley standing right there?"
She scrunched up her nose as if from a foul smell. "Wiley is the one that put the notice out. Says no one can go into the mines or they'll be shot. They don't want nobody to see what goes on down there. This ain’t the first time a kid's been shot for straying in. He's done worse to others. Ben didn't know any better. Snuck off before his Ma knew what happened."
"And now he's dead." Gunner squinted at the women, fingers unconsciously tapping his holsters.
Myrtle looked at the weapons, then back up at him. "Why do you care, anyway?"
"Who says I do?"
"You helped Pablo. And you're here asking questions. Why?"
"Maybe I'm just bored."
"Bored?"
"Yeah. You know what they say: the devil finds work for idle hands."
"I know what the Holy Word says. God hates hands that shed innocent blood."
"Don't worry, girl. The blood I've shed ain't never been innocent." Glancing up, he saw the women had stopped crying. They stood in a group, the wind blowing against their tattered blacks, watching with expressionless faces. The mother took a step toward him; hands clasped tightly together.
"Can you help us?"
He took a deep breath. “If you think I’ll go to war singlehandedly against the Baron…"
She shook her head. "What can one man do, even if he wanted? No, I would not ask you to die. We have no headstone for my son. We need to gather stones for his marker. My mother and her friends are old. Can you help?"
He nodded, removing his duster.
He helped her find and carry the rocks, uprooting and brushing off the dirt before stacking them into a small cairn. Afterward, he stood among the women, gazing at the small memorial. The grieving mother turned to him, her one good eye searching his face.
"Pablo usually speaks at the funeral services. He speaks of the time when those dead will hear the voice of the Lord and be resurrected to a new life. And I must believe because without hope, I may as well be a dead woman. But I don't have the words to speak this day. Not when I lost so much. Will you say a few words over the grave of my only son?"
He felt as though a hand had seized him by the neck, hearing the voice inside his head chant the mantra as if time had never passed.
Remember, O Lord, the God of Spirits and all Flesh, those whom we have remembered and those whom we have not remembered, from righteous Abel onto this day…
Clearing his throat roughly, he shook his head. "Been a long time since I spoke any words of faith, miss. Don't think I could do 'em any justice."
May you yourself give them rest there in the land of the living, in your kingdom, in the delight of Paradise…
She dropped her gaze, attention drifting back to the cairn of stones. "I understand. Thank you for showing kindness to a stranger, then. I pray the Lord bless you."
In the bosom of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, our holy fathers, from where pain and sorrow and sighing have fled away, where the light of your face visits them and always shine upon them.
He tipped his hat. "If He will, ma'am."
Turning away, he headed back toward the Town, feeling the women's eyes on his back. The blistering wind blew against his face, moaning as if sharing the women's grief, burning his skin, blurring his eyes so that a single tear slid down his cheek.
* * *
The train gleamed in the glaring sunlight, flying down the desert tracks like a silver bullet, kicking up plumes of dust high into the air as it passed. Silent on maglev rails, it whirred along its way using electromagnetic suspension and propulsion for a frictionless transport, propelling at upwards of four hundred fifty miles per hour.
Waingrow watched it approach in the distance from his vantage point atop a small hilltop where he sat in his monowheel, encircled by a ring-shaped metal frame with thick, massive tread wrapped around it. He lifted his wrist and spoke into his holoband.
"Blow the track."
The response was immediate. An explosion erupted further down, tearing the monorail tracks apart and casting debris high into the air. The train automatically shut down its acceleration system, retrorockets firing to further aid in safely coming to a stop approximately half a mile from the damaged rails.
"Time to move," Waingrow said, gripping the handles and hitting the throttle on the monowheel, activating the frictionless drive that magnetically spun the treaded wheel. He placed his feet on the bike pegs when the tire whirled around him as he sat inside of it, automatically balancing on gyroscopic stabilizers when the vehicle sped down the hill, slinging dirt behind him. He pulled a monitor down from the top of the inner frame, zooming in on the target and accessing its vulnerable points.
The rest of his gang was already en route, streaking toward the train in clouds of trailing dust; some in monowheels like him, others on thick-treaded Steeds, still others in rusty all-terrain vehicles. The massive cargo hauler rumbled behind him, ready to be loaded with the payload of blood shards. A drone loaded with the EMP flew ahead of them, preprogrammed to detonate when it got within fifty yards of the target.
It never had a chance.
Panels slid open on the side of the train, revealing turret guns that popped out of the compartments. A single ion blast took out the drone before it got within range. The rest of the weapons opened fire, splitting the air with explosive thunderclaps. The air flashed and hummed with charged rounds, kicking up plumes of broken earth and tearing through vehicles. Broken bits of metal and gears rained down, bouncing across the dirt as the lead vehicles were pulverized from the intense bombardment, filling the air with smoke and the scent of scorched flesh from the trapped bodies burning in the wreckage. Waingrow heard the agonized screams as he sped past, desperately trying to avoid the deadly barrages. The narrowness of his vehicle made it hard to target, but he knew it was only a matter of seconds before he was taken out. He felt the heat as the cargo truck exploded a few yards away, nearly unseating him from the force of the blast. Dirt and debris slung through the air like shotgun pellets, perforating his duster and jeans, tearing into his skin and muscles. He grunted from the pain as he continued to dodge and weave, raising his arm to yell into his holoband.
"We're screwed. Fallback. Use ECM flares to cover our retreat."
He leaned so abruptly that the tire cast a wave of sand like ocean water, turning quickly around the opposite direction. Twin compartments flipped open from the rear of the inner frame, extending beyond the outer wheel and firing dozens of electronic countermeasures into the air behind him. The small orbs detonated, casting electromagnetic chaff into the wind, disrupting the train operator's targeting measures while he and the remaining members of his gang sped away to lick their wounds. The train's gunfire faded away as they escaped its range, but they kept going, racing across the broken desert, grit in their eyes and mouths, bodies bleeding and sweaty, the sting of their defeat hanging over them like a rain clouds.
Janey's voice crackled over the receiver in his ear. "What the hell happened, Waingrow? We never had a chance. I never seen a train armed like that before."
He spat a lob of dirty blood into the wind, sliding goggles over his eyes to protect them from the brutal wind. "Yeah. They were expecting us. How many did we lose?"
"About a third. Ol' Bart, Creole Dan, Henny, Dame Debbie, and some others. It was a crapshoot back there. I took a hit myself. Think I got a couple of ribs broke."
"Damnit. The Judge ain't gonna like this."
"What are you gonna tell him?"
Sweat slid down Waingrow's face from more than the heat. "The only thing I can: we got set up."
* * *
The package airdropped via drone onto the yard of the Baron's private warehouse. Marshal Wiley made sure to get it inside as quickly as possible. He was securing it inside the building when the Baron swaggered in, lean and dark as a shadow, tassels on her jacket swaying from side to side. She nodded at the crate.
"That from the crimsonium shipment?"
"Yeah. Down payment from the trading company. Said they'll deal with us if we can run the Judge and his hooligans outta town."
"Good. Shouldn't be too long, now. After a while, it'll be just him and Bane sitting lonely in his manor. We can take it all from him without ever firing a shot. That's what he never understood. Power isn't just pointing a gun and shooting who you please. It's about alliances. Developing strength through partnerships."
Wiley fought to hold back a sneer. "Like your partnership with this Gunner fella?"
She placed her hands on her narrow hips, tilting her head with a playful smile on her lips. "Exactly. You got a problem with him?"
"I don't trust him. You've heard the stories. A man like him ain't got no loyalties. He's an outlaw — one of the worst ever lived. Probably put more bodies in the ground than we got people in this Town."
"Which is exactly why we can use him. Sure, I don't trust him. I'm not a fool, Wiley. But look at what he's delivered so far."
She placed a hand on latches of the crate and lifted the top, exposing the glimmer of dark red crystals inside. Reaching in, she picked up a handful, holding the crimsonium up to the light, where it sparkled like a handful of frozen blood.
"The Judge won't be around for much longer. When he's gone, we'll take his fusion motor and upgrade the entire power station. With rail transport restored, we'll explode with growth. We'll become the biggest city in Nueva Esperanza. And the richest. Then all of this blood and dust will be a thing of the past."
"Well, you know I'm for law and order, Baron. That's why I chose to be on your side 'stead of that thug that calls himself a Judge. But so long as he has that Bane creature around, he still won't go out without a fight. We've seen what that thing can do firsthand. I don't consider myself a coward, but I wouldn't look forward to going up against Bane with nothing short of a tank."
An unpleasant smile thinned her lips. "That can be arranged."
"Not without taking out half the Town. Can't imagine anyone too pleased with that."
She clapped him on the back, raising a cloud of dust. "Not to worry, Marshal. I'm working on something to take care of the cyborg. Meanwhile, keep on working the townspeople. Once they have it in their minds that the Judge is toothless, they'll be glad to look the other way when we come for him."
"Right. And what about Gunner? He's bound to be trouble, now or later."
"We'll let him do his thing for right now. When he quits being useful, we cut our losses. If a halfwit like Waingrow can get the drop on him, I'm sure you'll have no problem finishing the job. Not to mention collecting the hefty reward for his head."
Wiley grinned. "Looking forward to it."
They turned and walked out together, neither noticing the small figure that crouched in the shadows. She scampered deeper into the darkness, and with a flash of yellow-tinted eyes, she vanished.

Chapter 7: Vale of Deep Shadow

The small shed fire outside the mines was just bad enough to warrant the attention of the man in the watchtower. He shouted down to the two guards by the mine entrance. They looked at each other, shrugged, and jogged over to see what they could do about dousing the flames before they spread. Gunner slid down the hilltop, skating across loose pebbles and dirt, landing at the entranceway. A few spare gray coveralls and caps were carelessly tossed in the corner. He slipped them on and rapped on the door with his knuckles.
The guard on the inside opened the gate, squinting as he looked outside. "That a fire out there? What happened?"
"Hell if I know," Gunner said, keeping his head down and steps quick as he passed by. "The Baron's gonna give someone hell over it, that's for sure."
He kept moving, rounding the corner and down a tunnel of hewn stone, boots kicking up glimmering dust from the mine floor. Piping and wires lined the walls and ceilings, stretching on into infinity. The tunnel was well-lit by LED lamps, but the atmosphere got hotter and more humid the further he walked. The clamor of conveyor belts, rumbling and grinding of rocks, and trams rattling on rails was nearly deafening. Fine dust hung in the air despite the ventilation system, which chugged and shook as if on its last legs. Everything about the mine looked ancient, pitted and rusty as if the equipment predated the Cataclysm and was reclaimed by its current inhabitants like everything else in the Town.
There wasn't a soul in the locker room. Gunner frowned, looking around. Picking up a helmet with a built-in lantern, he moved on and slipped into the elevator, mashing the DOWN button. The lift shuddered, rattling as it quickly descended into the bowels of the earth. It took almost five minutes before it came to a rumbling stop. The doors shuddered open. Gunner took a few uncertain steps, vision adjusting to the cavernous gloom illuminated only by a few LED lamps and the stream of light beaming from his helmet.
The miners carved the chamber in room-and-pillar fashion, where pillars were cut out in a grid pattern of parallel corridors, creating an underground network that looked like streets. Bundled cables lined the floors and hung from the ceiling along with air shafts that funneled fresh air from above and carried methane out. Everything looked as expected from a standard mining operation.
Except for the mineworkers.
They were humanoid creatures, gangly-limbed and half-starved, long, matted white hair hanging lank down to their shoulder blades, skin the color of slate, marked by patches of blackened epidermis in patterns similar to animals. Males and females, even young children working alongside their parents, all so similar to humans that in the dark they could easily be mistaken for dirty laborers. Each had a wide electronic collar clamped around their necks. Dressed in scraggly rags, yellow eyes flashing in the dark, they went about their work with manacles on their wrists and ankles. They manually operated massive drills, jaw crushers, excavators, loaded rail carts, stacked crib blocks to stabilize the tunnels, and performed endless other tasks, scrambling about like ants on the move, communicating through whistles and chirps that sounded like a blend of insect sounds and birdcalls.
His eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, allowing him to make out an area alongside the tunnel walls, barricaded with electric fencing and razor wire. Inside were kennel cages, where more of the creatures were held captive with barely enough room to move. Their cheeks were sunken, eyes hollow, skin sallow, ribs protruding from skin marked with sores and cuts. An unhealthy stink wafted from the area.
"Hey!"
Gunner turned around. An overweight, weak-chinned, slovenly man with thick mutton chops down the sides of his rounded cheeks ambled over, panting as if every step was one of especially painful labor. A large, heavy wrench hung from his wide belt, colored at the end as if spattered in old red paint. Grime covered his thick coveralls and smeared across his face so that his green eyes appeared to glow.
"Yer a new hire, aint'cha? Yeah, gotta be. They always make their way down here. Gotta see the beastly little critters in person. Ain't too many Ferals left in the wild. Quite the sight, ain't they? Ugly as hell, but they'll work when they learn who the boss is. They're like any other animal, they are. Just have to show 'em you're the alpha male." He grinned, showing off a mean set of dirty teeth.
Gunner paused to light a cheroot, gazing at the man with narrowed eyes. "I'm guessing that's you."
"You betcha. My name's Woody. Hey — check this out." He unhooked the large wrench and hoisted it in the air. The nearest Ferals drew back, cringing and whimpering, arms held protectively over their heads while he brandished the wrench, ugly laughter rippling from his throat.
"Look at 'em squirm! Ain't that a sight? Had to bash in a few of their heads before they got the message. But once they saw their friend's brains all over the ground, they fell in line right quick. Now all I gotta do is wave this thing around, and they get to whining. I tell ya, they're hardly the terrors everyone goes on about. More like whipped dogs than anything else."
"That's a nice trick," Gunner said. "Let me give it a try."
Woody gave his massive belly a luxurious rub. "Might not work fer you, seeing as yer new and all. They gotta get to learn ya, they do. Aw, what the hell. May as well break you in if yer gonna be working down here." He handed the wrench over. "Gotta show 'em you mean business, now. They won't take you seriously unless you do."
"Oh, I plan to." Gunner accepted the wrench and turned it in his hand, testing the weight. Then he swung it, bashing Woody in the face. It struck with a crunching sound, and Woody's hands flew to his bloodied head, sputtering as he slowly crumbled to the dusty floor. Gunner swung the wrench again, and Woody's body went limp and still. Gunner dropped the bloody tool beside him on the ground.
The Ferals stopped working, and the cavern went quiet save for the rattle of machinery. They gathered around, hesitantly at first, shuffling on two limbs or four, sniffing the air, jerking their heads about, whistling and twittering at one another. Gunner walked among them, looking at their upturned faces, seeing the recognition dawn in their amber-colored eyes.
"You know me," he said. "You remember."
They hissed and snarled, lips peeled back, white teeth clamped together, swaying back and forth as the shared memories spread across their linked consciousness. Fear flashed in their eyes and they howled, cries reverberating throughout the chamber. Finally, their shrieks diminished, fear replaced by calm acceptance. They approached him, chirping in their unique tongue, sinewy limbs outstretched, knotted fingers tugging his clothes, touching his face. His skin prickled, the hairs standing up as if charged by electricity. His mind tore open, memories discharged from the dark recesses like waters from flinty rock until they knew him better than he knew himself. It was like standing in the tall grasses with cool summer rain pouring down. It was like crawling through razor shards of broken glass deep in a cave with no light. He closed his eyes and exhaled, allowing the bond to strengthen between them — collective, one mind, one recollection.
"You remember."
They led him along, deeper into the tunnels until it was so dark that light seemed a distant memory. He walked without fear, buoyed by their steadying hands, guiding him so that their eyes served as his. Time ceased to exist, just movement, sound, and scent, a reversion to the primal, crawling through the earth miserable and pitiful and poor and blind and naked. But just as the feeling of disorientation set in, a speck of light appeared in the distance. The Ferals stayed behind, restrained by some invisible barrier as if trapped in Limbo, urging him forward with gestures and encouraging chirrups and whistles.
He continued forward, squinting as he approached the light. Seconds later, he stumbled out a fissure in the base of the stony hillside, blinking in the glare of the afternoon sunset. Looking back a half-mile or so, he saw the rusty, dust-covered buildings of the Town. He stood at the base of the mesa overlooking the town, the rock carved with deep grooves as if some giant beast had dragged its claws down the sides.
He dusted off his jeans, glancing at a large briar patch a few yards away. "You gonna show yourself or what? I know you're in there. I can feel you."
The thicket rustled, and a small figure emerged, hood covering her Feral features. Unlike the others, she wore a fringed cloak and canvas trousers stitched with decorative beads. Approaching him with quick, jerky motions, she sniffed the air, staying a safe distance away.
He sat on a large rounded stone, careful not to make any sudden movements. "You're the one from the Town, aren't you? I saw you a couple of times."
She tilted her head, throat and jaw working as if struggling to speak. When the words finally came, her voice was birdlike, musical in pitch.
"Agni…Chaya?"
"Fire Shadow." He nodded. "That's what your people call me. I know it's more than that, but I ain't got the words." Reaching inside his shirt, he withdrew a beaded leather thong, the bone pendant engraved with a spiral that looped back into itself. "This is what I was given when I became brother to the Mahinarah."
She scampered over, earlier caution forgotten, slender fingers tracing the symbol on the pendant. "Re…member."
"That's right. Memory. The dream that never ends. What's your name?"
Clamping her sharp white teeth together, she struggled to make the sounds. "Eeenyah."
"Enya? That's a beautiful name."
She reached up, clasped a hand on the back of his neck and pulled his head down so that his forehead touched her brow. A purring sound vibrated in her throat. "Re…member."
"I will."
Sitting back on her haunches, she pointed upward toward the summit of the mesa, chirping wistfully. "Garha."
"Home? That's where your people live?"
She nodded, making signs with her hands, forming words and phrases that he interpreted from past experience with the Mahinarah.
"They took many prisoners. Made them work in the mines. Why can't they come out the same way I did?"
She traced a circle around her neck, making a buzzing sound.
"Shock collars. Must have perimeters set so they can't pass beyond the boundary without being electrocuted. Not to worry, though. I'll just have to get them taken off."
She cooed, amber-colored eyes questioning.
He stood, glancing back toward the Town. "It's complicated, but I'm working on it. Look for me tomorrow, but be careful. I'll let you know when to be ready."
She reached into the inner lining of her cloak and withdrew something red and glimmering, holding it up for Gunner to see. He stared in surprise.
"A blood shard. Where in the world did you get that?"
* * *
It was afternoon when he walked back into the Town, the sun dipping behind the broken buildings and turning the horizon angry shades of red. He approached the tall, rusty towers of the enormous power station, where the spouting and latticework trembled from the vibrations of the generator, rumbling and rattling from somewhere in the bowels of the building as if about to explode. Chips of rust and dusty powder trickled from the overhangs, creating a constant haze in the air that piled on the floor. Men and women in dust masks and dingy labcoats ran back and forth, harried expressions on their faces as they threw switches, analyzed machinery, and shouted at one another over the thunderous din.
No one paid Gunner much attention as he passed through, so he made his way to the locker room and removing his hat and duster, exchanged it for a labcoat and safety helmet. Walking into a hallway, he tapped a janitor on the shoulder.
"Where's the main office?"
"Down the hall, then the first left. You don't wanna go in there, though. Mr. McArthur is having another one of those days."
Gunner nodded, following the directions anyway. He pushed the door open into a grimy office, where a short, stocky supervisor shouted up at his subordinate in front of an array of screens displaying readouts.
"No, this won't do at all. These readings have to be wrong."
Despite being nearly foot taller, the other man cringed as if fearful of being struck. "We triple-checked them, sir."
"Well, quadruple-check them, Johnson. This consumption rate will be impossible to maintain. We'll have blackouts again tonight for sure."
"I'll rerun the numbers, sir." Johnson left, bumping into Gunner in his haste to leave the office. McArthur thumped his fist against a control panel, grimacing as he turned toward Gunner.
"Who the hell are you — another one of the Baron's messenger boys? Why isn't she here in person? She needs to see the mess she's created with this lithium nonsense."
"The new fusion ain't operating right?"
"Of course it's not. You can't just go from blood shards to hectorite without major retrofitting and the ramifications that come along with it. It's a band-aid on a gushing wound. I'm dealing with a near-catastrophe every day, and she can't even take a minute to see me? This isn't worth the pay. Not for this kind of risk. You tell her if she can't get me the parts I need to do my job, then I'm finished. Let's see how she plans to run this piece of junk without my team."
"I'll let her know," Gunner said. "Meanwhile, she wants to know where to put the blood shards when they get here."
McArthur's eyebrows rose as if trying to climb up his forehead. "Blood shards? Don't talk about — blood shards? Are you kidding me? Blood shards? I just hope we run another day. Another day!"
"I thought you'd be happy to get a new supply. You just said the hectorite—"
"Hey, who the hell are you, bud? An idiot? The Baron is sending me imbeciles now? We just stitched this bucket of bolts to run on lithium from hectorite, and now you're telling me she's getting a load of crimsonium? After all the work we did to get everything overhauled? Do you know what that took? Look at the stupid look on your face — of course you don't! We modified everything. Everything! Do you know what will happen if you toss a single blood shard into the generator feed? Do you?"
Gunner blinked. "No…?"
McArthur threw up his hands. "KaBOOM! That's what happens. The current setup can't handle the raw power of blood shards. The temperature, pressure, and confinement time are all different than with lithium. The current setup won't be able to withstand it. We'll have to take it all apart. Re-engineer it. And how are we expected to do that and keep this piss-pot of a Town running? Huh? You got any ideas?"
"No, sir."
"Then get the hell outta here and don't come back until the wizard gives you a brain. Tell the Baron I need to talk to her. In person, not on a screen. In person! Can you do that, at least?"
"Yes, sir."
"All right, then. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do. Like make sure this place doesn't blow us all to kingdom come."

Chapter 8: A False Witness

The group that waited outside the Judge's manor was a more subdued lot than they were the last time he was there. Several nursed injuries, looking worried in their singed and bloodstained clothes. Janey raised her head at Gunner's approach. A fresh scar on her cheek joined the collection of faded ones on her face. She squinted, one hand drifting to her revolver.
"You come here to kill me?"
"Didn't we have this conversation just yesterday?"
"People change their minds all the time."
"Well, mine ain't changed. I come to see the Judge."
One of the outlaws shifted, a glum look on his face. "Better if you didn't. Judge ain't in a good mood."
"What happened?"
"We got ambushed yesterday when—"
"Shut yer yap, Billy," Janey said. "That ain't none of this man's business." She turned to Gunner. "You got business with the Judge, guess you better head in there. Can't say no one warned you."
Gunner handed over his pistol belt to the guard and was admitted inside. Angry shouting echoed off the walls as soon as he entered. He followed the sounds until he arrived at a great room paneled in wood with exposed beams and a raised ceiling. Shelves on the walls were packed with books and pre-Cataclysm collectibles. A wide table centered the place, decorated with expensive tableware and glasses. The Judge stood behind a bar of polished wood on one side of the room, face reddened with fury. Bane stood a few feet away, one enormous hand encircling Waingrow's throat. The bandit gurgled, futilely trying to tear himself free of the cyborg's grasp. His boots dangled above the floor, jerking as Bane choked the life out of him.
Bane dropped Waingrow at Gunner's entrance, drawing the heavy pistol from his side and pointing it. Waingrow flopped on the ground, coughing and massaging his neck. The Judge glared at Gunner.
"This better be good news. Or Bane will handle you next."
Gunner's mouth curved into a tight grin. He casually placed a cheroot between his teeth. "A man that hides behind another man don't last for too long. Only a matter of time before the man he's hiding behind gets taken down. Care to guess what happens then?"
The Judge placed a hand on the countertop and vaulted over the bar. He stretched his arm out, and a hidden gun popped from his sleeve and slid into his hand. He pulled the trigger; the retort exploded off the walls. Gunner winced when the cheroot disintegrated into dust in front of his face.
The Judge smirked. "I didn't get to run this Town without getting my hands dirty, Gunner. You'd do well not to forget that."
Gunner spat the remnants of the cigar from his teeth, rubbing his ringing ears with his fingers. "I'll keep that in mind."
"Good. Now talk before I lose my patience."
Gunner glanced at Waingrow, who groaned as he used the bar to pull himself upright. "Well, for starters, you're choking this man out for no reason."
"I'm punishing this man because he failed me. How would you know anything about it?"
"Oh, I had a conversation with the Baron. Looks as if she heard about the raid you were planning. Said she made sure to get word to the railing station so that they'd expect the hit. Guessing from the looks of your crew outside, she must have been successful."
The Judge blinked. "That's impossible. How did she find out?"
Gunner looked around at the walls. "She got surveillance inside your place."
"Again, that's not possible. I have this place scanned every day."
"Maybe she knows when you scan for bugs. Or maybe she got bugs outside. Or maybe one of your men has loose lips. Either way, she knew about what was going down. And she put a stop to it."
"You heard this firsthand? From the Baron's own mouth?"
Gunner smiled as he helped himself to a shot of Scotch from the Judge's bar. "Sure did. Seems the Baron has taken a liking to me. She's got it in her mind that I'll gain your trust and then stab you in the back on her say-so."
"Is that so? She planning on taking me out?"
"If needs be. She'd prefer a siege approach to open bloodshed, though. Just keep taking pieces away from you until you have nothing left. And she has everything." He downed the Scotch. "Huh. That's not bad."
The Judge fumed; brows knitted. "We'll see about that. I have a mind to round up the rest of my men and march down to her saloon right now. We'll see how cunning she can be with a hail of bullets raining down."
Gunner poured himself another shot. "If she has eyes on this place, then she'll see you coming from a mile away. She'll be ready for you."
The Judge pointed a finger at Bane. "Nothing she can do will make her ready for him. He's an army by himself."
"That might be true, but how much of the Town will be destroyed in the process? I've been to the power station. It's downright fragile with the modifications. Won't take much to blow the place sky-high. I figure the Baron probably has a failsafe to do just that if she feels threatened enough."
"I wouldn't put it past her, but every action has an equal reaction. Her move against me must be countered."
Gunner glanced out the window. "You could take the mines from her."
"The mines?"
"Yeah. I heard from the bird that the Baron got a shipment of blood shards in just today. Figure it was payment for warning the shipping company about your raid. Well, you have a new fusion generator. She's got the blood shards to power it. I propose a two-pronged attack. Disrupt the power to the mines so that the Ferals lose their shock collars. With them running loose, chaos will erupt. While she's got her people figuring that out, you have your people take the blood shards. When it's over, the Baron won't have any negotiating power. She'll be at your mercy."
The Judge nodded, stroking his chin. "That's not a bad idea, actually. But the Baron knows my people by sight. It'll be hard to get any of them within a hundred yards of the mine without being spotted."
"I figure I can be your inside man, Judge. If the incentive is right, anyhow."
The Judge smiled. "What's your price, Gunner?"
"I understand you have an open position for Sheriff. I always wanted to know what it was like wearing a badge."
"If you can pull this off, then the job is yours. I'd be more than happy to employ a man of your considerable skills." His eyes slid over to Waingrow, who was still hunched over, panting from exertion. "God knows the pickings are slim around here."
"Guess I'll be on my way then. When you see power shut down in the mines, that'll be your signal to attack." Gunner glanced at Waingrow. "You coming?"
Waingrow nodded, limping as he followed Gunner out of the great room. He dropped his voice to a low whisper. "I don't know what game you're playing, but I guess I owe you one."
"That's right," Gunner said. "You do owe me one. One more piece of advice: find some distance away from the Judge."
"What do you mean?"
"Just a fair warning, Waingrow. If you value whatever people you got left, better fade into the background. Especially tonight."
* * *
"The Judge is yours," he told the Baron. "He'll be sending men to steal your blood shards tonight. I'd move them to another location now, but let the attack go on as planned. When his people enter the warehouse, you blow the place to hell. With most of his men dead, the Judge will have no choice but to surrender his generator. You'll have the ability to reconstruct the power station and have complete control over the operations of this place. The Judge will be at your mercy, even with Bane by his side."
Her eyes gleamed with anticipation. "You're sure he's making his move tonight?"
The saloon was closed for business. He sat at one of the gambling tables, pouring a shot of rye into a glass. The Baron sat across from him; one leg casually propped on an empty chair. Marshal Wiley and a handful of her most trusted circle stood by a few feet away, inspecting and arming their weapons.
"It's tonight. I'll have to cause a distraction at the mines to give the signal. Cutting the power should do the trick. I figure you won't mind since the mine is gonna be useless after tonight anyway."
She nodded. "I don't give two shits what happens to the mine. It's time to close that operation down anyway. I'll scatter some men that way when the power goes out, then have them double back after the Judge sends his men to the warehouse. I'll detonate the explosives, then have my people finish off anyone who survives the blast."
Wiley racked a shotgun and grinned. "Like fish in a barrel."
The Baron picked up the bottle of bourbon and took a swallow. "And then it's finished."
Gunner glanced out the window, where shadows smothered the Town as evening settled in. Lights winked on in windows and alongside buildings, and the people kept on going about their business, taking no notice. "And then what?"
"I visit my father’s grave and tell him it’s over."
"Your father?"
"That's right." The Baron's eyes glazed slightly, staring into the past. "My father used to be the Baron of this town, back when it was an orderly little trade station. He took care of the people and kept law and order in the town. That all changed with the Judge rode in with his army of robbers and murderers. I remember that day like it was yesterday. The men were more animals than human beings, filthy and smelling of blood. They'd come all the way from the Hinterland border, killing and marauding, burning entire towns behind them. I don't know what it was that made the Judge want to stop here, but when he did, my father was the first to meet him at the gates. I don't know what he said to the Judge, but the conversation was quick. The Judge pulled his pistol and shot my father in the face. His men trampled his body as they rode in, yelling and shooting anyone that stood in their way. It only took a few minutes to lay their claim to the Town. By the time they cooled their bloodlust down in the bars and brothels, it was deep into the night. I finally came out of hiding to find my father's body. There wasn't much left. And staring at his mangled remains, I learned lessons that would be branded into my consciousness. Including the most valuable one of all."
"Which is?" Gunner asked.
"That power is a lie. I thought my father had power until the Judge arrived. And I thought the Judge had power until I realized it was all illusion. The moment that illusion shatters, his power dissolves with it. No, real power comes from being indispensable, placing yourself in a position where you're always needed. And that's what I did. I worked at tasks others found boring or undesirable. I dug trenches in the infrastructure of this Town and made sure my people were placed deep within. The Judge didn't care. He was grateful for the assistance. He never even noticed what I'd become until it was too late. Now I'm as untouchable as he is, the balance of power shared between the two of us. And after waiting all this time, the moment has finally arrived for things to shift completely into my hands. When I kill the Judge, my father's legacy will end. Then I'll be free to pursue my own."
Her eyes refocused on Gunner. "You want to know what comes next? Order. Civilization. This will be a center for commerce and innovation. The undesirables will need to be purged from this place, exiled to whatever fortunes they can find elsewhere."
"Undesirables?" Gunner grinned, gesturing to the posse in the saloon. "You mean like us?"
"No. The Town will need its protectors — men and women with grit and courage, brave and fearless. But with badges on their chests, not gang sashes around their waists. It's the bandits, the mercenaries, the Nimrods, the outlaws that will have to go. Yeah, and the religious zealots too. People like your friend Pablo and his ilk, filling the minds of the townsfolk with nonsense about imaginary creatures demanding tribute and retribution. That has no place in modern civilization. Religion is just another way to influence people, and when you capture their hearts, you can make them do whatever you want. We don't need that around here. Round 'em up and drive 'em out, I say. I'll stamp them out like a fire if I have to. Just like the Ferals that sneak around stealing anything not locked down, taking it to their filthy trash camp on the top of the mesa. My future has no place for them, either."
She gave him a considering look through her sooty lashes. "You're supposed to be the best at killing those creatures from what I've heard. Maybe you'll want to get back in the business and take care of that problem for me. There's good money in it."
"Be glad to," Gunner said, tipping back the glass of rye. "I'll start with the ones in the mine. Guess in a couple of hours you'll have everything in hand. Except maybe what to do about Bane, unless you got a tank or a rocket launcher around here."
"Someone tried a rocket launcher. It didn't work. But I got something better." She reached inside her jacket and pulled out a cylindrical object, red and gleaming between her fingers.
Gunner leaned in for a closer look. "That a bullet made from a blood shard?"
"Among other things. My top scientist has been working on it for months. It should overload Bane's system and shut him down. In theory, that is."
"Which means the person who takes the shot is pretty much doomed if it doesn't work as planned. Good luck with finding a patsy for that job."
She shrugged. "Plenty of gunfighters looking for a fistful of gold bulls. Didn't take too much convincing to get one to use a specialized round. Made the deal through a third party; if it goes bad then it doesn't trace back to me. You should stick around. It's gonna be a show you don't want to miss."
He shook his head, set the glass on the table, and stood. "'Much as I'd love to, I got a lot of work to do to make all of this work. I best be going. You'll know when the Judge makes his move."
"I'll be looking out. Thanks for your help, Gunner. Needless to say, I'll make it worth your while."
"I'm counting on it, Baron." He tipped his hat and walked out of the saloon.
Wiley walked over, frowning in that direction. "He's up to something. For all we know, he's feeding the Judge the same story. We should hold back."
"No." The Baron stood and adjusted her gun belt. "The reward is worth the risk. Stick to the plan."
"So we're just gonna trust this guy? I'm telling you — there's no way he's telling us the whole truth."
She gave Wiley a sharp glance. "Of course he's not. Did you see his boots?"
"What about them?"
"The dust had those glimmering flecks only found in the mines. He's been in there."
"Goddammit."
"What?"
"There was an incident today. Someone bashed Woody's face in. He's alive, but he'll be drinking out of a straw for months. We assumed one of the Ferals got to him. Had to shock the whole lot of them as punishment. But if Gunner was down there, he could have done it. But why?"
"Doesn't matter. He's snooping around, gathering intel. Could be for the Judge, could be for himself. I want eyes on him. We'll find out what he's up to."
"Got it. I'll tail him with a drone. He'll never know we're watching."
* * *
"You're a dead man."
Gunner glanced into the alley, where Janey stood in the shadows, puffing on a cigarillo. The dim lighting emphasized the scars on her face, turning her expression into something sinister. A revolver gleamed in her fist, pointed directly at him.
"I could've cut you down right now, and you wouldn't have seen me. Sloppy."
He stepped into the alleyway, glancing upward. No cameras were visible, placing them in a perfect blind spot. "Yeah, I guess so."
"You gave Waingrow a warning, didn't ya? Told him something is gonna go down tonight and for him to stay away from it."
"Yeah, I guess I did."
"Why?"
"Figured he wanted out from under the Judge."
"You figured wrong. Waingrow ain't nothing if not loyal to a fault. He'd never flip on the Judge. You should've told me. I ain't loyal to nobody but myself."
"Reckoned telling Waingrow would cover you too. Thought he'd want to keep his crew outta harm's way."
"I don't get it. Why bother in the first place? We robbed you and left you to die."
"Let's just say I know what it's like to work for someone like the Judge. I know how hard it is to get outta that situation."
"Should've kept your yap shut. Now you gotta watch your back. Waingrow will probably sell you out to get back on the Judge's good side."
"Why warn me?"
"Figured it would make us even. Plus, I'm looking for a way outta this situation. Had enough of Waingrow's thick skull. Had enough of doing the Judge's dirty work for peanuts."
"Then I guess you better make yourself scarce in the next few hours because the Judge is going down. Mark my words."
"How can you know that?"
"Because I'm in the loop. You can take it or leave it."
She exhaled a stream of smoke into the breeze. "Yeah, okay. Reckon I won't be seeing you around."
"Guess not."
She edged backward, watching him until she reached the corner of the building. Then she was gone, footsteps quickly fading into the darkness.

Chapter 9: A Lying Tongue

The sun had set, the streets lit with LED lampposts throwing garish light that exaggerated shadows. The townsfolk were retired, leaving the nightlife to the type of men and women mean enough to brave the atmosphere. Saloons were full of patrons drinking, gambling, and singing bawdy songs. Men and women stood on the balcony of brothels, carousing and laughing drunkenly. And as Bane made his last patrol, a man stepped out the shadows of an alley to confront him, one hand hovering over the revolver on his hip.
"You. You're the one they say can't be killed. Well, my name's Wyatt Kearny, and I aim to prove that ain't true. You ready to dance?"
Bane gazed silently, electric-blue eyes glimmering. Finally, he threw back his tattered poncho, exposing the hand cannon holstered at his side.
They stepped to the center of the street. People stopped and gathered around, grinning and shouting jeers as they anticipated the swift end of Wyatt Kearny. Wyatt didn't take notice; attention focused on his opponent. A rough wind shoved through, blowing his duster back so that it flapped in the gusts like a battered old flag. His eyes narrowed into slits, fingers twitching over his sidearm. Then like quicksilver, he pulled the revolver and fired a single shot.
Bane lurched, stumbling backward, one hand on the grip of his heavy pistol. Fiery sparks exploded from his chest; his eyes flickered like dying light bulbs. Gasps rippled through the crowds as he spasmed, staggering drunkenly. An electric whine rattled in his throat, he sank to his knees, and finally toppled backward, slamming into the ground in a cloud of upraised dust. The wide-brimmed hat fell off his head, revealing a face charred by fire, metal exposed where large portions of his head had been repaired and reinforced. His teeth were clamped in a skeletal snarl, his eyes flickering until at last, they died out.
The cowboy walked over; gun aimed at Bane's prone body. After a few seconds, he exhaled a sigh of relief, turning to the crowd with his arms stretched out wide.
"I'm Wyatt Kearney, y'all. Made a name for myself in Oklahoma City, where I was born and raised. Now I'm making a name for myself here, starting with being the man who killed Bane, the most vicious gunman in the Territory!"
The crowds cheered, wild with euphoria. They lifted him on their shoulders, celebrating and singing, shooting pistols and rifles into the air. People on balconies popped champagne bottles, showering the drink down on Wyatt's head and shoulders. He grinned, basking in their adoration, kissing women, shaking hands, getting clapped on the back and shoulders. The crowd swept him into the nearest saloon, where the celebration would continue all night into the morning. Later they would recall the sheer exuberance of the evening, the hero's smile on Wyatt's face as he soaked in their adoration. No one could have known that when he finally staggered outside for a breath of fresh air, it would be the last he'd ever inhale. A quick pass, a stabbing motion, and then he lay on the ground clutching his ruined throat, dying as people screamed and gathered around, shock and disbelief stamped on their faces. In the chaos, no one noticed when a crew of men in dark clothing came and loaded Bane's heavy body onto a hovering cart and quickly ushered it away. Everyone was too busy shouting, running around, searching for the coward who dared to take the life of the brave and gallant Wyatt Kearney, who came down all the way from Oklahoma City only to die before his time.
* * *
Gunner clubbed the guard across the back of the head with his revolver butt, dragged his unconscious body into the shadows of the alley, and robbed him of his clothes. Dressed in the uniform and his face covered by a bandanna, he walked to the mine entrance and rapped on the door, turning his back so the man on the inside could only see the uniform, not his face. The door buzzed and opened.
He stepped inside, pointing his Reaper at the guard. "Your gun. Drop it. Carefully."
The man quickly obeyed.
"The collars on the Ferals. How do I turn them off?"
The man stared. "Why would you want to—"
"Answer the question."
The guard pointed a trembling finger down the hallway. "Security room. Two doors down."
Gunner gestured with the revolver. "Let's go."
He followed the man into the room, where two guards looked up, eyes widening when they saw Gunner enter with gun drawn, closing the door behind him. He motioned with the Reaper. "If you don't wanna die, better drop your guns on the floor, cuff each other, and jump in the closet over there."
After they leaped to obey, he turned to the first guard. "Show me."
The frightened man pointed to the button on the panel. Gunner pressed it and looked at the camera feed. The Ferals stopped their work as the collars powered down and disengaged. Several guards ran into the chamber, shouting and brandishing long, pronged staffs glowing at tips. The Ferals leaped onto their captors, attacking with bestial ferocity. In just a few seconds, they overwhelmed the guards by sheer force of numbers. They streamed through the tunnels, roaring and shrieking as they made their way in the direction of the hidden exit.
The guard's mouth dropped open. "What the hell are you doing? The Baron will have a fit when she—"
Gunner pointed his Reaper. "You got more than the Baron to worry about. Jump on in the closet with the others. Someone will get you out sooner or later."
After locking the men inside, he walked back into the main tunnel and stepped into the motor control center room. Identifying the central power supply, he yanked the switch to OFF. Everything went dark as the mine shut down with a dying groan. Emergency lights flickered on, barely illuminating the darkened hallways as he walked up the central tunnel and out the front entrance, skirting to the side of the building as men shouted from the watchtowers and milled around in confusion. He ducked back into the alley and removed the guard uniform, heading back toward the center of the Town as the alarms blared behind him.
A voice hissed from the shadows of the crumbling building across the avenue. "Agni Chaya."
He stopped, squinting into the darkness, where a hooded figure was barely visible, yellow eyes reflecting the dim light. "Enya. This place is about to be crawling with guards. Get out of here and meet your people at the base of the mesa. I got the collars off."
Her head turned that direction. "Free?"
"Yeah. They're free. Get on over there before someone spots you."
She scampered deeper into the shadows, pausing to stop and look at Gunner. "I remember." Then she was gone.
Gunner took a furtive look around, quickening his pace as he headed further into Town. He heard the explosion a few seconds later, turning back to see a cloud of fire light up the nearby buildings. Gunmen in black emerged from their hiding places and ran that direction. The shooting started a few moments afterward.
* * *
Roscoe set a plate of steaming chicken, rice, and green beans in front of Gunner. "There was an explosion in the Baron's warehouse area tonight. Did ya hear?"
Gunner stabbed the chicken with his fork. "Heard something. Lots of gunshots. People running around. Just another night around here, right?"
"Not this time, bud." Roscoe looked outside the window, face pensive. "It's too quiet 'round here. You can hear a mouse squeak. This ain't normal. People are laying low. Afraid to come out. This ain't good. Not good at all."
"Figure it'll blow over. Tomorrow's another day, after all. Life will go on."
"I think you should take advantage of the quiet and get outta Dodge. I'm afraid of what might kick off tomorrow."
"What — you're getting sick of my company?"
"Not at all. Just afraid for your life. You come, and you go. But every time you return it's like the Town gets hotter. This place is one matchstick away from an explosion, and you're standing in the center. You don't know the history of this place. There has always been someone trying to take down the Judge. Blood spills on one side or both, but in the end he still wins. The fools involved in trying to remove him end up dead and forgotten. And then it's as you said — life goes on."
"It'll be all right, Roscoe. Ain’t nobody trying to take down the Judge. Tomorrow I aim to collect my belongings and be on my way. Marshal Wiley has something that belongs to me."
"Your missing Steed. Why not just go to him and get it back?"
"Because I think the Baron sent him to buy it in the first place. An insurance policy to make sure I stuck around long enough to be useful to her. If I'd gone in accusing the Marshal and demanding it back, she'd probably have gone with the plausible deniability angle. Might even have gotten rid of it before I could find it. I figure since she's in my debt right about now, she'll go ahead and cough it up since I did what she wanted."
"All of this was just for a motorbike? It must be very important to you."
Gunner set his fork down, staring across empty space. "You got no idea."
"Then I hope it works out for you. Still, think you should forget about all of this and get out while you're ahead of the game. Stick around too long, and you're a goner. I've seen it too many a time."
"Thanks for the tip, Roscoe. But I think I'll do what you suggested and take advantage of the quiet — and getting some sleep."
"Sleep? Who can sleep at a time like this?" Roscoe winced, rubbing his leg.
"You okay there, Roscoe? You got your face twisted up like someone kicked you in shins."
"It's nothing. Just my knee. Took a slug back in the day when I was out there busting heads and taking names." He frowned, glancing out the window. "Funny — it only starts hurting when a storm's coming."
* * *
The Town appeared back to normal the next morning. The clamor of the fusion generator, the rumble of vehicles, the shouts of townspeople over the din. Gunner walked onto the porch, coffee mug in hand, eyes flicking back and forth, taking in the movements of riders coming in from the badlands, riding lizard horses or rumble bikes, stirring up dust that hung in a haze over the streets. Drones hummed as they dropped off packages in front of doorways or on rooftops, dogs barked, townspeople hurried along their way with heads down and eyes wary. The morning sun sliced through gaps in the buildings, already blazing hot.
Something still felt out of place.
The tingle of an unseen menace crackled in the air like electricity, raising the hackles on the back of his neck. His eyes narrowed, scanning the nearby buildings. Faces peered between blinds and curtains before vanishing. Gunmen lounged against railings and banisters, armed to the teeth and looking just bored enough to be ready to spring into action at the given word.
"Did you double-cross me?"
Gunner glanced to the side, where the Judge sat in a rickety old chair, rocking back and forth with his hands folded in his lap, feet propped on the railing, white ten-gallon hat tilted over his eyes.
"No need to look around for bodyguards. I'm here alone. Surprised?"
Gunner took a sip of coffee. "A little."
"Bane was shot down yesterday, did you know that?"
"I was a little busy last night. You know — shutting the mines down."
The Judge went on as if he didn't hear. "I'm sure it was the Baron, but I can't prove it. Some out-of-town cowpoke made a one-in-a-million shot, or at least that's what people say. I can't ask him because someone conveniently slashed his throat last night."
"Guess someone wanted to take out your last line of defense."
The Judge laughed. "My last line of defense? That's hilarious. Bane was a symbol, that's all. A reminder of my strength. I can go anywhere in this town. Walk any street or alley, any time of the day or night, and not worry about someone trying to put a knife in my ribs or plug me full of daylight. If Bane was the only ace in my hand, anyone could rush in to take me out. But as you can see, no one's made a move. Do you know why that is?"
Gunner took a sip of coffee. "Ain't got the foggiest."
"Because anyone with the notion to try has to consider the consequences if they don't succeed. In the end, no one wants to bell the cat. It's the very nature of power. When you impress yourself on the very consciousness of your fellow man so strongly as to alter his decision-making process — that's when you have complete control. And when you have control, you can't lose. I own this Town. I own everything in it. It's like…being God. People here live because I allow them to. But they know at any moment, I might just wipe them from existence. That's power."
Gunner grunted. "Pretty sure God has a lot more territory to cover than one lousy town."
The Judge frowned. "A lot of my people were killed last night. The Baron knew they were coming. That displeases me. I'm greatly displeased, Gunner. Some of them were my family. My flesh and blood. I take that very personally. People are going to die today."
Gunner took a sip of coffee. "I told you the Baron had eyes on the inside."
"So you did. Waingrow believes those eyes are yours. He says you warned him a hit was coming."
"Waingrow is full of shit. For all you know, he's the inside man. I took a huge risk shutting down the Baron's mine last night. I don't know if she's on to me yet, but it's only a matter of time. I did my part. If things didn't work out, it's no fault of mine."
"Maybe not, but it was your plan. So you're gonna help me fix this mess."
"I'm inclined to pass on that offer. I'm leaving this Town. Just gotta collect my property, and I'm gone."
The Judge tilted the brim of his hat upward so that his cold eyes were visible. "You're not going anywhere. I called in the reinforcements, as you've probably noticed. Every hired gun looking for work in a hundred-mile radius. They're here at my beck and call, ready to unleash hell when I give the word. They outnumber the Baron's numbers two-to-one and await only my order to gun them all down. They also have standing orders to shoot you like a dog if you try leaving without my express permission. Which you won't get."
"Unless I do something for you."
A tight smile thinned the Judge's lips. "The Baron is boxed in. That makes her more dangerous. Plus, she has people in vital positions for the functioning of the Town. If I go in with guns blazing, they'll abandon their posts, leaving this place vulnerable and unstable. But with her mining operation shut down, she needs to make a move or the power plant will shut down. The townspeople will blame her, not me. I sent word to her this morning, informing her of my desire for a truce. I'll offer the use of my generator; she'll provide the shards and manpower to install it and run the operation — an equal partnership. We'll be meeting at a neutral location: just us and a pair of bodyguards. I want you to be one of my pair. I can't trust you at my back, so I want you by my side. I want to watch the Baron's face when she sees you. And if I don't like what I see, you're a dead man."
Gunner took a sip of coffee. "Why don't you just take the Baron out and be over with it?"
"What do you mean?"
"Seems to me you got the chance to solve all your problems. Say the Baron gets betrayed by someone she trusts. An outsider — not affiliated with you or your people at all."
"Someone like you."
"Someone like me. It would take a little creativity. You give me a crew of hired guns, we bust in the parley disguised as a rival gang, shoot up the place, and in the chaos make sure the Baron catches a bullet. Might have to hit one of your bodyguards to sell the whole thing, but in the end, you get what you want, and no one's the wiser."
The Judge rubbed his chin. "That's not a bad idea. Only it would require that I put my implicit trust in you. You could just as easily make sure I bite the bullet as well. So how do I know that won't happen?"
"Because I won't get paid. I'm not offering to do this for free. If the pay is good, you get my services. If I'm successful, you get your Town back. No challengers."
"How would you pull it off? Tensions are high, and you can bet she's on high alert."
"I'll go by to see her, pull my guns, and shoot her dead to rights. Then I'll shoot my way out and head for the hills."
"Just like that?"
"Just like that."
The Judge raised out of the chair, stepping off the porch. "I figure I'd like to see that. I'll give you two hours, Gunner. If you can't get it done, I expect you to show up at my manor for the parley. Either way, I'm getting what I want out of you. Don't try anything stupid. My men will be watching your every move."
Gunner sipped his coffee, watching as the Judge strode down the street, immediately encircled by several men who only seconds earlier appeared to be casually lounging nearby. They marched at a leisurely pace, unhampered by the crowds that automatically moved to allow them passage. When they were lost to sight, Gunner set the mug on the railing, adjusted his gun belt, and stepped off the porch, headed toward the Bloody Mary. His boots trudged through red, dusty streets thick with weathered floating wagons, big-wheeled buggies loaded with wares from the trail carrying brown men with sombreros, leather chaps and long rifles in hand. Desperados from Texas riding lizard horses, mouths hidden by long thick mustaches, peering with sharp eyes, hands always nearby the big pistols on their hips.
Gunner passed by them all, senses alert, expectant of the gleam of a rifle at the window, the hidden gunman in the crowd. Every eye seemed focused on him; every face fixed into a murderous stare. It took forever to reach the steps of the Bloody Mary, where Marshal Wiley stood with a trio of deputies as if waiting for that moment.
Gunner flicked his eyes over the group, then back at Wiley. "You got something of mine. We gotta talk."
Wiley jerked his chin at the door. "Inside. It's getting downright hairy out here."
Gunner followed Wiley in the saloon, tailed by the silent, scowling deputies. The room was full of armed men and women positioned at the doors and windows. The place felt stifling, the tension thick enough to choke on. A pair of labcoats in the corner stood in front of a floating holographic screen, quietly arguing over surveillance feed.
The Baron waved him over from where she casually leaned against the bar. "The man of the hour," she said, raising a bottle of bourbon. "Thought you'd be in earlier. This place is getting thick with killers."
"So I noticed. Guess the Judge ain't surrendering."
"He's not. Not that I expected him to. He's apparently emptied out his accounts, though. Hired every killer in the Territory by the looks of it."
"Yeah, he has you boxed in. Heard he's offered to negotiate with you. Something about partnering up to share resources."
The Baron exchanged a look with Wiley. "How did you hear that?"
"From the horse's mouth. The man was kind enough to pay me a visit this morning."
"Must have wanted something special."
"Yeah. Wants me to kill you."
The reaction was instant. Her gang turned around, some jumping up from chairs, drawing guns and pointing them at him.
The Baron smiled, waving them down. "Calm down, people. If Gunner planned on killing me, he wouldn't just walk in and announce it." She slid the bottle over to him, followed by a velvet sack that clinked as it hit his palm.
"That's a big hundred grand for the good work on the plan and your part in it. We wiped out the Judge's best people last night."
Wiley stepped up, teeth flashing in an artificial grin. "They were screaming like pigs. Running out of the building on fire, skin sizzling. Wasn't nothing to put 'em down. Nothing at all. Think they were glad to get shot. Hell will be a cool dip in the pool compared to that."
Gunner felt a shiver at the mention of fire. He ignored it, glancing at the Baron. "Thanks for the payment."
"Hope you're hungry for more, because we still have the Judge to take care of."
"He'll fall if you push hard enough."
"He's got an army."
Gunner bounced the sack of bulls in his hand before stashing it inside his duster pocket. "They're only here for the money. If the Judge dies, their contract does too. There will be no reason for them to fight."
"I've considered that. But it'll be hard for me to get someone close enough to draw a bead on him."
"Not if it's someone outside your circle. Someone he trusts."
"Someone like you."
"Someone like me. You gotta have a few hired guns that the Judge hasn't bought out. Lend them to me. At the parley, we'll bust in disguised as a rival gang and shoot up the place. I'll be sure my bullets hit the Judge."
"No way," Wiley said. "It's too risky. The Baron could be gunned down just as easily."
"No risk, no reward," Gunner said. "If you don't like it, be there and watch her back."
Wiley sneered. "So you can gun me down too? I know your type, Gunner. You're looking out for your own neck. Figure you can take out the competition and set yourself up as the new boss. That sound about right?"
"You mean the way you tried taking me out with your little hit job?"
The Baron gave Wiley an amused glance. His face turned scarlet, veins throbbing in his neck. "Don't know what you're talking about."
"I'm pretty sure you do — three-man Nimrod Squad, amateurs at best. You're an insecure man, Wiley. Thought I might be edging you out of the Baron's favor. And no wonder — you're not that bright. Next time you sent hitmen after me, make sure they're up to snuff."
Wiley leaned in close, teeth clenched. "I don't need to send hitmen. I can do for you right now."
The Baron put a restraining hand against his chest. "Enough. Gunner, you're saying you'll do this? You'll kill the Judge? For what price?"
Gunner jabbed a finger at Wiley. "I know you had him buy my Steed from Dusty Pete. And I think I know the reason why."
"I'm listening."
"You wanted me to stay in Town. You were planning on using me all along."
She gave him a coy smile. "You should be flattered. It's been a long time since a man impressed me, Gunner. Yes, I saw your potential. I figured I could use a man of your skills."
"Well, the payment is my Steed back."
"That's all? Funny, it wasn't even in very good shape. It must be very important to you."
"Sentimental value."
"Very well. For the life of the Judge, you get your Steed back. And take this as a bonus gift." She tossed another bag to him.
Catching it, he peered inside. "What's this?"
"Thirty silver bulls. Appropriate payment for a traitor like you."
Something struck him hard in the back of the head. He fell forward, crashing hard at the Baron's feet. Wiley stood over him, grinning with a rifle in his hand.
"Been looking forward to this for a long time."
He smashed the rifle butt into Gunner's face. The room turned hazy, the laughter garbled, and everything went dark.

Chapter 10: Soweth Discord

"Gunner."
Charred face, crimson eyes, skeletal grin. Fire everywhere, flames crackling, heat searing, smoke smothering, the stench of burnt wood and burned bodies. Sky the color of blood, screams echoing in the air…
"He's out of it. Pathetic."
The voice, familiar. Gunner's eyes blinked open. The Judge's face swam into view as the world slowly coalesced. A look of triumph glimmered in his gaze.
"Ah, there you are. The turncoat awakens."
Gunner tried to leap to his feet, but firm hands held him down on his knees. His hands were secured in front of him by heavy manacles. It was hard to see. One of his eyes was swollen shut, the entire side of his face one massive bruise. The pain throbbed in his head like an agonizing heartbeat.
"Such a busy little troublemaker." The Baron stood beside the Judge, pursing her lips. She bent over to seize a handful of Gunner's hair, yanking his head back so that he stared up at her. "Did you really think we'd be so blind to fall for your little plan? Play one side against the other while you profit no matter who's standing at the end? How did that work out for you?"
Dirty chuckles from the men standing around. They were still in the Baron's saloon. The significant difference was the presence of the Judge and an entire crew of his new hands. Waingrow was there with them, looking on with a guilty expression.
Gunner gritted his teeth, trying to manage a smile. "Guess it didn't work well enough."
"No," the Judge said. "It didn't. You taught us a valuable lesson, though. Had the Baron and I come to accord from the beginning, your little scheme would never have worked. Well, we put aside our differences. Good news for us. But terrible news for you, I'm afraid."
Gunner barked a laugh. "Do either of you really believe you can trust the other after what you've done? The Baron set you up at the train heist. She finished killing your people just last night. Her hands are still wet with their blood."
"And she's going to make up for that. She'll be splitting the cost of the men I just hired on. In the end, mercenaries are expendable. I can always find more killers. And when it comes to it, better to trust the devil you know than the one you don't."
Gunner looked at the Baron. "And you. The Judge had your precious mines shut down. He wants to put you out of business. Permanently."
She backhanded him across the face. "Do you think anyone is going to listen to any more of your lies, little man? You made your first mistake in those mines when you set the Ferals free. Did you think no one noticed? Waingrow had eyes on you the entire time. That's when we knew you had a personal agenda. You actually felt for those beasts. You lied and backstabbed just for a chance to free them. The rumors are true, aren't they?"
Wiley leaned in close, a leer on his face. "Turned Feral, didn't ya?"
The Baron's mouth twisted in disgust. "They say you turned against your own kind, going from killing Ferals to killing your brothers in arms. That's why you had to leave Texas. The Rangers have a bounty on your head for treason and murder. But they don't get to kill you. We do. We'll send them your body for the reward. Whatever's left, anyway."
The Judge beckoned to the door. "It's time. Bring him."
As Gunner was roughly hauled to his feet, he gave it one last shot. "You can't trust her. She had Bane gunned down to make it easier to kill you."
The Judge looked amused. "So desperate. It's sad. I expected more from you. I guess reputation can't be trusted after all.
Who do you think that is behind you right now?"
Gunner craned his neck, looking back and upward. Bane's electric blue eyes stared back at him; hideous face shadowed by his hat. His bulky hands clamped down on Gunner's shoulders, holding him in place with ease.
"The Baron was kind enough to have one of her engineers repair Bane. He's as good as new. Unfortunately, the same won't be said about you when I'm finished."
The door opened and Gunner was shoved out, blinking in the burst of blazing sunlight. A tumultuous roar greeted him. A sea of angry faces lined the streets, shouting in rage and bloodlust. They shook fists and shouted furious insults, whipped into a killing frenzy. A well-aimed rock struck him in the brow when he stumbled down the steps. More rained down until the Judge's men fired warning shots into the air. Bane seized Gunner by the back of his neck and dragged him along like a man might do an ornery pup. The crowd followed alongside, pushing and shoving one another as they shouted murderous encouragement.
"Feral lover!"
"Kill him!"
"Hang the sonovabitch!"
Dust choked him, seizing in his throat. The sun beat down without mercy, a ball of white heat in sky pale from the blistering heat. Sweat dripped down Gunner's face, dampened his shirt. His feet dragged in the coppery dust. The Baron walked alongside, watching him as if drinking in his torment. The Judge strutted ahead, waving at the crowds as if they had gathered to bask in his excellence. All around were stranger's faces; laughing, jeering, shouting. The buildings loomed like mute witnesses, bent and broken, blurred faces peeking from windows. He was half-dragged, half-shoved down the streets for what seemed an eternity until finally arriving at a familiar location. A cage hung from an erected beam. Pablo was still captive behind the bars, looking a madman with his beard and hair disheveled, bony limbs hunched over. A noose hung beside the cage, swinging ominously in the wind.
The Judge leaped onto the veranda of the Mercantile, gesturing to the crowds like a traveling performer. "Good people of the Town, there has been murder and violence running amok in the streets the last few days and nights. And after a quick and efficient investigation, we have captured the criminal responsible. Bring forth the fiend known only as Gunner: turncoat and murderer, friend of Ferals and other unnatural beasts!"
The crowd screamed from the streets and balconies as Bane dragged Gunner to the noose. The Baron set a stool down, and Bane hefted Gunner with one hand, setting him upon it and slipped the noose over his head, tightening it around his neck. Something rumbled in the distance, nearly drowned out by the roars of the people.
Pablo thrust his head through the bars, eyes wide and looking half-crazed. His face was sunburnt, skin peeling, lips cracked and bloody. "Fear not those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul, amigo. You need not become faint out of fear. The storm has arrived. I see it approach on the horizon, blazing with lightning that turns the darkness into daylight!"
Wiley slammed his rifle against the cage. "Shut your hole or you'll be next, old man. Ain't no storm coming. Not today, not tomorrow, not next week."
The Judge continued his deliberation. "Here is a man so guilty of crimes in the sovereign territory of Texas that he had to flee in cowardice, slinking in the shadows until he arrived here. And upon arriving, what did he do? Immediately fell into the same criminal activities: gunning down men doing their lawful duty, leading my people into a fatal ambush, unleashing a pack of wild Ferals into the mines to slaughter the workers, and finally murdering an entire squad of your protectors in a killing spree just last night. I have examined the evidence and pronounce him guilty of all charges. And what is the punishment for such foul and heinous crimes?
"Hang 'im high!"
"Send him swinging!"
"Hang him!"
"Stretch 'im out!
"Hang him!"
"Hang him!"
The crowd chanted the refrain over and over, throwing rocks, bottles, and trash at Gunner. He winced as some of the objects struck, but focused more on keeping his balance on the rickety and unbalanced stool. The noose tightened around his neck, rope fibers digging into his skin. His feet shifted back and forth, barely able to touch the wooden seat.
The Judge motioned with his hands, quieting the crowd. They waited in giddy anticipation, mouths open, insipid smiles on their faces, ravenously awaiting the pronouncement of judgment that would result in Bane kicking the stool away.
The Judge dragged the moment out, dramatically turning to Gunner. "Does the accused have any last words?"
Gunner gurgled, trying to work moisture into his mouth. "You just…made the worst…mistake of your miserable life."
The Judge smiled as the air rang with mocking and scornful laughter. When the noise died down, he made a flamboyant gesture toward Gunner. "Then by the power invested in me, I sentence you to hang by the neck until—"
His voice was drowned out by a massive boom of thunder that reverberated so forcefully that the buildings shook and dust was flung into the air. Red warning lights flashed on the towers and lampposts; alarms blared over loudspeakers.
"Megastorm coming," someone shouted. "Headed right at us!"
Gunner glanced at the skyline, where a monster cloud mass gathered at impossible speeds, darkening the horizon, unleashing silver lightning and booming thunder, approaching like doomsday, churning in impossible formations. A gale-force wind rushed in, tearing shingles off rooftops, swirling dust in cyclonic bursts, sweeping coats and dusters back, snatching hats off heads. Gunner gasped; teeth gritted as he nearly lost his perch. He desperately tried to keep his feet flat to keep the stool from tumbling over. The rope dug further into his neck, burning his skin.
The crowds scattered, running for cover as the sky quickly darkened, and thunder continued to shake the buildings. Lightning rods were triggered by the alarms, rising from the building rooftops and stretching toward the sky. Fat raindrops fell, splashing against the dry, dusty streets and buildings like water balloons. It quickly became a deluge, streaming down as if emptied from buckets, soaking Gunner to the skin. From the corner of his eye he saw Pablo silhouetted by flickering lightning and glittering rain; on his knees with his bony arms outstretched and his head thrown back, eyes closed, mouth wide open as if in a triumphant shout. Whatever words he spoke were drowned out by the ear-ringing booms of thunder.
The Judge glared up at the sky as if furious at the interruption, but he hopped off the veranda and joined the crowds fleeing the area. Looking back, he waved his arms, mouthing words unheard in the chaos. Bane seemed to understand anyway, kicking the stool out from under Gunner's feet before trudging away.
The noose seized his neck, crushing his throat as his body weight pulled against the rope and sealed his doom. His legs kicked uncontrollably, body seized by violent seizures, heart exploding in his chest. His vision darkened, darkness came to claim him, filled with weeping voices, burning bodies, and a gaunt, blacked-garbed figure with crimson eyes and a skeletal grin.
* * *
They took refuge in the Baron's saloon, nearly overcrowding it. Men and women lined the walls, sat at the tables, stood against the bar, leaned on the upstairs railing. Occasionally someone would look up when a particularly violent boom of lightning rattled the walls and ceiling. Water dripped from leaks in the shingles, but no one paid it any mind. They shook the water from their coats, opened bottles, poured liquor into glasses, and shouted at one another over the sound of the storm outside.
The Judge removed his hat, watching the water pool on the floor. He shook his head with a rueful grin. "Well, that didn't go as planned."
Waingrow looked at the window, where the steel storm shutters obscured the view of the gale. "Where the hell did that storm come from?"
"Megastorms always come out of nowhere. Just haven't had one around here for a long time."
"I was thinking we'd seen the last of them. Used to have a couple every year when I was a kid, but then they died off. I hear funny stuff used to happen in the old days. Stuff people couldn't explain."
The Baron approached with a bottle of Scotch and a pair of drinking glasses. "Don't believe everything the old folks told you about back in the day, Waingrow. They were always going on about monsters birthed from the storms, killing and preying on the weak and helpless. That's almost as bad as the stories about Aberrations destroying the world."
Waingrow took a few steps back, jaw working. "Well, they built the Havens for a reason. Damned if they didn't."
"The Denizens built the Havens because they were incredibly inept and afraid of the catastrophe they caused. Man-made, just like every other disaster. And while they slept, the rest of us kept going. Surviving. Rebuilding the world." She cracked the seal on the bottle and poured into the glasses, offering one to the Judge.
He accepted it with a tight smile. "And what do we toast to, now that we're back on good footing?"
She considered for a moment before answering with a smile of her own, raising her glass. "To rebuilding."
"I'll drink to that," he said, clinking glasses with her. "After you, of course."
She laughed. "So much for trust." Tilting the glass back, she downed the whiskey in a single swig. The Judge followed suit only after watching her swallow.
"You can hardly fault me. It seems you've grown quite devious these past few months."
"I had an excellent mentor."
"And here we are. Gunner was right about one thing. It will be impossible to trust after this. Some sins are just too blatant to forgive. Like the murder of twenty-seven of my best people, many of them my relatives."
Her eyes flicked to the crowded room, where the mercenaries and outlaws drank and conversated, at first glance appearing casual and laid back. Until a closer look revealed the tightness of their eyes, the tense postures, the way their hands never strayed from the weapons in their holsters.
"I suppose your new triggers are just waiting for the command to open fire. I have to warn you that mine have the same orders. It will be a bloodbath."
"For you. I have at least twice the numbers that you do."
"My people are more disciplined."
"Doesn't matter. It's mathematics. Numbers never lie."
She smiled, leaning in to whisper. "Speaking of which, I wonder what would happen if I were to offer your hired guns twenty-five percent more to cross over to my side."
He gave her an amused glance. "A mutiny, I'm sure. But you don't have that kind of money. We both know that."
Her face turned deadly serious. "Step down. Walk away and I'll let you live, I promise. You had your time. It's over."
He blinked. "Are you serious? You actually have the audacity to—"
The door opened in a gust of howling wind and spraying rain. Bane stood in the entrance, massive body taking up the entire doorway. Lightning flickered behind him, followed by a thunderous boom. Water dripped from his soaking poncho, pooling on the floor.
"Ah, there you are." The Judge’s eyes flashed with anger. "Come here, Bane. There's something I want you to handle."
The giant trudged over obediently, eyes glimmering blue from the shadows of his wide-brimmed hat. Everyone scooted back, eyes wide as they watched him pass.
The Judge looked at the Baron. "You must see the irony in rebuilding a weapon I'll be using against you. Bane can't be bought. He can't be persuaded. He can't be stopped. And I'm the only one who can give him commands."
"Not anymore." She turned to Bane. "Stop." He froze in his tracks.
The Judge's eyes widened. "No. That's not possible."
A sneer curled her lips. "Did you really think I'd just hand over a weapon like this back to you? Of course my engineers altered his programming. He answers to me now. You should have taken my offer. But now blood is the only option left. Bane: kill him."
The Judge leaped backward, handgun sliding from his sleeve into his hand as he shouted orders to his gunfighters. "We're shooting our way out. Kill them all."
He opened fire on the Baron, but Bane shielded her, bullets ricocheting off his armored hide. The room erupted in gunfire as both sides shot one another at close range. The Judge cursed, noticing that some of his own hired guns had flipped, turning on the others. The noise was deafening. Men and women fell to the floor, screaming and clutching wounds, blood streaming between their fingers. Glass shattered, wooden chips and splinters flew across the air. Janey ran and slid across the blood-slicked floor, firing twin revolvers before taking a flying leap out the open door into the violent storm outside. The Baron stood back to back with Bane, firing at the Judge's men with composed efficiency. Waingrow emerged from behind an overturned table, holding a sawed-off shotgun. The Baron whirled, firing multiple rounds that turned his face into an unrecognizable mess before he hit the floor.
The Judge fired until his rounds emptied, but Bane remained unfazed, advancing until he loomed over him. The Judge held out his hands, trying to ward him off. "Stop. I order you to stop. You can't do this. You don't answer to her. You answer to—"
Bane moved faster than the Judge thought possible, lunging forward to seize him by the head. He screamed as Bane's thumbs jabbed into his eyes, blinding him. He flailed helplessly, eyes on fire, head flaring in agony as Bane's hands squeezed like a metal vice. He heard the sickening sound of his own skull fracturing before he knew no more.
* * *
The Baron's chest heaved as she took gasping swallows of moist air. Sweat slicked her face and soaked her clothes. The room was roasting hot and smelled of blood and death. The shootout ended with the Judge's grisly demise, the mercenaries losing the will to fight when their sponsor lay on the floor with his entire head resembling a fistful of rotten fruit. People crawled across the floor, dragging ruined limbs in an animalistic urge to escape. Wiley finished them off, one booming shot at a time. His grin widened with every kill, the look of a man enjoying his work.
She collapsed in a wooden chair, gesturing with her gun. "Anyone who worked for the Judge has two options: work for me or get out of Town right now." She glanced around the room expectantly. No one moved. She picked up an unbroken bottle of whiskey and poured it down her throat, taking several swallows. Bane plodded over and stood behind her like an obedient golem.
Wiping her mouth, she looked at her new crew. "Those who work for me will be deputized by the Marshal. You will wear a blue armband at all times when on duty. You will earn a decent wage, be awarded your pick of restored houses, and gain additional bonuses in the future. Deserters will be hung or shot, or both. Your work starts as soon as the megastorm is over. My first ordinance will be the surrender of firearms in this Town. Aside from law enforcement, all guns will be checked in upon entering and checked out when leaving. Anyone who refuses to surrender their weapon is to be shot. Some of you will be rounding up other undesirables, starting with those worthless religious zealots. They won't be a problem. Just gather them up and ship them off with a warning to never come back. Anyone loyal to the Judge will be rounded up and shot en masse. This is how we establish law and order in this Town. Any questions? Good. Get yourselves cleaned up and tend to your wounds. This storm won't last forever. When it ends, get ready to move out."
Turning around, she looked up at Bane. "Is Gunner dead? You watched him die?"
He nodded.
"Good. That's one less problem to worry about."

Chapter 11: Abomination of Desolation

Gunner drowned.
Choking on water, liquid fire searing his lungs, a storm raging around him, raindrops pelting, lightning sizzling, thunder hammering with sonic fists, pummeling him further into the dark, muddy river.
He clawed at his neck, tearing the sodden noose away, coughing, puking, neck on fire, throat torn by nettles, blood in his mouth. Pushing himself up with trembling arms, he blinked droplets from his eyelashes. The storm raged around the Town, clouds whirling, so dark and terrible that he tore his gaze away. Lightning forked, connecting sky to earth in blinding flashes and thunder so constant that the reverberations shattered windows and battered the buildings. Some of the structures were on fire from lightning rods busted from the onslaught, flames greedily feasting even while being doused by the deluge. Bodies floated in the water, poor folk unable to find shelter in time. A few stragglers ran through the mud, desperately searching for cover, beating on doors and windows sealed by the emergency lockdown. Their calls for help were unheard, overwhelmed by the sucking, booming, whirling sounds of the tempest. None of the unfortunates even saw Gunner lying in a white-capped, rushing stream that used to be a street. They couldn't see anything; eyes wide and blinded by paralyzing fear of the impossible phenomena around them. The winds shrieked like tortured spirits, blowing rain sideways in heavy gusts that never let up.
He glanced up, barely able to see the cage swinging in the blustering winds as if made of chicken wire. A tiny figure in a billowing cloak gripped the bars, doing something to the lock. The gate swung open and Pablo leaped out, falling beside Gunner in the stream. He lifted his face, gasping, white hair sopping and hanging across his face. He clapped Gunner on the back, shouting at the top of his lungs to be heard over the raging storm.
"I thought you were dead, amigo. But this Mahinarah child jumped from the rooftop and cut you down when that cyborg monstrosity walked away. It appears you have an angel watching over you."
Gunner opened his mouth, but his throat was too raw to speak. He hacked and nodded, trying to push himself to his feet. Pablo assisted him, both men staggering on weak legs like a pair of newborn colts. Enya leaped nimbly from the cage and landed beside them with a splash. She looked around fearfully at the raging storm, gesturing for them to follow. She led them into one of the nearby abandoned buildings, too old and broken to be locked down. Water fell from the damaged ceiling, flooding the interior. They splashed through, pushing aside floating pieces of rotted wood. The water drained into a basement, where Enya descended. The building shuddered from the punishment of the squall, creaking and splintering as if about to fall apart.
A hole in the wall revealed a hidden tunnel, where they entered, waist-deep in flowing water. Yellow-eyed figures awaited, stretching out lanky limbs and taking hold of Gunner and Pablo, supporting them as they descended into a wet, slippery passageway of earth and rock, gloom and darkness. Gunner had no idea how long they traveled, slipping in and out of consciousness, eyes blind, ears filled with the hisses and chirping of the Mahinarah as they carried him along. He closed his eyes, floating away into the darkness.
* * *
He awoke in front of a crackling fire in a hollow of dark stone, stalagmites jutting from the rocky floor like jagged rows of sharp teeth. Heavy rain was visible from the mouth of the cave, shimmering like liquid crystals every time lightning flashed. He fingered the heavy wrap that encircled his throat, smelling strongly of herbal medicine.
The worst of the storm has passed, but the rain will be around for some time.
He turned at the sound of the voice, realizing the words weren't spoken by mouth but communicated into his mind. A diminutive woman sat on the other side of the fire, wrapped in a multicolored shawl, beads roped around her neck and wrists. Her sagacious face was more refined than the rest of the Mahinarah, her hair finer, silver threads hanging loose to her shoulders. Her gray skin was nearly free of the mottled patches that marked her kind, lightly freckled instead. Her amber-colored eyes gazed at him with serene perception, as though she knew him through and through. He was all too aware that she did. She was the Keeper, possessor of the hive mind of the tribe.
He pushed himself to a sitting position, bowing his head in respect.
My name is Bodhi. We have tended to your wounds. Your voice will return in time. Your friend is cared for. Do you remember, Agni Chaya?
His mind flooded at the mention of his name. Fire Shadow. He saw the name as she did, the flame that chased the shadow. The fire, the man with crimson eyes. The dead that lay at his feet. Gunner sobbing, clutching a body to his chest. Picking up his Reavers, chasing after the shadow. Always chasing.
He nodded, tears trickling down his face.
She waved a bony hand. Sleep, Agni Chaya. Dream of your loved ones and be content.
He slept. For the first time in ages, the nightmares stayed away.
* * *
When he awoke the next morning, he walked the camp with Bodhi beside him, moving with elderly grace. Children trailed in their wake, pointing and staring with widened eyes, scampering away every time he turned around.
The Mahinarah village was far more advanced than any he'd ever seen, a series of wooden lodges and stacked stone huts with domed roofs, connected by wooden bridges and heavy beams that reinforced the structures. A wall of wood ash cement fortified the encampment from intruders. A series of caves also served as shelter and led to the tunnels that allowed them to travel through the mesa and into the Town undetected. They also housed the smithery, where several of the Mahinarah worked the forges and hammered out tools, weapons, and machine parts. Conveyors rattled, moving metal and stone. Cogs and gears turned, transferring water from hidden streams in the caves to the encampment. Gunner stared at an automaton, roughly humanoid in shape, made from rusted metal parts but functional, assisting the workers at the forge. A rounded fusion orb pulsed from the housing in its chest.
Bodhi seemed to read his surprise. You've never seen technology of this sort created by us before. It is a new thing of the last few years. We wanted to create synthetic guardians for protection, but the nature of such creations still eludes us. This simple automaton is the culmination of years of work and learning. Yet it is simple, only able to perform the most basic tasks.
Gunner grunted, wincing from the pain in his throat. His voice was a gravelly rasp. "It's…far beyond anything I've…seen from the Mahinarah." He coughed into his hand, grimacing. "Your skills are increasing."
As you know, we share a collective memory that grows stronger over time, healing minds damaged by hereditary disorders that have afflicted us since we were shattered in the madness of the Cataclysm. As our minds heal, we recover much of what was lost. In time we will further adapt, losing our collectiveness to individuality. In time, we will again be like you.
"Seems…like a loss…more than an advantage."
It is what will be. We must adapt or perish. That is the way of things.
He picked up a handful of loose wires, frayed at the ends. "This looks familiar. Like the wires in the power plant. They say someone has been pulling these out and pulling levers, creating blackouts. But it's not the Baron or the Judge. It's been you this whole time."
We were trying without success to free the captives in the mines. Trying to learn their technology to save our people.
"That's too great of a risk. The Baron already wants to wipe you out."
We are always in danger. There are always those who want to massacre us. You understand because you were once one of those men. It does not matter whether we leave or stay. So we stay.
He massaged his neck, where the scarring was still tender and sore. "Well, I reckon I can do something about that."
You have done enough. You set our captive brothers and sisters free. We are in your debt. You owe us nothing.
He looked her in the eye. "There's nothing in this whole world I can do to take back what I did to you, and you know it. At least let me do what I do best to make sure no one else does the same."
The decision is yours, Agni Chaya. Whatever we have is at your disposal.
* * *
The rain finally faded to a steady drizzle that afternoon, falling from a sky the color of gun smoke. The Baron's boots clomped on wooden boards lain across the thick mud, grateful she had maintained the drainage system. Some of the streets still flooded, but the water receded quickly, funneled to the treatment center for recycling.
Bane followed on her heels like a protective guard dog, splintering the wood under his boots. She joined Marshal Wiley in the town square, where a group of men and women were lined up on their knees, hands on their heads. Their faces ranged from surly to terrified as they faced off against her newly appointed deputies, all who aimed rifles at them.
"This all of them?"
Wiley adjusted the gun belt he confiscated from Gunner's belongings; the Reaper revolvers holstered at his hips. "Most of 'em. Fools still fighting for the Judge, and some who didn't want to surrender their guns."
"Any sign of Janey?"
"Haven't seen her yet. Couldn't have gone far in that storm. My guess is she's holed up somewhere waiting for a good chance to sneak out."
"I want her and anyone else who might be a threat rounded up and shot. Especially Gunner. I want to see his body even if he drowned. Search building to building."
"Already being done."
"Good." She glanced at the line of prisoners. "Get rid of them."
He grinned, motioning to his lieutenant. The order was shouted out, followed by the explosion of gunfire. The bodies jerked back and forth, spurting blood as they toppled into the mud. The Baron had already turned away, glancing at a young deputy headed her direction, dragging a mud-spattered resident by the arm. The man had a dazed expression on his face, looking as if he'd been pulled from a battlefield.
"Who's this?"
"This here's Barney Fields. Says he was caught out in the storm last night. Got washed away and would've drowned if he hadn't held tight to the lamppost by the Mercantile."
Her foot tapped impatiently. "What does that have to do with me?"
The deputy smacked Barney Fields in the back of his head. "Go on, now. Tell her."
Barney blinked as if awakening from a dream, staring at the Baron with his mouth agape like an imbecile. "I done seen 'im, I did. Seen 'im with my own eyes."
"Seen who?"
"The man that got hanged. Him and the preacher. Seen 'em when they escaped."
Her eyes narrowed. "You saw Gunner and Pablo escape? What happened?"
His face reddened. "You'll think I'm making it up, but I know what I seen."
She took a deep breath, trying to keep from throttling the man. "Tell me."
"Was a demon, it was. A yellow-eyed demon birthed from that unholy storm. Cut the outlaw down with its razor teeth, then tore the door right off the cage with its bare hands. They walked right on top of the water like it was dry ground, then lightning struck them all, and they disappeared like ghosts. Scariest thing I ever seen."
She dug into her vest pocket and flipped him a gold bull. "Thanks for reporting it. You run along and clean up. Stay inside if you don't want to get shot by mistake."
"Yes, ma'am. I will, ma'am." Clutching the gold to his chest, he trotted off.
The deputy laughed. "Yellow-eyed demon? He must have been hallucinating."
She smiled. "Must have been. You did good bringing him to me. Keep looking around. See if anyone else saw anything."
He saluted her and sauntered off; chest puffed out. She motioned to Wiley, who walked toward her.
"The Ferals helped Gunner and the preacher escape. Get a posse together and head for the mesa summit. It's time we put those filthy animals down for good. I want them all wiped out."
He glanced at the holoband on his wrist. "Much as I'd like to blow Gunner's brains out with his own revolvers, I got bad news. The storm circled around and is heading back at us. Won't be at full strength like before, but it'll still be pretty bad. Gonna have to call everyone back to take shelter until it's over. Should be able to head out there after it passes through."
She shook her head. "That's not good enough. I don't like not knowing what they're doing up there. Those creatures are savage killers. And they seem to be able to slip in and out the Town without being seen. The trapper was right — the one with the red eyes. He said they were cunning in their own way. For all we know, they're planning to kill us all in our sleep."
"Then send Bane. I'll go with him. The two of us should make good time. And he's worth a whole posse all to himself."
"Then I'll send him alone. No need for you to take the risk."
"I'll let him take the lead and just follow as backup. I'll be the cleanup man."
"Fine." She turned around and looked up at Bane. "Climb the mesa. Find where they're hiding Gunner. Kill him and everything else up there. If it's alive, I want it dead. Understand?"
Bane nodded, turning in the direction of the mesa and stomping off, unhindered by the heavy mud, stepping on top of the dead bodies in his path as if they were rotten logs.
Wiley grinned. "This is gonna be fun. I can't wait to see the expressions on their faces when he reaches the summit. It's gonna be a massacre."
* * *
"There you are." Pablo came upon Gunner as he sat under the awning of one of the brick huts, quietly observing the Mahinarah as they cleaned up after the storm, repairing rooftops and lodges, sweeping pathways, removing tree branches. Others took care of the freed prisoners, offering food, checking their wounds. There was a remarkable difference between the half-starved mine workers and their brethren, who looked hale and fit in comparison, dressed in clean leggings, shirts, and colorful shawls and blouses. Larger, muscular warriors with massive jaws, shaved heads, fierce eyes, and braided topknots walked the perimeter with rifles propped on their shoulders.
Enya splashed over with a bowl of soup and a sharp-smelling herbal tea in handmade wooden dishes. Gunner tried to refuse the food, pointing to his injured throat. She pressed the tea in his hands, motioning for him to drink.
"Good. Make better."
He sipped, wincing in pain. But after a few seconds, he looked up in surprise. His voice was low and raspy. "You're right. Feels a little better already."
She smiled.
Pablo dropped to a crouch beside Gunner, gazing at the surroundings through streams of water that drained from the roof like liquid prison bars. "I am surprised to see you receive such hospitality from the Mahinarah. Not many know of their gentle side. I would not think you to be one of them, considering your reputation."
Gunner sipped his tea, clearing his throat with a pained expression. "A well-deserved reputation. No one was better at killing them than I was. Back when I was in the Texas cavalry and only knew them as Ferals. Mean, vicious killers, infected creatures that preyed on human flesh." He shook his head. "I never questioned the notion. All I'd seen was the warriors, and they were fierce. It was considered an honorable thing to wipe them out wherever they were found."
Enya wrapped her hands around his arm, looking up with glassy yellow eyes, lost in the painful memories.
Gunner sighed. "What I didn't know was that the commanders knew the truth about the Mahinarah. They knew that killing the Keeper would turn the warriors berserk, minds untethered and blind with rage. In that state, they'd kill anything that moved. So the cavalry commanders were ordered to send assassins to sneak into the Mahinarah villages and murder the Keepers, allowing the fighters to run wild to justify the cavalry riding in and wiping them out. They wanted the land, you see. Fertile soil, fresh water. Good for raising crops and livestock."
Pablo shook his head. "An unsurprising revelation, but tragic all the same. The story never changes. Man lords it over man to his own injury."
"I lost brothers to their fighters. Bodies torn apart, gutted like animals. I hated them. I wanted to kill them all. So I made a name for myself as a Feral hunter. I took hundreds of scalps in battle after battle. It was never enough. One day my company was tracking a band of warriors near El Paso. They were a smart group — ambushed us in a canyon valley. Most of my men were killed. I managed to escape but didn't make it too far. I stumbled on a cougar near her den of kittens."
He lifted his fingers, tracing the scars on his face. "She lit into me hard and fast. Would've killed me if I hadn't fallen off the cliffside. I lay there on the rocks, broken and dying when the Mahinarah found me. They lifted me and carried me to their village, where I figured they'd cut me up and eat me. Instead, they took care of me. Tended to my wounds and nursed me back from the brink. And then I met their Keeper, who shared the memories of what we'd done to them."
A tear slid down his cheek. Enya mirrored his action, still linked to him in memory. A mewling sound came from her throat.
"I wanted to die all over again when I realized the truth of my sin. Of the murders I was guilty of. When I was healthy enough to travel, I went back to my post and confronted my commander, who admitted the truth. But he felt no remorse, threatening to court-martial me if I spoke a word about it to anyone. In my rage, I shot him right there. He crawled away and died in front of a room full of his men. I barely escaped, fleeing the territory with them behind me all the way. The Mahinarah kept me hidden, and I helped them fight back, showing them how to use the weapons that could even the odds. But in the end, all we could do was retreat. The numbers were too great, the weapons too deadly. We were scattered to the winds, running for our lives. I had to leave the tribe because I was more of a target than they were. But I went knowing that wherever I was, they were alive in me and me in them because we remember. They are my family now. The only family I have left."
"You earned their forgiveness," Pablo said. "Not an easy thing to do. But you have to forgive yourself as well, or you will never be able to move on."
Gunner shook his head. "Some things you can't move on from. Some things stay with you all the days of your life. They make a man who he is and all he'll ever be. Can't change who you are, Pablo. That would be living a lie."
"What is impossible with man is possible with God," Pablo said. "All you have to do is give yourself to Him, and He will give you power beyond what is normal."
Gunner said nothing, staring wistfully at the Mahinarah. “Look at them. More human than we’ll ever be.”
Pablo sighed. “The man that you asked me about. The one with crimson eyes. Does he have a name?”
Gunner stiffened. “His name is Victor.”
“He was there. In Town. Months ago.”
“I thought you never saw him.”
“I didn’t. As I said, I never laid eyes on him. But I heard about him. The townspeople talk. He’s the one that captured the Mahinarah for the mines. He came, did the job, then moved on. People were relieved. They were afraid of him. Even the Judge was careful with the man. They say there was something about him. Something…evil.”
“They wouldn’t be wrong. Did they say what direction he headed?”
“East. That’s all I know.”
Something boomed, echoing across the air. Pablo looked up; forehead creased. "That didn't sound like thunder."
Gunner leaped to his feet. "No. It was a gunshot."
He ran down the path, slipping on wet pebbles, moving toward the sound of booming gunfire, teeth gritted, eyes wild. At the edge of the mesa, a towering figure in tattered clothes and a wide-brimmed hat towered above the Mahinarah warriors, electric eyes glowing, firing shot after shot from his massive hand cannon. Behind him, an approaching storm darkened the horizon, flickering with hellish lightning. Thunder shook the ground, bodies fell to the sodden earth, massive cavities spewing blood from the deadly blasts. The air rang with shrill war cries and screams from the wounded. Bane moved slowly, taking his time to aim and fire while their rounds bounced harmlessly from his armored body.
Gunner snatched up a bolt action rifle from one of the fallen, firing a round at Bane's head. "Hey!" He worked the handle on the bolt, ejecting the cartridge and loading another round. "You came here for me. Well, come and get me." He fired again, scoring a direct hit in Bane's chest. The giant stumbled backward, righting himself quickly. The bandanna fell from his face, revealing a metallic snarl of clenched teeth. Lifting his cannon, he pulled the trigger.
Gunner had already moved, sliding across the mud as an explosive blast erupted where he'd been standing, spattering mud and water over him. He rolled to a stop, worked the bolt again, then aimed and fired. A click, then nothing. Cursing, he hurled the empty weapon away, scrambling to his feet as Bane aimed again.
One of the warriors whooped, firing a barbed hook from a gas-powered gun, snagging Bane's arm so that his shot went wide over Gunner's head. More warriors fired grappling guns, hooking Bane's arms and legs while others scrambled to secure the cables to the ground with long stakes fired from powder-actuated fastening guns. Bane pulled and tugged against the wires, gun empty, clothes ripped to shreds, metal-armored body straining, electric-blue eyes flashing. One of the cables snapped with a twanging sound, flinging a warrior high into the air.
Gunner cupped his hands, shouting into the wind. "It's not gonna hold. Fall back. Fall back to the caves!"
The warriors backed away, firing primitive rifles, arrows from compound bows, some even hurling rocks. The storm clouds rushed in as if eager to witness the battle, bringing in heavy rain that pelted the already saturated ground. Silvery slashes of lightning forked back and forth, turning Bane into a monstrous silhouette, metal hide gleaming as he tore free of his restraints. He roared, vapor billowing from his mouth as he charged across the ground, splashing water with each heavy step. Some of the hooks still stuck in his limbs, cables flailing behind him as he ran.
The warriors darted through a sparse grove of sycamore trees, leaping up into the branches and from tree to tree. Some took positions and continued to fire at the behemoth as he tore through the woods, smashing into trees hard enough to shake the warriors from the limbs. Ignoring the fallen, he ran after Gunner, who broke through the thicket and ran for the caves with Bane hot on his heels.
As he reached the cave mouth, one of the warriors emerged with a gas container on his back and flamethrower in hand. Gunner turned, shocked to see Bane closing in incredibly fast, abandoning his cannon for a knife longer than most swords, glinting in the flashes of lightning.
The warrior ignited the flamethrower, expelling a brilliant pulse of liquid fire that engulfed Bane, soaking him in red-yellow tongues of pure hell, hissing as they away at his body, melting whatever flesh remained like hot wax, destroying every human remnant of whoever he had been.
The robotic frame emerged from the flames like an unholy revenant, metallic bones white-hot, half his face missing, one eye burnt out. He seized the warrior by the face with one steel-fingered hand, crushing it like a raw egg. The others retreated, firing their weapons in futility, bullets ineffectual against his skeletal frame. Gunner stood in front, waving them away, backing up toward the glow and rising heat of the forge where the automaton still tended to its duties, obliviously pounding away at an alloyed plate with a large hammer, raising sparks with every blow. Gunner picked up a long piece of rebar, waving it back and forth in front of Bane like a bone to a dog, practically begging him to take the bait as he retreated toward the hanging vat of molten metal, bubbling and hissing, ready to be poured into the molds. Several of the warriors leaped to the metal rafters, preparing to tip the vat when ready.
Bane stopped in his tracks, looking above Gunner's head, studying the forge with his remaining eye, head scanning side to side. Bullets bounced harmlessly off his metal bones. Ignoring the warriors that whooped and danced just out of his reach, he turned and looked back at the mouth of the cave, focusing on the path that would lead to the village. Where the women and children huddled, frightened and helpless.
"No!" Gunner hurled the piece of rebar, striking Bane in the shoulder. "It's me you want. Not them. Me."
Bane stared at him, eye whirring and flashing. With his bottom jaw missing, it seemed his mouth was open in a never-ending scream of laughter. Ignoring the warriors, ignoring Gunner, he turned and headed back to the cave entrance. Gunner picked up a heavy pipe wrench and dashed forward, striking Bane in the leg so hard that his teeth rattled. Bane swiped his arm backward, catching Gunner in the chest, knocking him ten yards back. He hit the ground and curled into a fetal position, clutching his sternum and gasping for air. The warriors fell on Bane like a living avalanche, trying to pull him back, shattering rifles and bending steel against his alloyed frame. He shrugged them off, slammed them into the ground, breaking bones, swinging the razor-sharp blade, cutting limps apart in grisly sprays of blood, leaving a trail of injured bodies behind him, never breaking stride, an unstoppable juggernaut with his mind fixated on slaughter.
Pablo appeared at the mouth of the tunnel with Enya scampering by his side. A rocket launcher rested on his shoulder. Dropping to one knee, he fired it. The rocket exploded on impact, sending Bane flying backward in a blast of flame and trailing smoke, both legs shattered, one arm severed, body parts skipping across the cave. The main torso landed in front of the forge, flailing like an enormous injured insect, head jerking, one arm reaching out toward Gunner as if trying with all his might to satisfy some insatiable need to kill. One of the warriors tilted the vat of molten metal over, pouring it over Bane's remains. The magma covered him, sizzling and smoking, red-orange and silver, flowing across the ground like hot molasses. Gunner crawled to his feet, stumbling away, shielding his face from the heat.
Winded, clutching his bruised chest, he turned and squinted at Pablo, who approached with the launcher tucked under his arm. He smiled at Gunner's expression.
"Don't look so surprised, amigo. I haven't been a son of God my entire life. Enya here helped me find this launcher in a heap of old weapons. Took a lot of digging to find a rocket to fit, but we got here as quick as we could."
Gunner clapped him on the shoulder. "Much appreciated. Don't think we would have been able to stop him." He glanced back at the fallen warriors, face turning somber. "As it is, the Mahinarah lost many of their warriors today. The Judge is gonna pay for this."
"The Judge is dead."
Wiley stepped out of the gloom with a grin on his face, twin Reapers in both hands. "The Baron had Bane take care of him. He died, screaming and crying like a little bitch. Then we killed his people. And now I'm gonna kill you, Gunner. Been looking forward to it for a long time."
Pointing one of the Reapers directly at Gunner, he fired.

Chapter 12: Fire and Brimstone

Pablo jumped in front of Gunner, jerking backward as the round struck, sending both of them sprawling into the damp earth. Two more shots rang out, the echoes crashing in the cave like thunder. Gunner pulled himself from under Pablo, staring as Wiley stumbled in front of him, gasping, blood trickling from his mouth. He slumped forward and slammed face-first into the ground.
Janey stood behind him, smoking revolver in hand. She spat on his corpse and holstered her weapon, dropping to one knee beside Gunner, who cradled Pablo's body in his arms. "Pablo, you old fool. Why would you do that?"
He looked up at Gunner, light fading from his eyes. "Why? It is the…Way, Gunner. No one…has love greater than this: that he…lay down one's life for one's…friends." His eyes fluttered shut, and his body went limp.
Jamey shook her head. "Damn it. I was hiding out in Town after the Baron took over. Saw that bastard Wiley and the metal monster heading up the mesa. Decided to follow. Didn't get here in time."
Gunner gently laid Pablo's body on the ground. "Much obliged, Janey."
"We need to get the hell away from here, Gunner. The Baron ain't gonna stop. She'll be sending everyone up here once she figures out they ain't coming down. We could be deep into Mexico by then. Find a train or a caravan and head out to Tucson or Nogales."
Gunner picked the Reaper up stood, staring at the dead bodies on the ground. "You go on ahead. I'll make sure no one comes after you."
Her head jerked up in surprise. "You're planning on going to war with the Baron? By yourself? That's crazy. She's gotta have a couple hundred guns down there. All deputized. Legal. That's a suicide mission. I know you're mad about the preacher, but think straight for a minute. Why would you wanna even try to take on those kinds of odds?"
He rolled Wiley over, unbuckled the gun belt, and snatched it from his waist. "Like you said — she'll be coming up here soon with everything she has. When she does, everyone dies. I'm not gonna let that happen."
"You're gonna put your life on the line for some mangy Ferals? Why would you—" She cut off at seeing the murderous look on his face.
"I'm not asking for your help, Janey. You did me a favor here. Far as me and you are concerned, we're more than evened up." He cinched the belt around his waist and holstered the Reapers. "You go your way; I'll go mine."
She stared him for a moment before shrugging. "Fine, I'll help."
"It ain't gonna be pretty. And if you go in, you might not come back out."
"I said I'd go. I know the Judge was my grandfather, but he deserved to die. Waingrow is a different story. He was like a brother to me. When I got jumped by a gang in Reno, it was him that came and fought through all of them to get me out. I owed a lot to him. So don’t try and tell me what to do and where to go. What's the plan?"
Gunner picked up the rocket launcher. "The plan? I'm going down there and I'm gonna kill 'em all."
She glanced over at the forge, where the rusty robot kept on beating plates of metal with its hammer, unconcerned with what occurred around it.
"I think we can do a little better than that."
* * *
The dead were buried. The living prepared for war.
At the mouth of the tunnel leading back to the Town, Gunner gathered with a handful of the Mahinarah warriors, picking through the assortment of old weapons they had collected over the years. The forge provided the only illumination, the furnace casting flickering light across the darkness of the hewn stone.
"Did Janey take the flamethrower? Good. Are those the spare rockets?" Gunner accepted them from Enya, carefully placing them in a large duffel bag. One of the remaining warriors handed him the large knife Bane had wielded. Gunner slung it in a makeshift scabbard on his back and placed an old Puritan-style slouch hat on his head, the band fastened by a wide brass buckle, the wide brim hanging over his eyes.
Bodhi joined them, corralled by a trio of protective warriors. You do not have to do this alone, Agni Chaya. What we have is yours. My warriors wish to avenge their fallen brothers and sisters.
"You got precious few warriors left. They're better off protecting you in case things go south down there. Two of 'em will guide me through the tunnels, but I'm sending them back up. I don't want any more of your blood on my hands."
She reached up, pulling his head down and placing his brow against hers. It will be as you say. You will always find home with the Mahinarah, Agni Chaya. We remember you.
"And I remember you," he said, hefting the bag and slinging it over his shoulder. Turning, he headed down the tunnel, ruffling Enya's hair as he passed. She grabbed hold of his hand, mewling. He hesitated, dropping to one knee.
“This is goodbye, Enya. You keep taking care of your people, okay?”
She nodded, tears gleaming in her eyes as she pressed something into his hand. He looked at the glimmering red blood shard, nodding before stuffing it into his pocket. Her mournful cries followed him as he descended into the deep gloom of the tunnels, hand on one of the warrior's shoulders, using their eyes to see the way in the dark.
* * *
A killer waited for Myrtle Jenkins in her bedroom.
She had only left for a minute, when Mama got to complaining about her arthritis again. Myrtle gave her the meds and returned to her bedroom, hoping to read a few passages from Immortal Musings before trying to type out a few poems on her own. Thunder rumbled, rattling the windows, and rain dripped from leaks in the roof. She adjusted a few buckets but gave up after a few seconds. When she opened the bedroom door, Gunner stood in the corner like the shadows gave him birth, eyes hooded by a wide-brimmed hat, water dripping from his oilskin duster onto the floor. A red bandanna wrapped around his throat. His voice rasped like a metal file.
"Get your people out of here."
Her hand drifted to the door handle. "What…?"
His arm raised, pistol in hand. "Don't."
Trembling, she clasped her hands tightly in front of her.
"It's not you that I wanna kill. Just everyone else. You got a few minutes before the shooting starts. That's enough time to round your folks up. Family, neighbors, whoever doesn't wanna die. Take 'em to the mines and wait it out. Should be safe enough there. After it's over, you can head out to the farm."
"In the middle of the storm? No one is gonna want to—"
"You know your Bible, girl?"
She nodded.
"Then you know what happened to Sodom and Gomorrah. Same thing's gonna happen to this Town in a few minutes. This ain't the time for what you want. It's time for you to get your people to safety and not look back. Remember Lot's wife."
He opened the window, letting in the howling wind and pouring rain. Slipping out, he vanished like a shadow in the absence of light.
Myrtle stood there, blinking as the rain spattered on her face, dampening her gown. Her chest heaved, and she wavered on unsteady legs. Closing her eyes, she said a silent prayer. Then, sucking a deep breath, she ran out of the bedroom and woke up everyone in the house.
* * *
Jim McArthur shook his head. "This is gonna be impossible, Johnson. Now the Baron has a brand-new generator? One that uses blood shards for fusion? And she wants it up and running when — by the end of the week? How are we supposed to do that, huh? After all the work we've done to overhaul the power station, she thinks we can just put it back together the way it was without shutting the entire Town down for weeks. How, I ask? Do you know, Johnson? Do you?"
Johnson winced. "No, sir."
"Of course you don't. I'm the one that has to think of everything around here. I should have chosen a more appreciated occupation, Johnson. Like an undertaker. Look at all the business they're getting right about now."
"Yes, sir."
McArthur tossed a handful of antacids in his mouth and chewed furiously. "Go get some sleep, Johnson. I need you for another double shift bright and early tomorrow. We gotta train the crew all over again for this new project."
"Yes, sir." Johnson heaved a sigh of relief and dashed out of the office. McArthur paid it no mind, already distracted by the readouts on the screen. He shook his head. "Unbelievable. Just unbelievable. If we get through this storm without a blackout, it'll be a bona fide miracle."
The door opened, stirring the papers scattered on the desktop. "You leave something, Johnson?"
A gun muzzle jabbed into the back of his head. His eyes widened, seeing the murky reflection in the window of a tall, dark shadow in a long coat and wide-brimmed hat standing behind him. Sweat slid down McArthur's face. The man in the hat spoke in a coarse rasp.
"You told me that one blood shard could blow this place sky-high."
"You're the one they tried to hang. The desperado that won't die."
The gun jabbed harder. "Not important. Think back to the other day. You told me a single blood shard in the wrong place could cause a chain reaction."
McArthur worked some moisture in his mouth. "Well, technically speaking, it could. It hasn't been proven, of course, because that would be a damn fool thing to—"
Gunner tossed something onto the desk. The blood shard rolled across the surface, glinting in the light.
"Do it."
McArthur braced himself, feeling an incredible urge to pee in his pants. "Why? I have people here. Why would I start an explosion that could kill them all?"
"Because if you do what I say, I let you take them into the safety shelter. If you don't, I blow your brains out and find your pal Johnson. Maybe he'll be more accommodating."
"No! No, I'll do it. If you promise to let us live, I'll do it."
He heaved a sigh of relief when the gun lowered from his head. Gunner seized him by the collar, pulling him to the door.
"Make it fast. I'm not here to kill time."
* * *
"I got something!"
Tucker Gibson adjusted his nightvision goggles, zooming in on a distant figure walking directly toward the Town entrance, nearly obscured by the heavy rain. His long duster fluttered in the blustery wind, his hat slung over his eyes, walking with purposeful gate, almost a march. Tucker snatch up his radio, yelling into the receiver.
"We got company up front. Copy that? I got movement coming right at me!"
The radio crackled. "Don't piss your pants, Tucker. We're right behind you."
He leaned out the guardhouse, getting immediately soaked. A line of gunmen stood at the gate entrance in raincoats, plastic ponchos, and oilskin dusters, behind the sizzling laser bars and atop the wall, rifles in hand."
"That you, Gus? Where the hell is the Marshal?"
That's Constable to you, Tucker," Gus said. "Far as the Marshal goes, that's none of your business. I'm in charge here."
"Hell, I had to ask, Constable. Just doin' my job. Can't fault a man fer doing his job."
"You just keep your fat ass in that guardhouse, Tucker. We'll take care of your little one-man invasion. Take the shot, Gary."
One of the men lay behind a mounted sniper rifle, peering down the scope. He pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the intruder before the sound of the retort. The man fell to the mud, flat on his back. The men laughed and hi-fived one another.
The amusement died when the intruder got to his feet and lurched forward, moving purposely toward the gate. The deputies murmured in disbelief.
"The hell…"
"He ain't human!"
Gus peered through his goggles. "He's human, all right. Gotta be wearing some kind of body armor. Fire again."
The command was obeyed. The intruder sprawled backward from another booming shot. The men held a collective breath, falling completely silent, heavy rain and thunder the only sounds.
The intruder rose again like a corpse from the grave, moving even faster toward the gate.
"That ain't no man. It's a ghost I'm telling ya!"
"Ain't no such thing as ghosts. Open fire and I'll prove it."
The sound of gunfire exploded in the air as they fired single-shot and automatic rifles, muzzles flashing and steaming in the rain, cartridges glinting as they fell to the wet ground. The figure jerked and staggered, struck by multiple rounds. Limbs flailing, he fell face-first into the red mud a hundred yards from the gate. Gus smirked in satisfaction.
"You see? Ain't no armor made that can shake off that kind of shooting."
The figure pushed himself up and stood, standing in the sheets of glittering rain like an apparition. The men exclaimed in shock, edging backward. Gus swallowed, snatching up his radio.
"Baron? We got a problem at the gate. A major one."
* * *
Carson Putnam was the first do die.
He watched the storm approach with increasing worry, seeing the massive thunderhead grow larger, bubbling like a pot full of boiling water, becoming dark and fearsome, rumbling within with flickers of forked lightning and rumbling thunder as though gods warred behind the clouds. The wind and rain blustered in, howling and shoving, swaying his watchtower so forcefully that he desperately wished to abandon his post. But the Baron wanted eyes on top, so he had to stay, not wanting to risk her wrath. But with rain lashing in his face and lightning flashing all around, he cursed her and everyone else safe and warm below.
He never saw when Gunner slowly clambered over the railing behind him. He didn't know anything was suspect until Gunner slammed a hand over his mouth and slit his throat, a terrible rush of white-hot agony and paralyzing terror. He gurgled, flailing helplessly as Gunner seized him and with one strong hoist, threw him over the railing to the ground below, blood mingling with the rain. A rush of wind and water, the ground hurtling toward him, and then the crushing impact ended it all.
Gunner turned, squinting into the stinging droplets at the main entrance of the Town, where crowds of men ran to the gate, joining the others firing at the figure in the distance. A grim smile touched his face. Then, unhooking the rope attached to his belt, he pulled, yanking up the bag with the launcher and rockets.
* * *
The number of men at the gate had doubled, the second group joining the first in continuous gunfire as the figure advanced toward them. The man's duster was shot to shreds, exposing a metallic glint underneath. When the hat was final shot off his head, the men gasped.
"Lookee there — it ain't no man at all."
"It's a goldarn robot!"
The automaton continued walking toward them like a living scarecrow, staggering on damaged limbs. They shot it at close range, finally bringing it down a few yards from the humming laser bars. It hissed in the rain, smoke wafting from the bullet-riddled body. The men cheered, raising their weapons.
The Baron's voice crackled over the radio. "What's happening over there, Gus? I hear a lot of gunfire."
"Had a disturbance at the gate, Baron. Thought we was under attack, but it was just some kinda robot. Didn't have a gun or nothing."
"A robot?" The radio crackled as if the Baron paused to think. "Get your men away from there right now."
"We got it covered, Baron. Ain't nothing else out here but the rain. Whoever sent the robot wasn't thinking straight. Should've known it wouldn't have gotten inside without being shot down."
"That's the point. If you're all at the gate, it's because he wants you there. Get out."
He glanced around in confusion. "Who wants us here?"
Standing where he was, he might have been the only one to see the flash of light from the watchtower, watching something streak through the rain toward them. But it wasn't until the rocket struck that he realized what had happened. The missile exploded against the ground right in the thick of the group of deputies, ripping some of them apart in a grisly shower of body parts and pink mist. Dozens of other men were flung backward by the shockwave, taking substantial damage from flying debris.
Gus found himself ten yards away, ears ringing, the screams of the injured men muted. He tried to get up, but his legs refused to cooperate. He looked down — his pants were shredded and smoking, darkened by blood in several places, his boots blown off, three of his toes missing. He didn't feel anything. Dragging himself through the watery street, he felt only the inherent need to escape, get away from the carnage. Several men staggered past him, as dazed as he was. They rounded the corner, then stopped, backing away with hands upraised and protests sputtering from their lips.
Gus looked up at the cause of their trepidation. Janey walked out of the alleyway with a fuel pack strapped on, a flamethrower in her hands, and a crooked smile on her face.
"Hello, boys. Welcome to hell."
She fired the torch. Liquescent flames streamed from the nozzle, the last thing that Gus and his men saw before sizzling agony overwhelmed them.
* * *
The Baron slammed a fist against the wall, buckling the sheetrock. "Dammit! I warned him." On the screen, fire blazed, engulfing the buildings around the main gate. Several men ran in the rain, tripping over themselves, flailing as they were eaten alive by the flames. She picked up the radio, resisting the urge to scream over the mike.
"Everyone be on your toes. There are two attackers so far: last seen at the front gate and the watchtower above the mines. Stick to your groups and find them. Watch your backs out there."
She turned to her squad of ten; all experienced and hardened veterans of bloody campaigns across the Territories. They were armed to the teeth: automatic shotguns, machine guns with equipped grenade launchers, semi-automatic handguns, revolvers, flak jackets, infrared/nightvision goggles.
"We're going to group up with the others, flush Gunner and Janey out and cut them down. Look sharp — they might not be the only ones out there."
The soldiers nodded, picking up their gear. The Baron led them out the door of the former Judge's manor into the downpour, scanning the immediate area with her rifle. Her squad fanned out around her, positioning behind appropriate cover as they surveyed the vicinity. Lightning flashed repeatedly, and thunder boomed hard enough to rattle the ground, creating ripples in the standing pools of water.
The sounds of gunfire echoed through the streets, followed by screams and cries of rage and pain. Gouts of flame lit up the night, setting buildings on fire. A lizard horse ran past, bridle on fire, eyes wide with terror. Even the clamor of the power plant sounded different, louder than it should have. Alarms blared on the loudspeakers; emergency lights flashed on the lampposts. Confused voices called out over the radio.
"Where the hell are these guys?"
"Jesse's dead. So is Queenie. I think they got Chris too."
"This is crazy. Where is he?"
"I…I been shot. Oh God, I'm dying…"
"I can 't see anything in this soup…"
"Something over there. By the scrap yard."
"I don't see anything."
"I'm telling you; I saw someone."
"Think they're using the sewer system…"
"I knew it. Right over there. A woman. She's carrying—"
More gunshots, followed by screams and then radio silence. Baron motioned with her hand. "This way."
She took the lead, crouched low, striding through ankle-deep water, rifle fanning back and forth, checking corners, trying desperately to see through the heavy rain. The alarms continued to blare, the warning lights flashing red.
A gunshot exploded right behind her. She turned around to see one of her people fall, clutching his back, screaming as fire spread from the wound, engulfing him as if he'd been doused in gasoline.
Hellfire rounds.
A dark figure darted through the shadows, running fast. The Baron yelled, opening fire with her machine gun. The rest of her team joined in, muzzles flashing, the combined retorts deafening, louder than the booming thunder of the storm. Someone fired a grenade, blowing up the interior of one of the houses. Windows shattered, glittering in the light. The bullets tore through buildings, chips of brick and wood flying through the air. The Baron raised a fist to halt the gunfire. They broke off, cautiously probing the damage with mounted lights and laser sights.
"Where the hell is he? This guy's a ghost."
"Keep a sharp eye out."
A gout of fire streamed from the window of the Town Bank, so brilliant and searing that the Baron had to shield her face. Three of her soldiers were caught in the blaze, practically melting before her eyes. The flames poured over them like liquid, killing them before they could even scream. The Baron blinked in the afterglow, seeing the hazy outline of Janey in the window, fanning the flamethrower back and forth. The Baron raised her rifle and fired, but her vision was distorted, and the shots were off the mark. She ducked behind a stack of wooden crates and reloaded. By the time she stood and aimed again, Janey was nowhere to be seen. The Baron and the remaining squad members slowly emerged, faces grim and uneasy. They scanned the buildings, trying to find a target.
She nearly missed the silhouette rising from the opposite rooftop, rocket launcher mounted on his shoulder.
"Scatter!" She fired a few errant shots while running. The missile fired, exploding against the building behind her, blowing the entire front portion to smithereens. She was bowled over from the impact, curling into a protective ball to protect herself from the flying shrapnel. Losing her rifle, she dove for cover behind a covered wagon as gunfire erupted, punishing her eardrums. Peeking around, she saw Gunner still standing on the rooftop. Having abandoned the rocket launcher, he fired both revolvers down at her squad, muzzles blazing as they expelled incendiary rounds that engulfed the targets in flames on contact. Four of her team were already on fire, rolling on the ground, screaming. The others fired from behind cover, trying to get a clean shot at Gunner, who stood there in the open as if unafraid of death.
The Baron pulled one of her revolvers, aimed, and fired. Gunner clapped a hand to his shoulder and fell backward, sliding down the backside of the roof. The Baron stood and ran that direction, but stopped in midstride, listening. The siren alarm that shrieked over the loudspeakers wasn't a storm alarm. Her eyes widened.
It's the power plant alarm.
She stared in the direction of the power plant, where even in the heavy rain she saw the towers tremble, vibrating so violently that chips of rust fell from the railing and spouting.
"Shit." She waved at her team, motioning them back. "Get out of here! The place is about to—"
The explosion ripped the words from her mouth. The buildings in front of the plant disintegrated as the plant imploded into a ball of blinding reddish-white energy that pulsed for a few seconds before exploding outward, rings of plasma cutting buildings in two, reducing structures to cinders and ashes, splintering debris that floated in the air after the initial blast. The remaining buildings leaned drunkenly against one another, slowly collapsing into heaps as aftershocks and smaller explosions did further damage. Fires raged despite the flames, licking up wood, brick, steel, and dust.
The Baron pulled herself from under a pile of smoldering bricks, coughing. She slowly stood, feeling lightheaded and dizzy. She touched the bloody cuts and punctures on her body, unsure if any of them were severe. Looking around, she had no idea where she was. The Town was unrecognizable; every landmark blasted, streets covered in rubble, buildings reduced to smoking ruins. There was no sign of any of her squad. There was no sign of any life at all.
The crunch of footsteps was the only warning. She pulled her last remaining revolver and fired at the shadow approaching her. The body that hit the ground was one of her soldiers, eyes wide in accusatory shock as he died.
"Bad shot."
She froze at the sound of the raspy voice, slowly turning around. Gunner stood a few yards away, duster torn and bloody, eyes cold and dead, one hand pointing his Reaper at her.
She spat a bitter laugh, looking at the devastation around them. "Guess the old preacher was right after all."
"Yeah." He pulled the trigger. The hammer clicked on empty.
The Baron's eyes widened, a smile springing to her lips as she raised her revolver. Gunner was somehow faster, dropping the Reaver and leaning to the side. Her shot grazed his cheek, he unsheathed the blade on his back and rammed it into her gut, twisting it.
She gasped at the surge of agony, legs immediately giving out. Flopping to the ground, she clutched the hilt of the blade, fingers slippery from the blood. Giving up, she sagged against the railing of a ruined building, body shuddering from the pain. Looking up, she recognized the scorched sign. The Bloody Mary. She coughed up blood in an attempt to laugh. From the corner of her eye, she saw Gunner pick his weapon up and reload it.
"Guess I'll…see you in…hell, Gunner."
He pointed the Reaper at her; teeth gritted in a hateful snarl. "No, you won't. Because there's no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in the grave — where I'm sending you."
The Reaper fired. Everything disintegrated.

Chapter 13: Wide is the Gate

Gunner walked away from the Baron's body, passing through the ruins of the Town. People ran by, shouting, clutching wounds, dragging bodies from the wreckage. Many were the Baron's men, staggering through the rubble in a daze, shrinking back in fear when Gunner walked their direction. They ran at the sight of him, screaming, looking fearfully over their shoulders. He ignored them, picking his way through the debris.
He found his Steed near the Baron's saloon, in a half-collapsed garage roaring with flames. Covering his face with his bandanna, he quickly found one of the side panels on the vehicle. Disengaging the hatches, he extracted a small velvet satchel. Opening it, he removed a pair of rings strung on a beaded chain. One was a slender ladies ring, gold with a single diamond in the center. The other was a heavy men's ring made of polished wood and black ceramic. He stared at them for a long time, flames crackling around him, hissing as the rain streamed inside. Finally, he raised the rings to his lips and slipped the chain over his neck, tucking them inside his shirt against his chest. Then he exited the garage, leaving the Steed behind to burn. The rain had lessened, falling gently as if to make up for its previous intensity. He gazed at the destruction, feeling no triumph, only sadness as he remembered Pablo's words.
"Well, that was crazy."
Janey sat on a broken piece of concrete with a rifle across her knees, hunched and feral as a wounded animal. Her hat was missing, her hair disheveled and plastered against her face. Soot smeared on her cheeks, and her clothes were torn and darkened with blood.
He nodded at her. "I'm leaving."
"Yeah, I figured."
“See if the Paradise Inn is still standing. I stashed the bulls I made in my room. Take them. Use ‘em to start a new life.”
"What will you do?"
“Head east. And you?”
"Don't know." She looked around. "Nothing left here, that's for sure. Thought about partnering up with you for a minute, but I changed my mind. This is too much, even for me."
He nodded. "Thanks for your help."
"Reckon I won't be seeing you around."
"Guess not."
He turned and walked away, passing buildings on fire, houses shattered, soldiers and deputies crawling through the mud, bleeding, leaning against fallen buildings, eyes staring sightlessly. He walked past the remains of the power plant, where the shelter doors opened and McArthur led his fellow workers out, staring in astonishment at the gutted remains of the Town. Past the mines, where Myrtle and dozens of townspeople emerged, clutching one another, watching silently as he strode by without a word. Past the Paradise Inn, still standing and nearly complete, where Rosco Gibbs stood at the entrance, looking on as Gunner passed through the smoking, cratered remains of the town gateway, which had been blown wide open.
They stood in the pouring rain, watching until Gunner was lost to sight, vanishing into the dwindling mist and the crimson twilight.
The End

Post-credits

Myrtle Jenkins shaded her eyes with her hands, watching the rider approach. He was headed straight for the farm, riding across the brown and orange landscape on a silver hovercycle, a long plume of dust trailing behind him. Myrtle dropped her basket of eggs and ran into the village, scattering chickens as the hurried along.
"Janey, Janey!"
Janey was on a long ladder leaned against the roof of one of the rickety old houses applying some much-needed repair to the shingles. She glanced down; a couple of nails clamped between her teeth. "Whaddya want?"
"Rider headed this way. Riding some fancy floater."
Janey paused for a moment, squinting over the squat buildings. Spitting the nails onto the ground, she clambered down, picked up her gun belt off the ground, and cinched it around her waist. "Reckon I better see what this is all about."
"Here — you need this." Myrtle handed her a leather vest with a brass star pinned to the left side.
Janey frowned but put the vest on anyway, buttoning it as she walked. "Still don't know how I let you country folk talk me into being Sheriff," she muttered. Several of the women looked up as they passed, but no one said anything. There wasn't a lot of talking among the newly formed settlers, mainly women and children left widowed and orphaned from the Town's violence. The trauma of their experiences led them to quiet lives, savoring the peace while it lasted.
The gleaming hovercycle waited by the gate by the time Janey got there. A freshly painted sign was affixed at the entrance with the word Bethlehem stenciled in big, bold letters. The stranger stared at the sign with mild amusement on his ageless face.
He was tall and so slender it looked like a brisk wind could bowl him over. The flat-topped hat atop his narrow head had a wide brim that shaded his pale, nearly bloodless face. He was dressed in all black save for a brilliantly white, open-collared shirt. A golden chain encircled his neck, centered by a sword medallion.
He glanced up as Janey approached, regarding her with eyes blue as frozen lake waters. He seemed to read into everything about her, from the badge on her breast to the scars on her face. A smile touched his blood-red lips.
"Bethlehem. The birthplace of the Savior. This town doesn't appear on any maps. It is brand-new, yes?"
"Not much of a town," Janey said. "The one you're probably looking for is burnt down." She nodded to the distance, where the jutting remains of the old Town were visible, thrusting toward the sky like broken fingers.
"Yes. The destruction of that place is actually why I am here. My name is Caldwell Grendel. I understand a man passed this way recently. This apostate's name has been scourged from the records, but the name he is known by now is Gunner. Did you have any encounters with him, by any chance?"
"Never heard of him. Guess you came all this way for nothing."
Grendel dropped his head with a sigh, face grieved. "Here we have barely met, and already you soil yourself with lies."
"Excuse me?"
He looked up, eyes hard as cobalt gemstones. "I will warn you but this once. A Cleric of the Holy Divinity does not brook falsehood lightly. We are the Swords of Truth, executing the will of the Most Holy wherever sin and iniquity are found."
Myrtle's breath caught in her throat. She had heard stories of the Clerics, whispers of blood and torture, deadly skills, and arcane powers.
Janey must have heard the same, because she took an uneasy step backward, hands drifting to her revolvers. "You're a Cleric?"
"That is correct. There are rumors of pockets of extremists who refer to themselves as the Remnant in these parts. It would be a shame if I had to start an inquisition right here in this newly formed community."
"No," Janey said quickly. "Ain't no need for none of that. Gunner was here. He was here, and he left. That's all I know."
"Careful, lest you lie again," Grendel said. "You surely know more than that. And I will have it from you. Every word you heard him say. Everything you saw him do. If you are compliant, I will bless this place and be on my way. But if you lie to me again…" His tongue slid over his red lips as he surveyed the dilapidated buildings and greenhouses. "I will flay this place and everyone in it to prevent your wickedness from infecting others. Do we understand each other?"
"Yeah," Janey said, a bead of sweat sliding down her temple. "I understand."
Gunner will return
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