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Chapter 1 
 
    Dragons are wonderful distractions. Sorcha and I learned that first-hand after I’d released a dragon by killing the mage that controlled it. As the dragon skimmed past the edge of the bluffs and the nearby town, it roared to announce its presence to any humans and animals that might be nearby. In response, most of the townspeople ran toward the river’s edge to watch the beast fly by, and it was a perfect opportunity to slip through the wooden palisades and into the town unnoticed.  
 
    We stood near the edge of the woods for a moment at the crest of a hill and studied the town. There were no stately buildings with long rows of columns, or even much in the way of brick or stone. There was one wide main street, a central green, and a collection of one and two story wooden buildings with pointed roofs and picket fences. Everything looked freshly painted and well-maintained, including the palisade that protected the town. There was even a sign by the gate that welcomed us to New Rose. It was, in essence, the very picture of the type of town that had sprung up after the meteorite had destroyed the Old Earth. 
 
    There was no one on guard duty by the open gate as we hobbled toward the wood barrier, though I wasn’t sure if that was the policy of the town, or if the guard had gone to watch the dragon as well. Whatever the reason, it meant we could slip inside unnoticed, despite the fact that we were covered in blood, both ours and that of the mages we’d just destroyed.  
 
    We spotted the sign for the healer near the town green and limped toward the blue house as quickly as we could manage. The healer had just stepped outside to see what all the commotion was about when Sorcha and I stumbled through the gate and started up the walk. 
 
    “Oh, look at you!” the woman exclaimed as she took in our appearances.  
 
    The healer was close to our age, with a tidy bun of dark brown hair and a pair of large cat-green eyes. She scurried toward us and then stopped when she couldn’t decide who to help inside first. We made it easy for her and limped inside under our own strength.  
 
    The healer guided us through the first door on the right and into what was clearly the room she used to examine her patients. There was a long flat table that I recognized from my own visits to various doctors and healers over the years as well as three chairs. The healer hesitated again as she tried to decide where to place us. Sorcha dropped into one of the chairs while I stepped into the hall and piled our bags on the floor. I removed my jacket and wrapped it around the twenty-two Ruger rifle before standing it next to our bags, then tucked the snub nose into one of the satchels. 
 
    “What happened?” the healer asked as I stepped back into the room and took the chair next to Sorcha. She gathered up several vials, then fluttered around us as she looked over what she could see of our wounds.  
 
    “We were attacked in the forest,” Sorcha offered. 
 
    “By what?” the healer asked in disbelief.  
 
    But Sorcha’s voice seemed to prompt the healer into action, and she didn’t wait for an answer. She laid both hands on Sorcha’s shoulders, then closed her eyes. A glow moved from the healer’s hands to Sorcha’s shoulders, then spread out slowly from there. The healer frowned in concentration, and I saw Sorcha wince a couple of times.  
 
    After several minutes, the healer opened her eyes and stepped back. For a moment, she looked like she would topple over, and both Sorcha and I started to stand up, but then the healer held up her hand and moved over to the table. She took a deep breath, which seemed to steady her, but then she leaned against the table and closed her eyes again. I looked over at Sorcha as she quietly checked her wounds. She nodded to let me know that she was healed, but I could see a concerned look on the blonde mage’s face as she watched the healer. 
 
    “Sorry,” the healer apologized as she opened her eyes and took another deep breath. “I was up all night delivering a pair of twins who were born about a month too soon.” 
 
    “Are they alright?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be fine,” the healer assured her. “But it took a bit out of me. I’ll be okay in a minute.” 
 
    We both nodded and waited for a moment. 
 
    “I’ll get you some water,” Sorcha offered as she stood up. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” the healer replied as she fanned herself with her hand. “There should be some fresh lemonade on the counter in the kitchen. That would be wonderful.” 
 
    Sorcha smiled at the healer and then shrugged at me. My lover left the room, and I was tempted to follow. After all the attacks we had just survived, I wasn’t in the most trusting of moods, especially around a mage. 
 
    “Now, would you care to explain why you have dragon blood all over you?” the healer asked in a pleasant voice when Sorcha had left. “You and your friend weren’t attacked by some bear in the forest, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “It was a dragon,” I agreed as I felt myself tense up. I wondered if she had her own communication link to the Magesterium and if she would report us as soon as the opportunity arose. 
 
    “Which means a mage,” the healer pointed out. “Well, I don’t suppose it’s any of my business, and I never discuss my patients with anyone, not even the Magesterium. But if the mage that you fought was powerful enough to have a dragon, then I would guess more will be on the way. Now, I’ll help you two because you need my skills, and I never turn anyone away who needs my help, but then you two have to leave. This town doesn’t need the kind of trouble you’ll bring.” 
 
    “That was the plan,” I assured her. “We have no interest in staying.” 
 
    The healer watched me for a moment, nodded, moved behind me, and placed her hands on my shoulders. I closed my eyes as the warmth of her magic started to flow through me. I could hear Sorcha return to the room and the sound of glasses being placed on a surface. When the healer released my shoulders, I opened my eyes and rolled by neck from side to side. 
 
    Sorcha had poured us each a glass of lemonade, and she handed one to me and one to the healer when the mage stepped away from me. The healer accepted the glass gratefully and then dropped into the third chair in the room. 
 
    “I may have to close the office for the rest of the day,” she commented after she drank about half the glass. “I don’t think I have enough energy left to do anything more than zap a pimple.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” Sorcha said quickly. 
 
    “Maybe you could help us with one other thing,” I suggested as I stood up and returned to the hall. I pawed through the bags until I’d found the atlas that Evan had given us and returned to the room. 
 
    The healer looked intrigued by the atlas, but I also caught the look she cast out the window. She was worried about how much time we had already spent here, and I didn’t want to stay any longer either. I flipped to the page Evan had shown us, then held it out toward the healer. 
 
    “We need to get to this town,” I said as I pointed to Morristown. “I think it’s called Motown now.” 
 
    The healer carefully took the atlas from my hand and studied the complex web of roads. She frowned as she tried to make sense of what was on the old map versus what she knew about the current layout of towns and roads.  
 
    “Well, if I’m reading this correctly, you need to go north a bit,” the healer drawled. “Just past the town walls, you’ll see a road on the western edge of the town. That will take you toward some of these old cities and the place with the old flying machines. This road that’s labeled seventy-eight is probably the Hill Road. It’s nice and wide, and there’s always plenty of traffic. You can follow that toward this one that says two eighty-seven. That’s now the Outer Post Road, I think. Or most of it is. Then you just head north to Motown.” 
 
    I took the atlas back from her and studied the path she’d described.  
 
    “But what about this road?” I said as I handed her the map again and pointed toward a smaller road with the number one twenty-four that ran straight from a branch of seventy-eight to Morristown. It would save us days of travel if we could find it. “Isn’t there at least a trail or something there now?” 
 
    “That?” the healer scoffed. “No, you don’t want to use that no matter how many mages are following you. That’s a mutant wasteland.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any this close to the city,” Sorcha gulped. “I thought they were all deep in the interior of the continent.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the healer laughed. “There are small pockets here and there. Sometimes, it’s just easier to dump them nearby rather than rounding them up and moving them to a reservation in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Sorcha and I exchanged uncertain looks. 
 
    “I really have no desire to be eaten by mutants,” Sorcha noted wryly.  
 
    “Neither do I,” I agreed. “So I guess we’re taking the long road.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty walk,” the healer added. “And plenty of places to eat and sleep along the way.” 
 
    “Sounds just like just what we need,” I replied. “Well, thank you for everything. We don’t have much, but we’re happy to repay you in some way.” 
 
    “I think the best thing you could do is leave,” the healer replied with a sigh.  
 
    She wasn’t mean or angry with her request, but there was definitely fear in her voice. She glanced toward the window again, and Sorcha and I took that as our cue.  
 
    “Thanks again,” I said as I stood up and shook the healer’s hand.  
 
    The healer nodded but didn’t move from the chair. She gave us a nod and tried to smile, but her eyes drifted back toward the window again, and concern flitted across her features before her gaze found us again. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be anything else to say, so Sorcha and I returned to the hallway alone where we reclaimed our property, then stepped back outside. I saw that the crowd had moved away from the bluffs and toward the green where groups of people started to gather. It wasn’t hard to guess what the topic was, and I hoped the dragon distraction would last until we cleared the palisades and found the road.  
 
    We hustled down the sidewalk and turned toward the west, away from the townsfolk who were still discussing the dragon. A few curious people glanced our way as we hurried by, but we made it past most of the businesses and homes before anyone really looked at us. Even then, I thought we would make it out of town before anyone else knew we had been there. 
 
    We found the road the healer had mentioned just outside the palisade. It was wide enough for carts and flat and hard from all the traffic that used it. A passing coach kicked up a cloud of dust while a group of local women walked past, deep in conversation. We stepped onto the road, and then Sorcha grabbed my hand as she looked around. 
 
    “There’s a mage near here,” she hissed. “I can feel his thoughts. I think he’s looking for us.” 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here,” I replied as I started to jog along the road. 
 
    “I’m really growing tired of this,” Sorcha growled. “I’d like to have one day when we don’t end up running somewhere.” 
 
    “At least we found that healer,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Maybe we should have invited her to come with us,” Sorcha replied. “At the rate we’re going, we’ll need her services at least twice a day by the time we reach the west coast.” 
 
    I started to laugh, but was cut off by a rumbling sound behind us. I didn’t bother to turn around, I just pulled Sorcha into a stand of trees and behind a massive oak. When I peeked around the trunk, I could see that the other people on the road looked confused. A few moved onwards, but most had stopped and looked around. Another rumble vibrated through the air, and this time, people started to run in whatever direction looked good.  
 
    “What do you see?” Sorcha whispered. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” I replied. “Any ideas as to who or what this is?” 
 
    “None,” Sorcha admitted. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that sound before. It’s not thunder, exactly.” 
 
    “It’s getting closer,” I remarked. “So I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    The wait was interminable, and even the animals in the woods had gone quiet. It felt like the whole world held its breath until the source of the low growl came into view.  
 
    “W--what..?” Sorcha stuttered. 
 
    Three mages walked down the center of the road with matching grim looks on their faces. But that wasn’t the scary part of their parade. One of the mages, a tall man with an enormous mustache, held a heavy chain in both hands. The other end of the chain was attached to a collar that wrapped around the neck of a long snouted creature with sharp teeth and stubby legs. A large tail swished through the dirt behind it as it marched down the road. It had to be eight feet long from the tip of its flat nose to the end of its tail. 
 
    The creature stopped at the point where we had left the road some fifty yards away and raised its head. It sniffed the air, then let out another rumbling call. It wasn’t a roar exactly, maybe more like a very deep bellow. I could actually feel the sound in my bones, and some deep-seated instinct made me want to run. But, I reminded myself, I had the guns and the advantage, at least for a few more moments. 
 
    “Gun mage!” a black-haired man called out as he scanned the surrounding area. Even from our spot behind the oak, I could see the ice blue of his eyes, and feel the anger that rippled through him. 
 
    “Gun mage!” the black-haired man called again when I didn’t respond. “You cannot win this battle. If you surrender now, the Magesterium will help you. But if you insist on following the insurgent, then we have no choice but to kill both of you right here.” 
 
    The beast on the end of the chain made another bellow, and I felt Sorcha shiver in response. I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze as I eased the Ruger rifle from beneath my coat. There was no way the small bullets would penetrate the thick hide of the dragon-beast, but they would cut through a human skull just fine, so I scanned the three mages and debated which one to take out first. The only one whose magic was obvious was the one holding the chain of the beast, though I couldn’t imagine the thing could move quickly with those stubby legs. Taking out one or two of the mages first seemed like the best plan.  
 
    “How quickly do you think they can throw up a shield?” I asked quietly as I tried to determine which one would be in charge of creating the shield. 
 
    “A Magesterium mage?” Sorcha whispered back. “Pretty quickly. But I’d say that one at the back with the curls and the nervous twitch is in charge of the shield. If you can get to him first, the others may not be able to protect themselves as quickly.” 
 
    I nodded, then pointed the rifle toward the man Sorcha had pointed out. He stood the furthest away from the beast, and his fingers twirled in an endless circular motion. His left eye kept blinking as well, and he grimaced every time his glance fell on the creature. 
 
    The whip crack sound of the rifle snapped as soon as I pulled the trigger, and I felt the surge of power from the gun as the bullet flew down the barrel and then across the field. I kept the stock steady, and I knew the bullet was straight and true, just like the Ruger that launched it. 
 
    The sound of the rifle startled the mages for a moment, but no one moved until the twitchy mage gurgled and started to fall. His mage robe had a large black stain now, right about where his heart would be. His companions stared at him in surprise until the black-haired mage seemed to have a moment of clarity. 
 
    “He still has a gun!” the man yelled out as he started to throw up a shield. 
 
    The mustachioed man with the chain suddenly snapped his fingers. The collar around the beast’s neck dropped to the ground, and the man hissed at the beast. 
 
    The beast bellowed once more as it trundled toward us. I fired a shot at a spot between the eyes, but as I expected, the creature didn’t stop. In fact, it picked up its pace, and I was surprised to see just how fast the cart-sized beast could move.  
 
    “Hell,” I muttered as the warning bells started to sound inside my head.  
 
    I had learned the hard way not to ignore that sound once it started to ring inside me. It meant I had one shot left in whatever firearm I was using at the moment, and then the gun would vanish from my hand. After twenty-four hours, I could reproduce the gun again, but that wasn’t much use to me when I had two mages and an angry creature to deal with right now. 
 
    I fired the last shot from the rifle, this time further down the body. The gun vanished from my grip as soon as the bullet cleared the tip of the barrel, but I held the pose a fraction longer, as if I could keep the bullet on its trajectory. 
 
    The creature paused at the sound of the rifle, and a moment later, I saw a trickle of blood along its hide. For a moment, I actually thought I’d managed to at least stop it.  
 
    But it was nearly on us by then, and its massive jaws opened to reveal even more rows of long and pointy teeth. It made another bellowing noise and charged toward us. This time, I didn’t ignore the urge to run. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled at Sorcha. 
 
    The Irish mage didn’t need any more encouragement from me. She took off through the trees as fast as I had ever seen her move. I followed after her, and the strange mage beast nipped at my heels.  
 
    I soon realized that the beast wasn’t very good at changing directions, especially when there were so many trees and other obstacles about, so I grabbed Sorcha’s hand and started to lead her on a winding path through the woods. Every time the beast would get close, we would veer off in another direction.  
 
    It was a great strategy, and we managed to put some distance between us and our pursuer until we found ourselves standing on the edge of a gorge. A good thirty feet below, I could see boulders and sharp rocks, and the white froth of a fast-moving river. Just to the west, I could see a wooden bridge, no doubt the crossing point for the road we’d been on. 
 
    “Shit,” Sorcha and I both declared at the same time.  
 
    “You’re rubbing off on me,” the mage remarked as she looked into the rapids. 
 
    “In a good way, I hope,” I noted as I tried to gauge how wide the gorge was. It was too far to jump, and there wasn’t any other obvious way to get across. 
 
    The rumbling sound stirred the air around us, and we both turned back toward the trees.  
 
    “I need the snub nose,” I gulped as I started to dig through the satchel I carried. Thankfully, the small revolver seemed to be attracted to my hand the way two magnets can be. I felt the grip slide into my hand and pulled the weapon from the bag. 
 
    The beast muscled its way from the undergrowth and then stopped to stare at us with two pale yellow eyes. It started forward slowly, like it wasn’t sure why we had stopped, and for a moment, I wondered if it couldn’t see the edge clearly. 
 
    As it started forward again, I pulled Sorcha behind me. Then I let the beast get as close as I dared before I pointed the snub nose at one yellow eye. The boom of the little gun rebounded through the forest, and the blue flame sparked to life as the 357 magnum bullet found its mark. 
 
    The yellow eye exploded from the impact and the beast bellowed again. I saw a trickle of blood as well as some sort of green pus that oozed from the socket. The beast shook its head very slowly, as if it could dislodge the bullet, but then it started to flounder along the edge of the gorge. Its head drooped and started to drag through the dirt, and I was reminded of the body of a decapitated chicken I’d once seen run around the barnyard. 
 
    The creature’s tail slipped over the side of the gorge first, and its rear end soon followed after. Its feet still scratched at the rock, but the long claws couldn’t find any purchase in the hard surface. The rest of the body toppled over the side, and then, finally, the massive jaws.  
 
    “Let’s get to the bridge,” I suggested. “Before the mages.” 
 
    We ran along the edge of the gorge toward the bridge. It was a simple structure compared to the one we’d used to leave Brook Island, and not nearly as long. It was also busy, with plenty of foot traffic as well as a cart and a few riders.  
 
    But as we got closer, I could see that the people on the bridge were milling around in confusion and a few had even started to panic. Raised voices and screams drifted toward us as most of the people ran away from the crossing as quickly as they could. A handful stood close to either end of the bridge and stared around, as if they thought they might spot the source of the explosion they’d heard.  
 
    “Time to get,” I heard one of the riders call out as he looked back down the road in the direction of New Rose. 
 
    That was all the encouragement the rest of the people needed. As they caught sight of something moving toward them on the road, they quickly scattered as far away from the bridge as they could get. The crossing was soon empty, and the only thing I could hear was the sound of the river rushing far below.  
 
    We inched closer and were nearly at the foot of the bridge, when we spotted the distinctive red robes of the Magesterium on the road. Sorcha and I quickly ducked into a stand of young trees and watched as the mages strode past us and onto the bridge. 
 
    “So much for getting ahead of them,” Sorcha muttered. 
 
    The two mages stopped near the near side of the bridge and peered over the edge. The mage with the chain shook his head as he watched the rushing waters below, and I thought he might have been crying. The dark-haired man snapped something at the man, then hit him almost hard enough on the shoulder to knock him over the bridge. The man with the chain turned an angry glare on his companion, but he didn’t say or do anything else. 
 
    For a moment, I thought the two mages would move on. They started forward, and the black-haired man seemed focused on something further down the road. But then he stopped and scanned along the edges of the gorge.  
 
    I slowly lifted the snub nose with both hands and aimed at the dark haired man. 
 
    I eased the hammer back as quietly as I could, though the click sounded like an explosion in the quiet forest. The dark-haired man swiveled toward the sound even as he started to raise his shield. I pulled back on the heavy trigger and the blast from the snub nose echoed across the gorge. Flames and smoke shot forth, and the scent of sulfur and charcoal drifted past me. I saw a ribbon of red blood curl into the air, and then the dark haired mage dropped from view. 
 
    I was pretty happy with my shot from that distance, but then the alarm sounded in my head again. I bit off another curse word and tried to figure out how soon I could summon the next gun. I had at least one more mage to deal with, any number of more ordinary dangers that we might meet as we made our way north, and only one bullet left in the snub nose. 
 
    One problem at a time, I told myself as I took a deep breath. Before I started to worry about boogeymen on the road, I needed to know for sure how many mages I had to deal with at the bridge. I’d seen the dark haired mage reach toward his left shoulder before collapsing in a bloody spray. I wasn’t sure if he was dead, although there had been a great deal of splatter as he went down.  
 
    Unfortunately, the other mage had learned his lesson. He’d ducked out of sight the instant the gun had boomed and all I could see of him was a few tufts of his hair as he crouched below the side of the bridge. 
 
    “We have to get across that bridge,” I pointed out. “Which means we need to get past those mages.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re going anywhere,” Sorcha replied as she peered around my shoulder. 
 
    We crept the last few feet to the edge of the bridge and peered around the trunk of a tree that hung over the gorge. I spotted the two mages near the middle of the bridge, near the spot where I had shot the dark-haired mage.  
 
    That mage was definitely dead. Blood ran from the wound above his heart and spilled between the boards, then down into the river below. Even in death, he somehow still had an icy glare. 
 
    The surviving mage crouched behind the side of the bridge. He had his back toward us, though he must have felt our stares. He glanced over his shoulder, then started to scuttle the rest of the way across the bridge. I raised the gun, but Sorcha placed a hand on my arm.  
 
    “He’s leaving,” Sorcha pointed out. “And I don’t think he’s heading back to the Magesterium anytime soon.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked suspiciously as the mage scrambled onto the road on the other side of the bridge. 
 
    “He wants to find that beast,” she sighed. “That’s all he’s thinking about now.” 
 
    The mage made it to his feet, though he was still stooped over. He ran into the trees, and we could hear him as he moved toward the rim of the gorge. A few moments later, I spotted the red of his robe among the trees as he followed the path of the river. 
 
    Bit by bit, people started to emerge from the forest. A few walked cautiously toward the dead mage, while others offered to go for help.  
 
    “We need to leave before any officials get here,” I said as I placed the snub nose into my pocket. The alarm was still going off in my brain, but not as loudly once I let go of the grip. It was more like background noise now, which at least let me focus on our present problem. 
 
    Sorcha nodded, and we stepped cautiously onto the road. We walked toward the bridge and the body of the mage. There were quite a few people gathered around him now, and most of those people spoke about a black mage. The rest of the crowd, though, were clearly not interested in lingering near the sight of the battle, either because of the possibility that a black mage was still on the loose, or because the local authorities would soon be there.  
 
     Sorcha and I joined the flow of people that moved at a quick sprint to get away from the area. No one spoke as we moved along, and no one looked back. The crowd thinned out the further north we went, and soon it was just the two of us for long stretches. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky by the time we found anything larger than a farm. I pulled out the atlas one more time as we huddled under a walnut tree and decided we must have reached the area near seventy-eight. Several large roads all converged on this point, and as we stepped from the trees, I could even see the old highways. I spotted one of the original green signs with seventy-eight and an arrow and pointed it out to Sorcha. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” she mused. “Should we at least stop for food somewhere?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind sitting down,” I agreed.  
 
    As we followed the sign for seventy-eight, we noticed several of the pre-magic buildings were still in use. One huge building with blue paint was especially busy. Mage lights and gas lights lit the building as well as the old parking lot, and hordes of people flowed through the area. Carts, wagons, horses, and even a couple of dog carts sat nearby, all under the watchful eye of a group of men in lime green shirts. The crowd was almost festive, and the chatter drowned out just about everything else except the music that blared from the rooftop.  
 
    “Maybe it’s some sort of shopping area,” Sorcha suggested as we hesitated near the entrance.  
 
    “What’s an Ike-a?” I asked as I studied the sign that hung overhead. “Is it some sort of cooking? Like French or something?” 
 
    Sorcha shrugged but pulled me along toward the main entrance anyway. A group of young people wearing the same blue shirts and red trousers stood just inside the doors and handed everyone who stepped inside a pamphlet. Sorcha thanked them, then tugged me deeper into the building before anyone could comment on our appearances. 
 
    The building felt more like a warehouse than shops or offices, and it was enormous. I couldn’t even see the end of the building, despite the high ceilings and the complete lack of walls. Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. There were all sorts of strange, sort-of walls, like something the traveling shows used whenever they put on a play. Between these walls were rooms like you would find in a house, filled with furniture. There were whole rows of dining rooms, kitchens, bedrooms, bathrooms, and even an entire section labeled as ‘entertainment centers’.  
 
    People sat in the rooms and talked with someone in a tan uniform. Signs near each room gave a person’s name and specified what topics they could help you with. Some of the rooms had lines of people waiting patiently for their chance to consult, while others were empty except for the uniformed specialist. 
 
    “What is this?” I murmured as we strolled past a popular section devoted to solving marital problems. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to describe it,” Sorcha replied quietly. She had studied the pamphlet as we moved through the rooms, and now she pulled me out of the flow of traffic and into a ‘rest and recovery’ spot filled with overstuffed chairs. A few other people were already there, so Sorcha pulled me to a pair of less comfortable looking chairs near the back. 
 
    “Is this some sort of… advice center?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she stated as she tried to find a way to sit on the hard, smooth surface of the chair without sliding out. “But it’s all part of a church, I guess is what you would call it.” 
 
    “A church?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Devoted to magic and the Magesterium,” she added. “All of these… ‘consultants’ are supposedly trained by the Magesterium, and whatever they can’t solve, they will forward to an appropriate mage for magical…’intervention’. For the right price. Or if you can’t afford that, they’ll say prayers for you. Also for the right price.” 
 
    “I’ve never even heard of such a thing,” I snickered. 
 
    “I guess it makes sense,” Sorcha noted as she looked over the pamphlet again. “Most people don’t have a mage handy that they can consult whenever they have a problem. And if there is a mage nearby, he can probably only help you with one or two things, like curing your flock or making it rain.” 
 
    I tried to imagine anyone consulting with either Peter or Preston, the two brats with minimal magic who’d been my nemeses growing up. I certainly wouldn’t trust them to cure a sick cow, much less conjure up a rainstorm to save the crops. 
 
    “So all these people just come here to ask for advice or get help from a mage?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what they claim,” Sorcha agreed. “I have no idea if they have any actual ties to the Magesterium.” 
 
    “I guess this means there’s no food in here,” I sighed as I watched the hordes move between the various experts. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Sorcha noted. “But there have to be restaurants nearby. Someone has to feed all these visitors.” 
 
    We gave up our seats and rejoined the flow of people. The arrows painted on the floor led us through a maze of similar fake rooms, and past a long row of shelves like the ones we’d seen at Home Depot. These had all been filled with a variety of potions, cures, and an assortment of magical items. At least, that’s what the signs said. People picked through the shelves as they looked for items recommended by their consultant, then made their way to the cashiers near the exit. 
 
    We slipped past the people waiting to pay for their items and stepped back outside. We moved to the side to study the other buildings in the area in the hopes of finding some place that had food. As we took in the possibilities, a woman in one of the tan uniforms approached us.  
 
    She was in her fifties and sported a gray ponytail. She walked up to us with a friendly smile, a thick notebook in one hand, and a mage crystal in her other hand. It was hard to miss the incandescent glow that lit up the center of the crystal, and both Sorcha and I tensed up as the woman stopped in front of us. The crystals could be used for any number of purposes, depending on the magic placed on them, but the fact that she approached us out of everyone was enough to send my hand toward the pocket where I’d tucked the snub nose. 
 
    “Oh, you’re mages,” she purred as she held up the crystal for us to study. “I’ve never ever actually had one of the stones go off before, so this is very exciting. Of course, we’re honored to have you here. I can’t tell you how exciting it is to have such magic in our presence.” 
 
    “Um, oh,” Sorcha mumbled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Are you here to offer services?” the woman asked hopefully. 
 
    “Er, ah,” Sorcha muttered. 
 
    “We’re just passing through,” I replied. “We’re on a quest but we needed a moment to recuperate.” 
 
    “A quest!” the woman cooed. “How exciting!” 
 
    “We were hoping to get something to eat,” I prompted as the woman batted her eyelashes at me. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll want the mall then,” she said in a disappointed voice. “But have you registered yet? They won’t let you in if you haven’t registered.” 
 
    “Registered?” Sorcha and I repeated at the same time. 
 
    “At the Northern State Offices,” the woman explained. “All non-residents have to register when they arrive or they can’t use any of the services. And mages have to specify what type of magic they have.” 
 
    “Oh--h,” I stuttered. “We didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” the woman quickly assured us. “It’s just a safety precaution, what with all the people who come here. I’m sure they’ll be happy to help you, since you’re on a quest.” 
 
    “But we don’t need to register,” Sorcha noted. Her voice had dropped to something deeper and smoother that was both sexy and hypnotic. It was the voice she used when she deployed her magic, and I watched the woman curiously to see if she or the stone would realize what was happening.  
 
    “Why, of course you don’t need to register,” the woman agreed after she blinked. 
 
    “You were going to give us vouchers and passes for the mall,” Sorcha purred. 
 
    “Here are your vouchers and passes,” the woman replied as she opened the notebook. She flipped through a few sheets of loose paper, then handed two tickets to Sorcha along with two half-sheets of blue paper. 
 
    “Don’t forget, we’re on a special quest, so you won’t tell anyone you’ve seen us,” Sorcha added. 
 
    “I won’t say a word to anyone,” the woman agreed. 
 
    “Ask her how we get to the mall,” I whispered to Sorcha. 
 
    “How do we get to the mall?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Take the orange tram,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Now, go back inside,” Sorcha commanded. 
 
    The woman smiled and tottered back toward the doors. 
 
    “I’m really starting to like this magic of yours,” I mused.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” she scoffed. “I think I see our ride, by the way.” 
 
    An orange cart pulled by a pair of draft horses had pulled into the lot and moved toward the Ikea exit. A small crowd had started to gather near a pole painted the same color of orange, and we fell in near the back. 
 
    Only a few people tumbled from the cart once the horses stopped, but it was a full load heading back. Sorcha and I managed to press ourselves onboard, though I felt a twinge of sympathy for the horses who had to pull this load of humanity to the mall. 
 
    Luckily, it wasn’t a very long ride, and the horses left the old highway when we reached a gold-lettered sign that said ‘Liberty Mall.’ The mall turned out to be a sprawling complex of odd-shaped buildings gathered around a circular road. Some of the buildings were connected while others were stand-alones. The cart stopped at each building in front of a sign that listed what stores and businesses were located in that wing. The signs were long, and it was almost impossible to read each one before the wagon would move again. 
 
    But the most amazing thing about the buildings were the walls made of glass. Every place we stopped at had an entire wall of windows that provided a view into a well-lit and inviting interior. There were soaring ceilings, murals of flying machines, and even aerialists at one location. I stared in fascination at each building as we pulled up, lost in the sheer strangeness of it. 
 
    Sorcha finally pulled me from the wagon at one of the last buildings and dragged me inside. She handed our guest passes to a man and a woman just inside the door. 
 
    “We’re guests of Ike-a,” Sorcha pronounced in her soothing voice. “You’ll let us inside without asking any more questions.” 
 
    “Please, go on in,” the woman declared. “We’re always happy to welcome special guests of the I-key-ah.” 
 
    “I-key-ah,” I murmured as we strode inside.  
 
    We wandered around the two-story building, and I quickly discovered that the walls of windows extended throughout the structure. As we made our way down a long concourse, I could even see old flying machines still parked on the concrete. I know I looked like a country bumpkin as I stopped to stare at everything, but I didn’t care.  
 
    Sorcha gave up and left me by one of the windows while she went in search of food. She reappeared several minutes later with some hand pies, a paper sack filled with crispy potatoes, and a cup of tea for herself and a cup of coffee for me. We sat down on a ledge in front of one of the windows and watched the lights of the city start to come on. 
 
    “I don’t care what they said in the museum,” I finally declared after I’d eaten half of my pie, “I think those things could fly across an ocean.” 
 
    “I wonder what it was like to ride in one,” Sorcha mused. “It must have been very cold, like when you climb a mountain and it’s always so cold near the top.” 
 
    “I think they could control the temperature,” I replied. “I don’t know how, but I think you could just wear your regular clothes.” 
 
    Sorcha laughed, but she didn’t disagree with me either. When we’d polished off the last of the potatoes and finished our drinks, Sorcha directed me to one of the stores.  
 
    “How much money do you have left?” she asked. 
 
    “Most of what I came to the city with,” I admitted. “There wasn’t much of a chance to spend it.” 
 
    “We can pick up some supplies, then,” she suggested. “And there’s a place where we can get a room for the night in the next concourse.” 
 
    “I guess you aren’t too keen about camping next to the road,” I teased. 
 
    “And miss out on the glamor of Liberty Mall?” she laughed. 
 
    We found some jerky and some nut mix to add to our supplies, as well as some firesticks that were guaranteed to work even in pouring rain. I paid the bill, then peered inside my money pouch. 
 
    “Okay, so maybe it wasn’t as much as I thought,” I murmured as we stepped back into the concourse. “We may have to camp, after all.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to not pay people, but we really need some clean clothes,” she replied. “We’re drawing quite a few looks, and I can’t make all of them forget us. I’ll take care of this next one.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I insisted. “Besides, whatever we pick up will just get dirty anyway.” 
 
    Sorcha rolled her eyes and then pulled me into another store, one that promised the latest fashions in every size. She picked up a new pouch which she filled with clean clothes for both of us, then walked up to the clerk when no one else was in the store. 
 
    “Have you found everything you need?” the clerk asked brightly. The clerk was sixteen if she was a day, and she set down the romance novel she had been reading as soon as Sorcha appeared at the cash register.  
 
    “We did,” Sorcha agreed in her magical voice. “And we’ve already paid.” 
 
    “Do you need a receipt?” the clerk asked. “For returns?” 
 
    “No, no receipts,” Sorcha said with a smile. “We’ll let you return to your novel and you’ll forget we were here.” 
 
    The clerk nodded and picked up the book again while Sorcha and I left the store. Sorcha sorted through the clothes and then handed a set to me. 
 
    “Go change,” she instructed as she made her way toward the women’s restroom.  
 
    I shrugged, though Sorcha had already turned her back on me, and I strolled over to the nearby men’s room. 
 
    Though I’d griped about the clothes, it did feel good to strip off the dirt and blood encrusted clothing we’d been wearing. I even managed to scrub off most of the day’s dirt, so I was nice and clean myself when I slipped on the forest green shirt and the denim pants. I tossed the old clothes into my satchel and wondered if the wonders of Liberty Mall included a place to do laundry. 
 
    I spotted Sorcha in yet another store as I stepped from the men’s room, and I stopped for a moment to drink in the sight. She had cleaned up as well, and she glowed in the soft mage light that lit the store. Her thick, golden hair hung in waves around her shoulders and created a halo effect around her head that only emphasized her high cheekbones and the perfect oval of her face. Her green eyes reminded me of grass on a summer’s day, and for a moment, I could have sworn I smelled freshly mown grass and a field of wildflowers. The pale yellow shirt and denim pants she’d changed into emphasized the luscious curves of her body without putting everything on full display. In short, she was a sight to behold, and I was more than happy to stand there and enjoy it. 
 
     I wasn’t alone in that sentiment either. Everyone who went by stole a glance at her, yet she remained oblivious to their stares. After drinking in the sight for several moments, I shook myself from my dream state and started toward her. Somehow, she seemed to sense my presence. She looked up from the book she held and scanned the area like someone who has heard their name yelled out in a crowded area. When she saw me, she gave me a smile that made me ache to hold her again. I nearly ran into the store, just to get close to her. 
 
    “Don’t we have enough books?” I teased when I sidled up next to her. 
 
    “You can never have enough books,” she declared. “But I think you’ll like this one.” 
 
    “Cities of New Jersey,” I read aloud as she showed me the book cover. 
 
    “It has street maps for the cities in New Jersey,” she explained. “Including Morristown.” 
 
    “How old is it?” I asked as she flipped to the page for Morristown. 
 
    “The clerk says these are reprints of old books that the owner found,” Sorcha mused. “People like to collect them, for some reason. The originals were all printed in nineteen ninety-six, so ages ago.” 
 
    “So the roads might have changed between then and the meteorite,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” she agreed, “but it does match with the atlas Evan gave us, so all the major roads seem to be the same.” 
 
    “Fine,” I laughed. “Let’s get it. Then maybe we can investigate this hotel.” 
 
    Sorcha smiled again and sauntered over to the register. While she and the cashier discussed other pre-magic replicas that the store carried, and Sorcha quietly worked her magic, I stepped back into the concourse. I found a spot near one of the windows where I could keep an eye on Sorcha and leaned back against a pillar to watch the shoppers as they moved from store to store. 
 
    Sorcha had finally finished her business in the replica store when I noticed a shift among the other shoppers. People started to whisper, and a few looked back over their shoulders. Several people scurried down the concourse as quickly as they could, so I bolted toward the replica store and snatched Sorcha’s hand just as she stepped into the concourse. 
 
    “What--” she started to ask. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but everyone coming from that other building looks unhappy,” I replied as I started to look for an exit. “And it’s gotten rather quiet. I only know one thing that can cause a reaction like that.” 
 
    “Red robes,” Sorcha hissed as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “This way,” I said as I saw a mall employee duck through a service door tucked behind a plant.  
 
    It was hard to believe that in a hall filled with doors, it was almost impossible to find one that still worked or wasn’t alarmed. Most of the doors that had been used to load the flying machines had long since been sealed, and those that were still open led to flying machines that had been converted to dining establishments. The service door was our best option, and judging by the level of panic from our fellow shoppers, possibly our only option. 
 
    The service door led into a narrow hallway with a glass wall on one side and plain concrete on the other. The floor was covered with a hard, black material that reminded me of some of the plastic on display at the museum. Flat, round shapes had been molded into the flooring for some reason, but I didn’t have time to contemplate yet another oddity of the pre-magic world.  
 
    We followed the narrow hallway to a juncture point where several service hallways met. Mall employees moved up and down the hallways, intent on their own business. There was also a pair of stairs that led down to a lower level. There was only one small light down below, and it was hard to see anything that might be hiding in the darkness. 
 
    “Which way?” Sorcha asked as we looked at the identical service areas. 
 
    “Let’s try down,” I suggested. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s down there,” Sorcha protested. 
 
    “There’s got to be an exit,” I replied as I started down the stairs. “One the mages probably don’t know about.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Sorcha sighed as she followed after me. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, Sorcha conjured up a small flame. It barely illuminated the surrounding area, but it was enough to keep me from crashing into the pre-magic vehicles that were parked in the area. There were dozens of them, and some even had wagons attached. Suitcases littered the floor as well, and we had to give up on moving quickly. On the plus side, the mages wouldn’t be able to move any faster if they somehow figured out where we were. I snickered at the thought of a slow chase through the pre-magic rubble, then reminded myself we wanted to be quiet. 
 
    Near the far end of this weird parking lot, I spotted what I’d hoped to find: the ubiquitous Exit sign that so many of these old buildings seemed to have. Now I just had to hope that the doors I could see hadn’t been sealed like the ones upstairs. 
 
    As we approached the doors, I could see that they were heavy and made of metal, with a long horizontal rod in place of a handle. The door on the left also had doorstops at the top and bottom that looked like they were rusted shut, but the door on the right had no such problems. 
 
    I climbed over the last suitcase and tested the right side door. It moved, ever so slightly, then stopped when it encountered something on the other side. I stood back for a moment, took a deep breath, then pushed against the door as hard as I could. The door moved maybe another two inches, but it refused to do more than that. A swift kick couldn’t budge it either. I finally put my shoulder against it, as did Sorcha, and together we pushed with every ounce of strength we could muster.  
 
    The hinges screeched, and I heard something on the other side of the doors topple to the ground, but the door slowly gave way. We squeezed through when there was just enough room for us to fit and found ourselves on a hard patch of concrete surrounded by flying machines and an assortment of abandoned luggage.  
 
    “Okay,” I muttered. “Well, we’re outside. Now all we need to do is figure out where seventy-eight is.” 
 
    Sorcha pulled out the new book with a triumphant wave. She flipped through the pages until she found one that showed the roads around the Newark International Airport. She turned the book a few times to try to orient it with the surrounding scene, then pointed toward the left.  
 
    “That way,” she declared. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I squinted into the darkness. There was just a field of concrete as far as the eye could see, and very little light to see by. 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said as she tucked the book back into her satchel. 
 
    “Better douse the light,” I suggested. “No reason to make it too easy for them to follow us.” 
 
    “Right,” Sorcha agreed as our paltry little flame flickered and died away. 
 
    There was a crashing sound in the room behind us, followed by the sound of luggage being tossed to the side. I shoved the door closed, threw some of the suitcases in front of the exit, and then bolted after Sorcha as she ran across the endless concrete. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The old highway was well lit in the area around the mall and for a stretch just west of there. The road remained busy well after the sun had gone down, and we dodged among the other travellers with one eye over our shoulders. When no red robes appeared behind us, we agreed that we should find a place to stop for the night. 
 
    “I wasn’t kidding when I said we could camp by the side of the road,” I suggested as we took in the inn where many of our fellow travelers had stopped. 
 
    The inn was lit by beams of mage light that swept across the sky. On either side of the door were statues of large-breasted women with flowing gowns, and over the door was the statue of a well-endowed and very happy looking man. The building itself was a rambling affair, and it was clear that the inn had been expanded over the years. None of the styles used in the additions meshed very well, so the whole thing had a thrown-together look.  
 
    “And miss out on the entertainment?” Sorcha chuckled as she pointed to the sign that promised entertainment to appeal to every taste. 
 
    “Do you suppose they all perform on the same stage at the same time?” I laughed. 
 
    “I really don’t want to find out, but this is the only inn we’ve seen for a while,” Sorcha sighed. 
 
    “And it will be the first place the mages look,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You’re probably right about that,” Sorcha agreed. “It’s not like we’ve seen any other options.” 
 
    “The healer did say that there were plenty of places along this road,” I said as I squinted into the growing darkness.  
 
    “Let’s go a little further, then,” Sorcha suggested. “If we don’t find another inn, we’ll just make use of one of these abandoned buildings.” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t have rats and snakes,” I added, which earned me an elbow to my stomach. 
 
    We didn’t have that far to go, it turned out. There was another inn just a short distance down the road, though we nearly missed it. It only had a single lamp outside, and a simple sign by that door that had a picture of a bulldog and the words ‘Rooms to Let’. The building itself was a plain two-story structure with narrow windows and a tile roof. 
 
    When we walked inside, we were greeted by a long, dark reception desk manned by an older man with a potbelly, and the crackle of a fire in a large stone fireplace. The man looked up from the box he was tinkering with and gave us an inquisitive look.  
 
    “We’re looking for a room for the night,” I said as we stepped up to the desk. Despite the fire on the other side of the room and the mage light behind the desk, the place was still dark. I realized that all the wood and stone in the room was dark, as were the few bits of furniture. It was pleasant, though, and gave the inn a homey feel. 
 
    “Two silvers,” the man replied as he slid the registry across the desk. He set the box aside and opened a drawer in the desk, then selected a key. “Do you have your tickets?” 
 
    Sorcha handed over our Ikea guest tickets, and the man glanced at them for a moment.  
 
    “Special guests of the church,” he mused as he looked at the tickets. “Nice to have you. You two here for the special service?” 
 
    “The special service?” I asked as I dug two silvers from my pouch. 
 
    “The mage tribute,” he explained as he looked up. 
 
    “Oh, that,” I said. “Yes, that’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sorcha agreed. “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    The man nodded in approval, then placed the key in front of me.  
 
    “Room two ten,” the clerk said. “Top of the stairs, to your left.” 
 
    “Left, got it,” I said as I took the key. 
 
    “There might be something cold still available from the kitchen,” the man added as he nodded toward the room behind us. I could pick out several small tables, another fireplace, and a large bar. There were a few people scattered around the room, and most had a drink in front of them.  
 
    “We ate at the mall,” Sorcha replied. “But thank you.” 
 
    The man shrugged and then turned his attention back to the box. It had two slots on top, but he had opened up the bottom so he could see something inside. We left him to his work and made our way up the staircase at the back. 
 
    We found our room about halfway along the hall. I opened the door to reveal a comfortable looking room with a wide bed, a chest of drawers with a porcelain bowl and a pitcher of water, and a small table just big enough to hold two glasses and not much else. 
 
    “It’s nicer than Frenchie’s,” I commented as I took in the ivy pattern someone had painted on the walls. 
 
    “And much quieter,” Sorcha agreed. “I wouldn’t mind some tea before I go to sleep.” 
 
    “He did say there was a kitchen,” I mused as I dropped my jacket and satchels onto the bed. “Shall we see if they can put together a pot?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Sorcha agreed as she piled her jacket and bags on the tiny table.  
 
    We stepped back out into the hall, and after I’d locked the door, we strolled back downstairs. The clerk looked up when we reappeared and gave us a friendly nod.  
 
    “Tea?” I asked. 
 
    “Just ask in the dining room,” the clerk replied as he nodded toward the room he had pointed out before. 
 
    We stepped into the room and were immediately enveloped in the scent of burning hickory wood and the clink of glasses. There were two other couples in the room, two men and a woman drinking on their own, and a group of men gathered around the largest table in the room. Someone had produced a pack of cards at that table, and the fwip-fwip of the cards joined the buzz of quiet conversation and the crackle of the flames.  
 
    I realized there were a few more tables than I had realized, though they were all small and tucked into the corners and nooks in the room. We found an empty one close enough to the fire to keep us warm without getting us too hot. Not long after we sat down, a skinny young woman with a mane of dark gold hair appeared from behind a swinging door. She sauntered to our table with a basket of rolls and promptly flashed a smile at me and a less friendly look at Sorcha.  
 
    “We just need some spearmint or chamomile tea,” Sorcha stated as she ignored the woman’s frosty look. 
 
    “We have some maple-nut pie left,” the waitress suggested as she smiled at me. 
 
    “We can share a slice,” I suggested to Sorcha. 
 
    “Sure,” Sorcha agreed. 
 
    “Tea for two and a slice of pie,” I told the waitress. 
 
    She returned to the kitchen with the basket of rolls, and I tried not to laugh as Sorcha rolled her eyes.  
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re having tea as well or I’m sure she’d add something of her own to the pot,” Sorcha groused. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s perfectly friendly,” I declared with a straight face, which earned me a light jab in the arm. 
 
    We spent a quiet moment relaxing by the fire, and then the waitress returned with our order. The smell of spearmint and chamomile drifted up from the teapot as she placed it near the edge of the table, but then she placed the pie on the table, and all I could smell was maple and rum and toasted walnut. 
 
    “Wow, that smells good,” I said as I took a big sniff of the pie. 
 
    “Made right here,” the waitress declared with a large smile. 
 
    Once the waitress left, we demolished the pie. It was a sweet, creamy blend of crunchy walnuts, lucious maple syrup, and had just a hint of rum. I let the flavors roll around my tongue, and I realized I had moaned when Sorcha gave me a wink.  
 
    “It is good,” Sorcha agreed as she poured the tea. 
 
    We were down to the last bite when Sorcha froze for a moment and glanced toward the door. I turned around enough to follow her gaze. Another guest had stepped into the dining room, and he looked around for a moment before he ambled to a table near the card game. 
 
    “Do you know him?” I asked as I took in the man’s lanky form and spikey hair. He had a layer of dust, like he’d spent the day on the road, and a heavy five o’clock shadow along his cheeks. He gave off a casual air, but I noticed he watched the room carefully as he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “No,” Sorcha said quietly as she picked up her cup and took a sip. “But I think he’s a mage.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I turned to look at my companion. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s looking for us,” she added. “I don’t get that sense from him.” 
 
    “He does look like he’s been on the road,” I agreed. “So maybe he hasn’t heard about the search. But how long before he hears from the Magesterium?” 
 
    “Hard to say,” she admitted. “Depends on how often he checks in with them.” 
 
    “Don’t they have some sort of rules about that?” I asked.  
 
    Having only just discovered my own magical abilities, I had no idea what the rules and regulations were for mages. The only thing I was certain about was that the Magesterium kept a tight rein on all mages, and all mages were expected to obey any orders from the Magesterium without question. 
 
    “It depends on the mage and how important you are to the Magesterium,” she explained. “The only time my parents ever talked to someone from the Magesterium was when they turned in their payments.” 
 
    “And can you tell what kind of mage he is?” I asked. 
 
    “An evocation mage of some sort,” she replied. “I don’t think he can do anything large or complicated, so he may not report to the Magesterium that often.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I sighed. “But maybe we should head upstairs anyway.” 
 
    Sorcha nodded, then sighed. She pasted a smile on her face as a shadow fell across our table. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to find another mage here tonight,” the newcomer declared as he drew up a chair to our table and sat down. 
 
    “A mage?” Sorcha inquired innocently. 
 
    “I can always tell,” the man said as he tapped the side of his nose.  
 
    “Well, I might have a little magic,” Sorcha admitted. 
 
    “So, where are you two heading?” the man asked as he finally turned to look at me. “I’m Scott, by the way.” 
 
    “Well, Scott,” I replied. “We were just about to head upstairs.” 
 
    “Oh, please stay,” he insisted. “I don’t get many opportunities to talk with fellow mages, and it’s always nice to meet a fellow mage who isn’t in a red robe.” 
 
    “Not a fan of red robes?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” he sighed as he turned his gaze back to Sorcha. He leaned in closer to her, effectively blocking my view of the blonde Irishwoman. “But what is your name?” 
 
    “I’m Jenny,” Sorcha replied airily as she tossed out a false name. “And I’m quite tired, so perhaps we can chat tomorrow instead.” 
 
    “Not even a single drink?” the mage pressed. “I just love that accent of yours. Irish, right? I’d love to hear how you ended up out here of all places.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s a very boring story,” Sorcha said as she waved off his question. 
 
    “I can’t imagine anything you do is boring,” Scott insisted.  
 
    “We heard about the Ikea,” I remarked, even though Scott still hadn’t looked my way. 
 
    “Oh, hoping for a mage miracle, were you?” Scott noted as he turned toward me. “Need a little help with the crops this year? Or is it cattle?” 
 
    “Cattle,” I noted. 
 
    “Thought as much,” Scott declared as he looked me over. “You definitely have that trail hand look. Who’s your boss?” 
 
    “What makes you think I have a boss?” I demanded. 
 
    Scott laughed and held up his hands in a placating gesture. 
 
    “You just seem a little young,” he remarked. “But hey, I suppose you could be helping old dad out on the ranch. That would explain why such a beautiful young woman would be out here in this podunk town with you. A little family money that probably seems like a fortune to the folks in your little town. Flashed a few silvers at the pretty mage, offered to take her to the sights. So, have you managed to take in any other sights?” 
 
    I’d grown angrier as the man spoke, and I regretted that I’d left the snub nose in the room. I could picture the shot I would take, and the look on Scott’s face just before I fired. But, I reminded myself, we didn’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves, so it was just as well that I didn’t have the snub nose close by. 
 
    “Now, if you really want to have some fun, you need to head into the city,” Scott was saying when I tuned back in. “I happen to be personal friends with Chef Andre. Have you heard of him where you come from?” 
 
    I scowled, but Sorcha nodded. 
 
    “His food really is as divine as they say,” Scott murmured as he leaned toward Sorcha. “We could make a real night of it. Take in a show at the Arena, dinner at Andre’s, then a moonlit stroll along the river.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I declared before Sorcha could even open her mouth. “What else is there to do?” 
 
    “Well, for the less… civilized visitors, there are plenty of rough and tumble places where you could enjoy your usual crude fare,” Scott noted. 
 
    “I like the Red Stallion,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Scott murmured as he grasped Sorcha’s hand and peered into her eyes. “But surely such a fine lady doesn’t spend her time at the Red Stallion?” 
 
    “I’ve always been fond of the cabaret at the Black Cat,” Sorcha replied with a shrug. 
 
    I had no idea what the cabaret at the Black Cat involved, but Scott looked surprised for a moment. I could see the gears in his mind try to slot this new bit of information into his image of Sorcha, and then when he’d found an answer that made sense to him, he smiled and leaned in closer toward the Irishwoman. 
 
    “Now what person took you to a place like the Black Cat?” he purred. “If you want to see a cabaret, you should at least go to the Tower Gardens.” 
 
    “Oh, I found that to be very dull,” Sorcha replied. “Everyone kept their clothes on for the entire show.” 
 
    I snorted so hard I sounded like my horse after a long ride.  
 
    “You obviously haven’t been to the upstairs show,” Scott remarked after a moment. 
 
    “Ta,” Sorcha declared as she reclaimed her hand. “A lot of nonsense to get into that. It’s much easier to go to the Black Cat, and the entertainers are just as good.” 
 
    “Not true,” Scott insisted with a sad shake of his head. “And I’ll even take you to the show just to prove it.” 
 
    “We,” I declared as I emphasized the ‘we’, “aren’t heading into the city. We just left there and now we’re heading home.” 
 
    “Back to some boring small town surrounded by cows and farms?” Scott laughed as he tried to reclaim Sorcha’s hand. “Oh, please, let me show you the real glories of the city before you return to such boredom.” 
 
    “I’ve had my fill of the city,” Sorcha said sharply. “And we do need to return to our… home.” 
 
    Scott shrugged and then glanced toward the table where the card players sat. 
 
    “Well, if I can’t convince you to tour the city with me, perhaps I can convince your friend here to play some cards with me,” Scott oozed as he finally turned his eyes on me. He smiled, but his eyes carried a challenge, and it didn’t take a mind reader to guess that he hoped to humiliate me with a few hands of poker. 
 
    Lucky for me, I’d always been pretty good at poker. 
 
    “I could stand a few hands,” I remarked. 
 
    “I think we should head upstairs,” Sorcha replied as she gave me a warning glance. “We have a long day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Just one or two hands,” Scott suggested. 
 
    “One or two,” I agreed. 
 
    Scott and I stood up slowly at the same time. Our eyes never left each other, though I could feel Sorcha’s frustration at this whole show.  
 
    “It’s a copper to ante,” the heavily bearded dealer declared when Scott and I stomped over to the table.  
 
    There was only one empty chair left, and I managed to slide into it before Scott could plant his rump. Scott gave a tight smile, then pulled up an empty chair from one of the other tables.  
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” Sorcha whispered in my ear when she finally joined us. 
 
    “We could use some money for the road,” I said quietly. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” she sighed, but she pulled up a chair behind me to watch anyway. 
 
    I let the first two hands go without much effort and lost just a few coppers. Mostly, I used the time to watch the other players in the game. There were six of us now, and I quickly discounted two of the men who looked like traveling salesmen. They were brash and smiling and convinced that their sales skills would lead them to victory. But they both had easy tells, and it was clear that the other two original players had already picked up on those and slowly started to empty the pockets of the salesmen. 
 
    The dealer and the man to his right were regular players, and therefore, harder to get a bead on. But the dealer studied his cards longer when he had a good hand, and the other man, a scruffy fellow with an unlit cigar, winced whenever he was dealt a bad card. 
 
    That just left Scott. He was a careful player, though not conservative, and he made sure to mask his tells. He only looked at his cards when they were dealt, and his wagers were made after he’d studied each player at the table.  
 
    By the fourth hand, I managed to win a small pot with a four of a kind. I’d broken even with that one, and I gave Scott a smirk. Scott smiled back, and I knew I had him then. He was sure the upturned corner of my mouth was a read on my cards, and I guessed the other two regular players at the table had probably had that same thought.  
 
    I lost the next two hands quickly, with a pair of threes and a miserly hand with absolutely nothing. And then I found myself with a straight flush. I managed to look disappointed for a moment, then tossed a silver into the pot. Everyone at the table was convinced I was bluffing, and the pot grew substantially. It was one of the salesmen who finally brought the hand to an end, and I laid out my cards one at a time. 
 
    The dealer gave me an appreciative nod, and the man with the cigar shook his head. Scott snarled and tossed his cards onto the table while I swept the winnings into a pile by my side. 
 
    It was easy to set up a pattern after that. I would lose a few small pots, and let the other players believe they had figured out my tells, then swoop in with a winning hand or an excellent bluff that would win a large pot.  
 
    The salesmen were the first to quit, and both men disappeared upstairs rather than sit and watch the rest of the hands. The scruffy man gave up next, though he stayed in his seat and watched the next few rounds. Those were split between Scott and the dealer, though I still had a sizeable pile by my elbow. 
 
    “That’s more than enough,” Sorcha whispered into my ear. “You don’t need to win everything.” 
 
    “Just one more hand,” I assured her as the dealer shuffled the cards. 
 
    The dealer laid out the hands and I checked my cards. I had a pair of sixes, a pair of jacks, and a two. I tossed the two and picked up another jack. A good hand, but it could still be beat. I didn’t give any signs to my opponents as I looked up and watched their own reactions to their cards.  
 
    The dealer laid his cards down carefully, then tapped his finger on the table as he considered what he’d seen. He reached a decision and tossed in a silver.  
 
    Scott barely even looked at his cards or the dealer. His dark gaze was locked onto me even as he tossed a silver into the pot. I added my own silver, and then another.  
 
    The dealer took a second look at his cards, then met my silver with two of his own. Scott barely glanced at his coins as he added them to the pot. I raised again, and again we went around the table. 
 
    “Hector,” Sorcha whispered when it was back to me. 
 
    “I call,” I declared. 
 
    The dealer nodded and laid out his cards. He had a straight, three to seven, with both clubs and hearts in the mix. Scott grinned and laid out his cards one by one. He placed three kings on the table, and the world seemed to stop for a moment. The next card was a three, and then a five. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, then laid out my cards in one quick motion. It took a moment for the other two players to study my hand, but the dealer chuckled and gave me another nod.  
 
    Scott looked like he was ready to strangle someone for a moment, but he managed to bury his anger before anyone else noticed. He gave me a smile that looked more like a snarl and tapped the table impatiently. 
 
    “We should go up,” Sorcha reminded me. 
 
    “The lady speaks,” I declared as I stood up.  
 
    I swept my winnings into my pouch, then looped my arm through Sorcha’s. I could feel Scott’s furious stare drilling into my back as we walked from the room, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of turning around. 
 
    Neither one of us spoke as we crossed the lobby and started up the stairs. We made it to our room, where I unlocked the door and held it open for Sorcha. She stepped inside and gave me a beautiful smile as she sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Admit it,” I teased as I stepped into the room and closed the door. “You thought I was going to lose to that cretin.” 
 
    “Not lose,” she corrected. “But I didn’t expect you to win quite so much. Where did you learn to play cards so well?” 
 
    “As Scott was so quick to point out, I’m just a cowhand from a podunk town,” I replied. “There’s not much to do when the cattle are in except play cards. And the old guys will take you for every cent you have if you don’t master the bluff really fast.” 
 
    “My hero,” Sorcha declared dramatically, “the lowly cowhand from some podunk town.” 
 
    “We should celebrate,” I declared as I flopped onto the bed next to her. 
 
    I gave her my best devil-may-care smile, and she laughed. 
 
    “Hordes of mages are searching for us, and you want to celebrate,” she mused. 
 
    “Well, as you once pointed out, we may not be alive tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “I’m quite certain you were the one who used that line,” she replied smartly. 
 
    I let my hand drift down her back to her butt, then gave it a firm squeeze. She yelped and swatted at my hand, but she laid down next to me and snuggled against my chest. 
 
    “I like the way it feels when we have sex,” I murmured. 
 
    “Do you really?” she sighed. “You’re not just saying that?” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I quickly assured her. “I like feeling what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Sorcha sat up and peered into my eyes. After a moment, her eyes drifted lower, toward my lips. She considered them for a moment, then slowly started to pull off her clothes.  
 
    I watched the show until my erection started to press painfully against the denim, and then it was Sorcha’s turn to watch the show. I yanked off my shirt and somehow managed to pull off my boots and pants with only a minimal degree of struggle.  
 
    Sorcha laughed as I finally tossed everything onto the floor and gave me the ‘come here’ signal with her index finger. When I stopped by the edge of the bed and leaned in for a closer look, she pulled me down on top of her, grabbed my lips with her own, and devoured my mouth with one long passionate kiss. Her tongue slid past mine, and the odd sensation of being both next to her and inside of her started to fill my senses again. 
 
    With a moan, she started to rub her pussy against me, and I pushed her thighs wide open. I slipped a finger inside first and found that she was already hot and wet. She moved against my finger as she guided me to her favorite spots. Her heat was so overwhelming, that for a moment, all I could feel was her own intense need and the sheer pleasure she felt as I rubbed against her. 
 
    “You have to take me,” she moaned. “I need you inside me.” 
 
    “I would never want to disappoint you,” I said with a grin, as I pushed the tip of my erection near her pussy.  
 
    She moaned again as she felt the hardness of my penis rub between her legs, and she tried to push herself onto my shaft. I let her ride for a minute, and then I leaned over her, my hands by her slender waist, and drove hard inside her.  
 
    “Sooooo good,” she purred as she grabbed onto my arms.  
 
    It was the most amazing sensation I’d ever felt. I could feel the friction of my penis inside of her, but I could also feel what she felt at the same moment as her muscles clenched and unclenched around my shaft. It was an explosion of sexual energy that sent both of us to the brink. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I felt her pleasure echo through my body. All I knew for sure was that she wanted me to drive deeper and what I needed was to keep pounding into her.  
 
    I could tell when she was close to her climax, so I managed to slow it down for a few moments. She writhed beneath me as she guided me to her favorite spots, and then she gave me one slow, sexy growl. 
 
    I slid in as far as I could and held her against my balls. She whimpered, then I felt her whole body shiver with her sexual high. I was so hard that I managed to hold her on my shaft even as she bucked and the waves of her climax took her. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she groaned when the last wave rippled through her body.  
 
    “If you insist,” I snickered as I held her on my erection. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still going,” she laughed as she reached for my balls and started to trace a finger along them. Her touch sent shivers up my spine and I heard her gasp as she felt the same thing. 
 
    She pulled me on top of her and I lost myself in another long, wet kiss that tasted of spearmint tea and fresh peaches. It was my turn to explore her mouth this time, and she let me investigate every inch of it. When I finally pulled back to catch my breath, she groaned in disappointment. I started on her neck then, nipping and licking until I felt her body start to quiver again.  
 
    I pulled my rod back out for a moment, a sensation that left both of us crying out at the sudden loss and separation. She latched onto my arms again and pulled me toward her. I could smell her wet sex then, and it nearly drove me wild. I plunged into her, moving my shaft in and out until the friction had her on edge again. 
 
    “Hex!” she cried out as I plowed in deeper than before.  
 
    I felt the moment when her whole body seemed to explode around my penis, and I finally reached a mind-numbing release. My seed poured into her as she held me tight against her torso and dug her nails into my back. I’d have scratches there in the morning, but I didn’t care. 
 
    When I finished, I rolled over to the side and pulled her against me. Her emerald eyes glittered beneath her golden lashes, and she sighed in contentment as she ran a finger over my lips. 
 
    “Much nicer than Frenchie’s,” I murmured. 
 
    “So true,” she laughed gently. “And more comfortable than the Kwik Copy King.” 
 
    “I do miss those purple shirts, though,” I replied. 
 
    “You do not,” she said with a slight shake of the head.  
 
    My hand moved along her back, and I felt the same motion along my own back. It was so strange, yet it felt so right. I slowly explored the rest of her body with my fingers and gasped whenever I found one of her erogenous points. Having that same feeling on my own body at the same moment only magnified the effect, and we were soon writhing against each other once more. 
 
     We spent most of the night like that, exploring and enjoying each other’s bodies. Despite the fact that we both desperately needed sleep, our sex together felt too right to just stop. It was well into the morning hours before we finally curled together and fell asleep, and even then, I could still feel her heart beating with mine. 
 
    But things never stayed calm for long when you’re a gun mage. 
 
    I woke up with a start, then glanced around the room as I tried to figure out why I had woken up. A quick glance out the tiny window showed that it was still dark outside, though I could hear the early morning birds that signalled the approach of dawn. The only other sound was Sorcha’s breathing, which remained steady despite my sudden jolt. 
 
    I hunted around for my clothes and managed to get myself dressed in the dark. I nudged Sorcha awake, then pointed to her own clothes, which I had placed on the end of the bed. While she got dressed, I gathered up our bags. I found the snub nose and pulled it from the satchel which set off the alarm bells in my head again, even as I tucked it into my waistband.  
 
    Sorcha started to say something, and that’s when we both heard it: a stealthy footstep outside our door. Someone had been standing outside our room for at least the time it took us to get dressed, and now that person was trying to creep away. 
 
    We tiptoed to the door, and I opened it very slowly. I made sure no one else was standing there, then stuck my head out into the hallway. The only person I saw was Scott as he slunk along the darkened hallway.  
 
    I stepped into the hallway as quietly as I could, then snuck up behind him. He didn’t realize I was there until I was only a couple of feet away. 
 
    “You’re up early,” I commented as he whirled around. 
 
    He had an object in his hand, which he tried to hide when he saw me. But I’d already recognized the little box, and I knew he’d been talking to someone. 
 
    “Never really got any sleep,” Scott replied. “Stayed up most of the night, but then, that’s what I usually do. I’m just heading to bed myself. Why are you up so early?” 
 
    “Well, you know, being a cowhand and all, I’m always up early,” I noted as calmly as I could, even though I really wanted to shoot the guy. But it would be better if we left without waking up half the neighborhood, and the sound of the snub nose would jolt everyone from their beds. 
 
    “Sure,” Scott agreed. “So are you two leaving soon?” 
 
    “Soon,” I agreed. “What about you?” 
 
    “Later,” he said. “After I get some sleep.” 
 
    “And talk to the red robes,” I suggested. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Scott protested with an innocent air. 
 
    “That box you have behind your back,” I replied. “Only the Magesterium uses those.” 
 
    “This?” Scott asked as he produced the glowing box. “I just use this to keep in touch with some old friends.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” I pressed. “Did you tell them we stole from you or that we cheated you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Scott huffed. 
 
    “You couldn’t stand losing to me, either at Poker or with… Jenny,” I growled as I suddenly remembered the fake name Sorcha had used, “so now you’re going to have us arrested.” 
 
    “You’re nothing but a bumpkin,” Scott snapped as he held his ground. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but I do know the smell of someone on the run, and you reek of it. Both of you. I’m just doing my duty by reporting you.” 
 
    “We should go,” Sorcha said urgently.  
 
    I hadn’t even heard her approach, but she tugged on my sleeve and tried to pull me away from the other mage. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I finally growled as I backed away from Scott. 
 
    “I want my money back,” Scott declared as he started to follow me. “If you give me my money, you can go ahead and leave. But if you try to keep it, I’ll keep you here until the mages arrive.” 
 
    I ignored him and started down the staircase. I was at the halfway point when I felt something wrap around my legs. I nearly fell the rest of the way down the stairs, and only a quick grab for the railing saved me. I saw Sorcha stumble and grab the railing as well. 
 
    “Give. Me. My. Money,” Scott intoned slowly as he started down the stairs after us. 
 
    I looked down and saw a heavy fog swirling around our ankles. I should have been able to move, but it felt as thick as concrete. Even lifting my foot was nearly impossible. I glanced at Sorcha, then watched Scott as he stopped in front of me. 
 
    “I didn’t cheat,” I hissed at him. “And I’m not giving you anything. Well, that’s not quite true. I do have one thing for you.” 
 
    I pulled the snub nose and pointed it at Scott’s chest. He looked leery, but I don’t think he realized what it was, at least not right away. I saw recognition start to dawn as the hammer clicked into place, and then I pulled the trigger back. 
 
    The thunderous clap echoed throughout the hotel and the burnt charcoal smell filled the stairwell. There was a wonderful moment, where I could feel the power of the gun strum along my nerves, and then the comforting weight of the snub nose was gone, and the only proof I had that the gun had even existed was sprawled across the steps in front of me.  
 
    So much for leaving quietly. 
 
    Scott’s chest was a gooey mess of blood, bone and tissue. It looked caved in, like somebody had taken a hammer and flattened out the lungs. There was splatter along the wall and trailing down the stairs. Something that looked like a piece from a lung laid in a bloody pool near the head. 
 
    “Quick, before anyone else gets here,” Sorcha pleaded as she tried to step around the body. 
 
    With Scott dead, the fog had disappeared. I knocked the body out of the way, then sprinted down the stairs with Sorcha. We were halfway across the lobby before I heard the first voices demanding to know what the noise had been. I grabbed at the door, only to find that it was still locked for the night.  
 
    I spotted the key on a ring by the door and jammed it home. I nearly bent the key in half in my need to escape, and I had to steady myself with a deep breath before I could turn the lock.  
 
    Sorcha grabbed the doorknob as soon as she heard the click and yanked the door open. She stepped into a misty gray morning that gave her a soft glow.  
 
    “Are you coming?” she asked when she caught me staring at her. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” I replied as I stepped outside. I still had the key, and I locked the door behind us. It wouldn’t buy us much time, but every second counted when dealing with the Magesterium. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Despite the early hour, there were already people on the road. Some looked like farmers and other workers about to start their days, and the rest looked like people who had probably been out all night and were trying to get home before the sun was completely over the horizon. It wasn’t just the humans who were sorting themselves out either. Nighttime denizens scurried toward their holes while the early birds began to chatter more loudly.  
 
    No one really paid any attention to us as we hiked along the road, and we made it fairly far before we saw the first sign of an official presence. A pair of officers were in the process of setting up a roadblock. The complaints could already be heard, along with demands to know what they were looking for.  
 
    Sorcha and I ducked into a group of stores by the side of the road and found a coffee shop that had just opened. We joined the line while we kept an eye on the officers, but as we moved forward, we saw the policemen start to let people through after they had checked either the guest registration ticket or an identification tag that the locals seemed to carry. 
 
    “They’re looking for guest tickets,” I pointed out quietly. “They’re not even bothering to look at faces.” 
 
    “Maybe we should find some new identities, then,” she whispered.  
 
    I scanned the other people in the coffee shop as we neared the front of the line. There were only a few women out this early, and the few who were around looked like performers from the first inn we’d passed up. There were plenty of men to choose from, but the real question was whether we could get their passes. 
 
    “Any good options?” I asked. 
 
    “I need to find the right people,” she murmured as she studied the other customers. “Order me a tea if they have any.” 
 
    She stepped away from me and started to move slowly among the other customers. She finally stopped near an older woman in a bright orange dress with random stripes. The older woman looked as if she were about to fall asleep on her feet, and she blinked owlishly at Sorcha when the mage said something to her.  
 
    I was at the front of the line then, and I ordered the largest cup of coffee they sold and a cup of tea. While I waited, I glanced around again. Sorcha had moved on from the tired woman and stopped near a pair of men who sipped their coffee while they watched a group of women walk along the street.  
 
    “This is the only tea we have,” the clerk announced as she placed two cups on the counter.  
 
    The coffee smelled strong and delicious, but the tea looked weak and smelled vaguely of cut weeds. I plunked down a couple of coins and walked slowly toward Sorcha, who had found a spot under a massive oak tree. 
 
    “Afraid this is the only tea they have,” I said as I handed her the cup. 
 
    “I’m not sure it really qualifies as tea,” she remarked as she took a sniff. “But I guess it will have to do.” 
 
    “Do we have some new names?” I asked. 
 
    “We are now Donald Spencer and Emma Grace,” she murmured as she handed me the pass. 
 
    “Should we walk through together, or separately?” I mused. “They’re definitely more interested in couples.” 
 
    “I say we try separate,” she replied. “So far, they’re only looking at the passes. They don’t seem to have pictures of us or a description.” 
 
    “Then let’s slip through before those arrive,” I suggested. 
 
    We finished our beverages quickly, then joined the queue at the roadblock. Unlike the sheriff’s deputies at the Brook Island Bridge, the officers on the seventy-eight kept things moving quickly. They checked each ticket, then waved the person through when they didn’t find the guest passes they wanted.  
 
    Sorcha made it through first and moved further along the road without looking back. She was nearly out of sight by the time I was waved through.  
 
    I had to fight the urge to push through the other people and run down the road after her. I kept my pace under control, though I still managed to move quickly. I wasn’t the only one. Most of the people were trying to hustle along as well as they tried to make up for the time they lost at the roadblock. 
 
    I found Sorcha standing by a dog cart and talking to the driver, a man in his thirties with a large floppy hat and a bright red sweater. I slowed as I approached, but she waved me over.  
 
    “This is Jeremy,” she said as she introduced the man.  
 
    Jeremy had dark brown skin and black hair that fell down to his shoulders. He gave me a nod and tapped the rim of his hat. I noticed then that he was missing the middle finger on his right hand. 
 
    “Jeremy was just telling me that they were setting up roadblocks further along,” Sorcha added. 
 
    “Said they were looking for people using stolen guest passes,” Jeremy explained. “But I saw a bird come in, so they may have more information.” 
 
    “Do you know what this is about?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone was killed,” Jeremy said with a shrug. “That’s what I managed to get out of one of the officers.” 
 
    “Seems like a lot for a murder,” I mused. 
 
    “I think there’s a mage involved,” Jeremy added, “but I don’t know if that’s the victim or the killer.” 
 
    “Guess we need to be on the lookout for a black mage,” I murmured, though I had no idea how you could tell if someone was a black mage. Benny and June had certainly fooled us when we’d met them on the canal, and those blood mages had been some of the most normal seeming people we’d met. 
 
    “Where’s the next roadblock?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “About a mile or so further on,” Jeremy replied. 
 
    I pulled out the book of New Jersey maps and found the section that covered the airport and surrounding areas. I studied the map for a moment, then handed it to Jeremy. 
 
    “Is there a way for us to get here?” I said as I pointed to a road labeled Morris Avenue. It was south of the road we were currently on, but it met up with seventy-eight further west of us. It also happened to become one-twenty four on the other side of seventy-eight, but since we’d both agreed to avoid the mutant wasteland, there didn’t seem to be any point in asking about that. 
 
    Jeremy frowned as he studied the map, and I wasn’t sure he even knew how to use one. But he saw something he recognized, because he lit up and smiled at Sorcha. 
 
    “Oh, the University,” he said. “My sister went there. Best place to go if you want to be a teacher.” 
 
    “Which university?” Sorcha asked as she tried to look at the map over Jeremy’s shoulder. 
 
    “This one,” he said as he pointed to something on the map. “It’s called Kean University on this, but it’s the Kean-Kasey University for Advanced Studies. It’s really easy to find.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Sorcha encouraged. 
 
    “About a half mile further on you’ll find the old Broad Rail line,” Jeremy added as he pointed westward. “Follow that south. The road you want is called the Old Cut. Can’t miss it. There’s a big gristmill right there, and they’ve still got a train that they sometimes used to move the grain around the site. Don’t worry, though, they don’t use it on the track outside the mill.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jeremy,” Sorcha said as she gave him a hug. “And remember, don’t tell anyone you saw us.” 
 
    “Not a word,” Jeremy agreed. 
 
    He whistled to his dog and the small cart trundled eastward toward the next checkpoint. We watched for a moment, then started toward the west again. 
 
    “How come you didn’t use your magic on him?” I asked. 
 
    “Didn’t have to,” she replied. “He loves the idea of keeping secrets from the mages and the police.” 
 
    “Still,” I pondered. “He might let something slip.” 
 
    “Trust me,” she said with a grin. “He won’t tell them a thing.” 
 
    We found the old tracks easily enough less than a mile further along where they crossed seventy-eight. They were rusted and pitted, and sections had even been pulled up for use elsewhere, but it was easy enough to follow what was left of their path. A few saplings had sprung up, and there were plenty of weeds, but otherwise, the track was clear. 
 
    The old rail line was a popular north south traverse, it turned out. We passed quite a few people heading in both directions, though it wasn’t nearly as packed as seventy-eight. We made good time, and the sun was still low in the sky when I caught the first whiff of oats and rye.  
 
    “The gristmill,” Sorcha surmised as she took a deep breath. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said.  
 
    A few minutes later, we had our first view of the mill. It was massive, with one large brown brick building that had to be from the pre-magic era, and a second stone and timber building that stretched from the original parking lot all the way to a small river. The whole area smelled like a field of grain on a summer day, and the clank of the great wheels could be heard through the open doors of the unloading bays.  
 
    The Old Cut was also hard to miss. Someone had replaced the black surface with stones, but otherwise it looked as wide and well-used as it must have been in the pre-magic days. Carts bearing grain rumbled along the road at a steady pace, and though there were plenty of pedestrians, they stuck to the edges of the road. 
 
    “Shall we?” I offered as I held my hand out to Sorcha.  
 
    She gave me a smile, and we joined the flow of people that moved along the Old Cut. It was a pleasant walk, for as long as we could follow it. But we reached a fork in the road, and it was easy to see that the Old Cut now followed a new path that curved away to the south. The old Morris Avenue was still there, but it was an overgrown trail of vines, weeds, and ankle-breaking holes. 
 
    “Which way?” Sorcha asked as we stepped under the shade of an oak to sip some water. 
 
    “We know the old trail eventually rejoins seventy-eight,” I pointed out. “And we have no idea where the Old Cut will take us.” 
 
    “All this to find one man who may not even want to help us,” Sorcha groused. 
 
    “Evan seemed to think we should talk to him,” I replied. “And if this Charles Darwin has more guns, then I also think it’s important.” 
 
    “You only want to touch his guns,” she said with a smirk. “Admit it, you boys only ever think about one thing.” 
 
    “I won’t deny it,” I admitted with a grin. “Though I don’t know how you managed to make that sound so dirty.” 
 
    Sorcha gave me a smile, and then we trudged over to the less worn path. I saw a few people stare at us curiously, but no one called out any warnings as we started on our way. The path narrowed as we moved further west, and I could hear more critters in the brush. Nothing too big, but small animals always attracted larger animals that liked to eat them, and I tried to estimate how much time I had to wait until I could create a new gun. 
 
    Sorcha seemed to be on edge as well, and we didn’t bother to stop when we were hungry. We dug some of our supplies from our bags and ate as we walked. I tried creating the Colt a couple of times as well, since it was nearing the twenty-four hour mark since I’d fired the last bullet from it, but it refused to solidify in my hand. I could almost feel it, like it was just there for me to grab, but my palm remained empty, while the wild forest around us encroached ever closer to the trail. 
 
    Finally, the trail started to widen once again, and I could see remnants of the old road. We passed a tumbledown building shaped like a box. There was still a sign over what was left of the door frames that said ‘White Castle’. Next to that was another square building with a covered area out front. Three lines of silver and black rectangular shapes stood in front of the building, most still upright, though two had started to tilt sideways. There was a strange smell in the air, something sweet but in an unpleasant way. I saw Sorcha’s nose was wrinkled and realized mine was as well. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “It sort of smells like some of that stuff at Home Depot,” I replied as I tried not to sneeze. “Some of that pre-magic material.” 
 
    “Is it poisonous?” she gulped. 
 
    “I think it was only in really big doses,” I tried to assure her. 
 
    We were near a sign for something called a golf course when we both stopped and looked around. We could hear something large moving around in the shadows, though neither of us could see anything beneath the trees. 
 
    “Is it a person?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “No,” Sorcha replied. “It’s definitely an animal.” 
 
    A moment later, we thought we had our answer when a deer leapt from the underbrush. It hesitated on the trail for a moment as it caught sight of us, then bounded off into the woods on the other side. 
 
    Sorcha and I grinned at each other and started along the trail when we heard more snuffling from the shadows. We glanced at each other again, and then we started to jog along the old road.  
 
    We didn’t make it much further before the simple sound of snapping twigs turned into a riot of crashing sounds. And then something very large burst from the woods into the road.  
 
    I recognized the sleek black fur and brown muzzle right away. It was a black bear, a common sight in the area, but this was one of the larger ones I had seen. It was easily six hundred pounds, but probably closer to seven hundred. It stood up slowly on its back legs when it spotted us, so we could take in its full six foot height.  
 
    “He--ex,” Sorcha stammered as she started to back away, a move that caught the bear’s attention. 
 
    “Stay still,” I muttered as I grabbed her arm and tried to keep her from tearing back down the trail. “You won’t outrun it. Start shouting and maybe we can scare it away. Bears hate noise.” 
 
    At least, that’s what I’d always been taught. Of course, when I’d encountered bears in the past, it was always with a group of people and we could make enough noise to startle a bear several miles away. I’d never been this close to one with only one other person, and I had no idea if the rules were the same. I thought briefly about the Colt again, then gave up when it stubbornly remained absent. With no other options, I started to yell at the bear, and Sorcha joined in a moment later, though her voice sounded more high-pitched and a little more frantic than normal.  
 
    The bear dropped back to all four feet, but it didn’t run away like I had hoped. It swung its massive head back and forth as it listened to our shouts, clearly unimpressed with our efforts, though it didn’t surge forward either. 
 
    “Hex,” Sorcha pleaded as the bear stepped forward and we both stepped back. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I tried to summon the Colt revolver again, but it remained elusive. It felt closer, but not quite substantial yet. I tried to remember what else we had in the bags, but all I could come up with were the firesticks we’d picked up at the mall.  
 
    “Can you control it?” I asked as I started to paw through the satchel for a firestick. 
 
    “Maybe,” the mage said as she bit her lip. “But wild animals are difficult under the best conditions, and I’ve never tried to command anything like a bear.” 
 
    “Just see if you can tell it to move on,” I replied, “or at least stay where it is until I can get the firestick lit.” 
 
    Sorcha nodded, but it wasn’t hard to see that she was seriously worried about the bear and her ability to control it. Her brow furrowed in concentration, and the bear actually went still for a moment.  
 
    And then the bear stood up again, and Sorcha gave a little squeak. Whatever control Sorcha had been able to exercise was gone, and the bear rumbled as it dropped back down to all fours and took two steps toward us.  
 
    I finally had a firestick in my hand, and I yanked it out of the satchel. I thrust it toward Sorcha, since I couldn’t find one of the Zippos, and hoped she would understand. 
 
    Sorcha jumped, but when she saw the firestick in my hand, she gave me a nod. She managed to create a tiny flame just as the bear roared and the sound nearly extinguished the flame. Sorcha gulped and looked away from the bear as she struggled to light the tip of the firestick. 
 
    And then a raucous din filled the air around us. It sounded like a band trying to tune up in the very worst way. There was the pounding of drums and clashing metal, the blast of a rusty horn, and something that made a shrill wail that made me want to cover my ears. The bear roared, then ran off into the woods and disappeared into the shadows again. We watched the bear for a moment, then exchanged pensive glances. 
 
    Before either of us could say anything, a handful of people stepped out of the woods as well. They all carried some sort of instrument, which they continued to toot and bang as they stepped onto the trail. Men and women alike wore a ragtag collection of clothes, most of them faded and stained. It was also hard to miss the swords, machetes, long knives and other weapons the group carried. Scavengers, I realized, which could only mean trouble for us. 
 
    “Well, well,” one man chortled as he looked us over. “What have we here? Take a wrong turn off the Old Cut, did ya’?” 
 
    “Thanks for your help with the bear,” I replied as I tried to tug Sorcha down the trail. “We’ll just mosey on now.” 
 
    “That’s it?” the man demanded in an aggrieved tone. It was hard to tell his age beneath the grime and scars, but the brown eyes glittered with an anger I usually associated with someone younger.  
 
    “We don’t have much,” I offered in a placating tone. “Just a few supplies we picked up on the way.” 
 
    “Supplies,” the man disparaged. “We don’t need no stinkin’ supplies. We got plenty of food and water around here.” 
 
    “We have a few firesticks,” I offered as I held up the one we had been about to light. 
 
    “You’ll have to come up with more than that,” the man demanded. “What else you got?” 
 
    I dropped the firestick back in the satchel and pawed through the rest of the contents. I had no interest in bartering with the scavengers, but I needed a little more time. I pictured the Colt revolver again, and for a moment, I thought it would appear. Instead, my hand closed around one of June’s vials. 
 
    “We have medicine,” I offered as I pulled out the vial. 
 
    “How much money you got?” one of the women demanded. Everything about her was dark and smokey, from the color of her eyes to the painted fingernail she pointed at me. 
 
    “Not much,” I replied as I tried not to growl in frustration. All I needed was the Colt, and we could be past this nonsense and on our way.  
 
    “I say we just take what we want,” one of the other men suggested. “And I want the girl.” 
 
    “Then I get the boy,” the smokey woman added to titters of approval from the other women. 
 
    Sorcha turned her gaze on the man who had spoken first, and he turned slowly toward her. 
 
    “You’ll let us pass,” she instructed. 
 
    “We’ll let them go,” the man announced.  
 
    “She’s a witch!” one of the women howled. “Kill her before she tries to control the rest of us.” 
 
    A lot happened then. The scavengers turned on us like an angry mob, while their erstwhile leader turned to face them. Weapons were drawn, and the leader struck out at the others with a sword and club. But the scavengers weren’t much for loyalty, apparently, especially when magic was involved. They struck back with equal ferocity and cut down their former leader in seconds while the rest of their troop closed in on us. 
 
    Just one gun. That was all I needed. So why was it so hard to get? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I kept picturing the Colt revolver, even as Sorcha and I started to back away. The smokey woman was only a few steps away when I felt the familiar grip in my hand. Power surged up my arm as I lifted the Colt and aimed at the woman, and I felt it pour through me faster than any healing magic. 
 
    Then I pulled the hammer back and enjoyed the beautiful sound of the mechanism clicking.  
 
    She never even saw the weapon in my hands as the Colt roared. The familiar kick reverberated up my arm as the quick trigger responded instantly. The bullet cleared the space between us in less time than it takes to blink, and the woman’s chest exploded in a fountain of red. She looked at me in surprise for a moment, and then thick blood began to pour out of her mouth. She fell to the ground with a gurgling sound and then laid still. 
 
    Before anyone else could react to the sound of the gun, I aimed at the next closest person, an older man with a beard to his waist. He was in mid-stride, with a machete raised over his head. He looked flummoxed by the sound of the gun and the sudden death of the woman, but he still kept coming. So I pulled the trigger, and the Colt gave me its kick as it boomed. There was a brief puff of smoke, the sharp tang of the discharge, and then the man fell backward with a hole in his chest and blood spilling around his body. 
 
    “Get back into the woods!” someone shouted as the scavengers started to realize that we had weapons. 
 
    I found a third target, one of the drummers who had been among the first to attack the leader. He ran his sword through the leader, and Sorcha gasped as the leader looked down at his stomach. The drummer had a joyful look on his face as he took in his handiwork, and he seemed oblivious to the fact that the rest of his companions had scattered into the woods. 
 
    He finally looked up and opened his mouth, probably to call for his fellow scavengers, but I already had him lined up by then. The Colt responded instantly as I pulled the trigger, and another sharp boom echoed along the trail. I breathed in the scent of sulfur and charcoal, and watched as the drummer twisted sideways from the impact, then collapsed onto the trail. He twitched for a few moments, but half his face was soaked in blood, and only a few rough-edged remnants of bone were left of one cheek. The eye socket was empty as well, except for the blood that dripped onto the road. The drummer wheezed one last time, and then he finally went still. 
 
    The woods were quiet again, and neither man nor beast could be heard. Sorcha and I both waited for a moment, to see if anyone else would try to attack us, then stepped past the three bodies on the trail.  
 
    “I’m sorry you had to feel that man die,” I said after we’d put some distance between us and the scene of the fight. 
 
    “I hate it,” she shuddered, “and it’s happened more times than I care to remember. But it’s always a risk when you do this kind of thing.” 
 
    “You mean wander through the woods, fighting mages and scavengers,” I teased as we finally slowed our pace. 
 
    “Something like that,” she agreed with a smile. “It’s a good thing you were able to call up the revolver.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to have the rifle back as well,” I noted as I tucked the revolver out of sight. “Doesn’t it feel like we should be near the old highway by now?” 
 
    “And hopefully well away from any scavengers and mages,” she agreed with a nod. 
 
    We were half right, in any case. The trail soon widened again, and signs of the pre-magic world began to reassert themselves. We passed long gone businesses, rusting cars, and a few homes. Vines had started to cover many of the structures, but here and there, it was clear that someone had worked to keep an area clear. 
 
    “Scavengers?” Sorcha pondered as we walked past a small building surrounded by old cars. There was a well-worn path toward a door and a shiny new chain looped around a pole. 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t look like anyone’s been back yet.” 
 
    There was another short stretch of trees and shrubs, and then the highway was in front of us. This far away from any major city, no one had ever bothered to remove the cars. Long lines of them dotted the road, like some sort of strange sculpture garden. Despite their bulky presence, though, people ambled along the highway on paths worn beside and between the cars. 
 
    I could see that the road we were on continued on the other side of the highway, at least for a short distance. I tugged Sorcha across the highway to the far side of Morris Avenue, careful to keep to the stones and concrete and off the dirt just in case a few scavengers came looking. There were fewer trees here and more long grasses and prickly weeds. A few yards in, the road came to an abrupt halt at a thick wall topped with barbed wire. A massive iron gate was the only obvious way through, but a large warning sign had been posted on the door that declared the area beyond to be a designated mutant resettlement zone. 
 
    “So there really is a mutant wasteland out here,” Sorcha murmured as she stepped back and eyed the wall.  
 
    “Shouldn’t there be patrols or guards or something?” I asked as I studied the undergrowth. No one had been here in quite some time. 
 
    “There are spells in the wall,” Sorcha replied. “I guess they think that’s enough.” 
 
    I took a closer look at the gate. There was an ordinary keyhole, one I was sure I could pick in a few minutes. I knelt down and prodded the lock, just to be sure it was as ordinary as it appeared. 
 
    “Hex,” Sorcha warned. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just looking,” I assured her as I stood up. “Still wishing we could go through here. It would be a lot faster.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the highway,” Sorcha suggested. “I really would rather not add mutants to the growing list of people who are chasing us.”  
 
    I nodded and let her lead us the short distance to seventy-eight. We were near the edge when we heard the first commotion. Sorcha and I stopped for a moment, then walked more slowly toward the highway. As we got closer, we could hear screams and a high-pitched, rolling laugh. Above all that, we could hear the disconnected symphony of the scavengers.  
 
    “Are they looking for us or just working out their anger by causing some general mayhem?” I asked as I started to back away from the road. 
 
    “A little of both, I would guess,” Sorcha replied. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the way of hiding spots along this side of the highway, so we crouched low in the grass for the last few feet and inched our way forward. The scavengers were back, and some of them were even on horseback. They swept among the travelers and struck out at anyone who couldn’t move fast enough to avoid their weapons. 
 
    “I’ve got three shots left,” I murmured as I tried to pick out a target. I slowly eased the revolver out of my waistband, but Sorcha put a hand on my arm and pointed further down the road. A cavalry of deputies approached the chaos, and two mages rode with them. 
 
    “Crap,” I muttered. 
 
    One of the scavengers had spotted the approaching lawmen as well, and he gathered his own force together with a shout. The two sides drew up and eyed each other, with only thirty feet between them. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” one of the scavengers spat. She was the only one I’d seen in clean clothing, a pale blue shirt and a pair of very tight pants. She also wore a feather in her hair and a heavy gold chain around her neck and carried an axe that was red with blood. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” an older lawman replied laconically. I wasn’t fooled by his casual air, though. His hand was on his weapon, a great broadsword, and his horse was alert and waiting for his signal. 
 
    “We’re looking for a pair of trespassers who left three of our own dead,” the woman replied. “And since this is our territory, we have the right.” 
 
    “To go after them, but not the rest of these folks,” the lawman pointed out.  
 
    The woman sneered, but she didn’t disagree. 
 
    “How were the scavengers killed?” one of the mages asked. This was a balding man who looked uncomfortable on a horse. 
 
    “Portal mage,” Sorcha whispered in my ear. 
 
    “What does that matter?” the scavenger woman demanded. 
 
    “We’re searching for someone with a particular… weapon,” the portal mage replied.  
 
    The scavenger considered this response for several seconds, and then her eyes narrowed as she gave the portal mage a smirk. 
 
    “Will you pay us a reward if we bring you the boy with the gun?” the woman demanded. 
 
    The two mages exchanged a long look, and then the portal mage turned back toward the scavenger. 
 
    “We will, but only if you give up this tirade you’ve gone on and find the gunman and his accomplice,” the portal mage decreed. 
 
    The scavenger woman looked along the length of the road for a moment, but I knew she would agree. The rest of the civilians who could still move were long gone, and the lawmen would make sure that the rest were removed from scavenger territory. Slim pickings if she didn’t take the deal. 
 
    “Let’s find the boy!” the scavenger woman shouted at her comrades.  
 
    With a loud whoop, the scavengers turned toward the east. They were in full terror mode, yet the lawmen let them ride away just so they could hunt for me and Sorcha. I started to point the gun toward the only lawman who had spoken, but Sorcha kept her hand on my arm.  
 
    “We didn’t pass them on the way here,” the portal mage declared, “so they must still be nearby.” 
 
    The lawman nodded and looked around the area. He spotted the remains of Morris Avenue and rode up toward the intersection.  
 
    “Where does this go?” the portal mage asked as he rode up next to the lawman. 
 
    “Mutant area,” the lawman replied as he studied the ground.  
 
    “Then they wouldn’t be there,” the portal mage pointed out. “They must have gone back into the woods.” 
 
    The lawman peered at the ground a moment longer, then urged his horse back toward the rest of the group. He issued instructions to his men, and they quickly split up into search parties. Soon, it was just the one lawman and the two mages. I was ready to take out all three when the portal mage started to ride west again without saying anything else. The other mage blindly followed, and after a moment, so did the lawman. They weren’t riding very fast, and they stopped again near another old intersection.  
 
    “What were you saying about being free of mages and scavengers?” I asked quietly as we crept backward. “You should have let me shoot those three, and then we could have ridden away.” 
 
    “The sound of that gun would have brought every scavenger and lawman in the area down on us, and you don’t have enough bullets left to deal with that many people,” Sorcha pointed out. 
 
    “So, now where do we go?” I sniped, though I knew she was probably right. 
 
    Sorcha looked behind us. 
 
    “There is one other path,” she murmured in a shaky voice. 
 
    “The mutants?” I asked in surprise. “I thought you said you’d rather take your chance with the mages.” 
 
    “There may be only two now, but there will be more on the way, especially since they know you’ve been through here,” she pointed out. “I hate the idea, I really do, but I think we’re out of options, unless you think you can handle a scavenger horde and the mages without a gun.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered.  
 
    I risked a peek over the top of the grass. The mages and the lawman were still there, though just out of range of the Colt. I still liked the idea of trying to make a run for it on their horses until I caught the sound of more hooves approaching. Another group of lawmen and mages rode into view, and this group didn’t disperse like the other one had. 
 
    “I guess we’re doing the wasteland,” I sighed.  
 
    We crawled through the grass until we were well away from the road and at least had a few scraggly trees we could hide under. Even then we loped to the door in a crouched position, and neither one of us spoke while I studied the lock once more. I dug through our satchels and found the slender blades I’d found on Benny and June’s barge.  
 
    “Do you know how to do this?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” I admitted. “One of those things we used to play around with when we were stuck around the ranch with nothing to do. And if they haven’t added any really crazy spells, I can probably get this open in a few minutes. Unless you know a handy spell or two?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Sorcha sighed. “Good thing there were all those boring days around the ranch. First poker, now lock picking.” 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed with a grin. “Though the lock picking was something I practiced with the Reese girls when I was a kid, not when I was a hand. It’s how we used to sneak one of the cook’s apple pies without anyone knowing. Just let me know if anybody starts to get too close.” 
 
    I worked as quickly and as quietly as I could, but long minutes passed before I felt the tumblers fall into place. I nodded to Sorcha, then tugged on the ring. There was a brief screeching sound, and I immediately let go. The door had barely budged, but the noise would have been heard on the road.  
 
    “They’re coming,” Sorcha said as she glanced toward the highway, and I could hear the hooves of the horses as they moved toward us. 
 
    I tugged the door wider until there was just enough room for us to squeeze through. Sorcha darted in ahead of me, and I followed behind her. Then we both grabbed the ring on the mutant side of the door and pulled the door shut. It closed with a thud, and I stood still for a moment to steady my nerves. 
 
    “No lock on this side,” I pointed out when I could hear something besides my own heartbeat again. 
 
    “No need for one,” Sorcha reminded me. “No one on this side is supposed to leave.” 
 
    We heard the horses on the other side approach the gate, and Sorcha and I sprang away. We bolted down what was left of the avenue, deep into mutant territory. Neither of us had a chance to consider just how dangerous that could be until the road became little more than a footpath, and the sky was lost beneath the heavy branches of the trees. There were ghost buildings here as well, slowly being eaten by the surrounding forest.  
 
    “Are we still on Morris Avenue?” Sorcha whispered when we slowed to a walk. 
 
    “I think so,” I whispered back. “Can you tell if there are any mutants nearby?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of life around here,” Sorcha noted. “And there are humans around. I can’t tell much more than that just yet.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t a very long stretch,” I tried to reassure her as I pointed the Colt toward the sound of something scurrying through the deadfall. 
 
    “How will we get out once we reach the other side?” she asked. 
 
    “We find another gate,” I replied, though I had no idea if there were any more gates. 
 
    “Hmm,” Sorcha mused. 
 
    We trudged on and I started to grow more comfortable with the wasteland. Most of the animals and plants were the same, and I could spot many of the same dangers that lingered outside the wall. Still, there was a sense that we were being watched, and not by the usual wildlife.  
 
    I peered into the shadows and the dark places beneath the trees whenever I felt a pair of eyes on me, but all I ever caught was a hint of movement out of the corners of my eyes. I never heard anything or smelled anything that might give away our stalker’s position, which made it even more difficult to figure out what followed us.  
 
    “Someone’s following us,” I murmured. 
 
    “I feel it, too,” Sorcha replied with a nod. “But I’m not sure what it is.” 
 
    “Maybe we should pick up the pace,” I suggested. 
 
    We started to move more quickly, though it was hard to keep up a dead run with all the tree roots, rocks, and similar hazards on the path. We were forced to stop when we nearly stumbled into a tree that had fallen across the path. It was an old and enormous tree, and our only options were to clamber over it, or try to walk around it.  
 
    “Over or around?” I asked as I peered into the woods. 
 
    “Over,” Sorcha replied quickly. “I don’t think I want to run into whatever is hiding in there.” 
 
    As we started to climb over the trunk, a howl went up from nearby. It was the long howl of a wolf, and I knew then what had been following us along the path. 
 
    “Is it just the one?” Sorcha asked as she scanned the trees. 
 
    “If it is, it won’t be for long,” I sighed. 
 
    We dropped to the ground on the other side and started to run again, but this time we could hear something moving among the leaves. It kept pace with us as another howl filled the air. A second howl responded, and then we could hear more animals start to give chase.  
 
    As fast as we were, we couldn’t stay ahead of the wolves, and as we passed a dilapidated house, one of the canines leapt from the brush and landed on the road in front of us. 
 
    I fired the gun without even thinking and hoped the sound would be enough to drive the remaining wolves away. But the wolf was still standing, long after the wisp of smoke and acrid smell had drifted away. There was no blood, and no wound that I could see, though it was hard to be sure against the deep black of its coat. 
 
    “Why didn’t you shoot it?” Sorcha asked in a panicked tone as she spotted the rest of the pack starting to emerge from the trees. 
 
    “I did shoot it,” I said in disbelief. 
 
    The wolf moved forward slowly, though glided might have been a better description. There was something amorphous about its shape, so that it appeared to float rather than step. As it drew closer, all I could think of was the black fog that Scott had created to try to keep us at the inn.  
 
    Except that fog didn’t have large teeth and a fearsome growl, or a pair of hungry yellow eyes. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I took aim at the wolf in front of us again, this time at the head. The wolf stopped and waited, as if curious to see if I would really waste another bullet on it.  
 
    “These aren’t normal wolves,” Sorcha warned. 
 
    “I gathered that,” I deadpanned. “How do we get away from them?” 
 
    The wolves started to move again, and I fired at a smaller one on my right. The pack stopped again and in a weird synchronized move, they all turned toward the wolf I’d shot. That one hung its head for a moment, and I thought I saw blood along its snout. But then the wolf shook its head and lifted its muzzle, and there wasn’t a drop of blood anywhere. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    Alarm bells were going off like crazy in my head, which meant I only had one bullet left. Of course, that didn’t really matter since the bullets didn’t have any effect on the wolves anyway. What I couldn’t figure out was how they were protected. Some animals had hides so thick they were as good as armor. But I wasn’t convinced that was the case with these wolves. It was more like the bullets had been absorbed somehow.  
 
    Sorcha had dug out the fire sticks and handed a pair to me. It was as good as any other option at that point, and I watched as she managed to create enough flame to light the fuses. 
 
    Before we lit the first fuse, though, a gentle hum began to saturate the air. I could feel the vibration of it as well, like a gentle breeze blowing across my skin. The wolves started to lower their heads, and bit by bit, they stepped back.  
 
    A woman appeared suddenly out of the corner of my vision. She stepped around the edge of an old house, her arms lifted over her head as if in benediction. She walked toward us, slowly and calmly, and when she was only a few feet away, she lowered her arms to her sides and nodded toward the first wolf I had shot. 
 
    The humming disappeared, and the woman began to chant something in a language I had never heard before. It wasn’t the one the mages used to cast spells. I could recognize the sounds of that one, even if I didn’t know what the words meant. But this one was full of strange tones I hadn’t heard before, and moved at a slower pace, like a tortoise moving between ponds.  
 
    The slow pace of the woman’s speech gave it a soothing rhythm, not unlike Sorcha’s own magical voice. Sorcha and I both stood still and listened to the near chant, as enraptured with the sound as the wolves that had surrounded us were. The wolves, for their part, cocked their heads and twitched their ears, as if they understood what was being said. 
 
    When the woman was done, she raised her arms again, and the wolves slunk away. The woman watched them leave, a sad look on her face as they faded away into the shadows once again. When the last wolf had vanished, and the birds and squirrels started to chatter again, the woman turned toward me and Sorcha and gave us a quizzical look. 
 
    “Are you mutants?” she asked, though the tone of her voice indicated that she didn’t believe that. 
 
    I finally realized that she was a mutant. It was hard to spot at first glance. She looked like any number of women I knew, with dusky skin, long black hair in a braid, and warm brown eyes that were full of concern. But as she walked toward us, I could see that the dusky tone of her skin was really a very fine coating of fur. A line of spots started just below the jaw line and formed a trail down her neck, then disappeared beneath her gown. And the loosely bound braid barely concealed the two tufted ears that flicked in our direction. 
 
    “No,” Sorcha finally replied. “We… needed a shortcut.” 
 
    The woman looked at us like we were the most bizarre things she’d ever seen. And since we’d just admitted that we’d ventured inside a mutant wasteland in search of a shortcut, it was hard to find fault with that evaluation. 
 
    “This sounds like a tale I’d like to hear,” the woman finally said. “My name is Danielle Greentree, but everyone just calls me Dani.” 
 
    “I’m Sorcha, and this is Hex,” Sorcha offered in return. 
 
    “Well, Sorcha and Hex, I could offer you some food and drink, and then help you on your way,” Dani suggested as she continued to stare at us in amused puzzlement. “Though I should probably warn you that we don’t get many guests around here, so some of my social skills may be lacking.” 
 
    Sorcha and I exchanged questioning looks. There was no doubt that Dani was a mutant, but she didn’t seem to be the bloodthirsty beast we’d all been warned to avoid. If you ignored the ears, fur, and the spots, she seemed perfectly normal. Of course, so had a lot of the other people we’d met so far on this journey, and they had turned out to be anything but nice or normal.  
 
    “I promise, I don’t bite and I don’t eat human flesh,” Dani added when neither of us leapt at her invitation. 
 
    “A break would be nice,” I finally admitted as I slipped the gun into my jacket. 
 
    “Good,” Dani declared. “I can’t wait to hear what’s going on outside the walls.” 
 
    Dani walked away, and after a moment, Sorcha and I followed after her. She led us past more decaying homes and around the edges of an old playground. There was an eerie feel to the place that always seemed to exist in these forgotten towns, like the people who had lived here might return at any moment. There were toys scattered in one yard, and a flat machine with an engine, four wheels, and a bar to push it abandoned in another. Curtains still hung in the windows, and cars were scattered on streets and parked next to homes. 
 
    Behind the town, we climbed along a hillside and came to a halt near a pre-magic building that looked out over the flatland below. It was a two-story red brick structure surrounded by a parking lot, a field of corn and an oval track that had no obvious purpose. There was a reviewing stand like the town back home set up for celebrations, but this one sat near the edge of the corn. Nearby stood two rows of poles that arced toward each other. A flat board had been attached to the end of the pole with a metal circle nailed to it. The circles were set into the board horizontally and faced each other across about ninety feet of cracked concrete. 
 
    “What was this?” I asked as Dani started to walk toward the building. 
 
    “A high school,” Dani replied. 
 
    The mutant woman led us across the parking lot to a wide staircase. We climbed the steps to the six doors that stood at the top. There were more signs of life here, like the fanciful figures someone had painted on the doors and the pots of herbs on the window sills. There was also a warning sign next to the doors with a picture of a red-robed mage with an x over it. 
 
    “Do you live here alone?” I asked as I studied the sign. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no,” Dani laughed as she held the door open. “There’s quite a few of us here. It’s safer than living alone in one of the houses and easier to care for, though there are quite a few who still try to live on their own or with one or two others.” 
 
    “And everyone here is a mutant?” Sorcha asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Well, no one else comes through here just to get to the other side,” Dani pointed out. “Until now.” 
 
    Dani guided us down a long, wide hallway lined with flat metal cabinets fronted by stacked rows of doors. We passed doorways with glass panels that looked in on large square rooms. Some still looked like the classrooms I knew, with desks for students and a chalkboard at the front. Others had clearly been converted to personal use. 
 
    Yet, we hadn’t seen anyone else. There were definitely other people in the building. I could hear them as they moved around and the susurration of whispered conversations, but no one appeared to greet us or demand to know why we were there. It seemed odd, though maybe it wasn’t in a place where visits from guests were nonexistent. 
 
    We ended up in a room large enough to hold several hundred people at one time. There was a stage at one end, where a handwritten sign announced the next performance of Jolie. The rest of the space was filled with long beige tables. Only a few had chairs, though, and Dani led us to a group of seats near another entrance, though this one, and its companion a few feet further down the wall, had no door.  
 
    Dani waited until Sorcha and I were seated and then disappeared into the adjoining room, which if the smell was any indication, was probably the kitchen. She returned a few moments later with pitchers of fresh water and apple cider, a basket of fresh rolls and a platter of cheeses, pickles and nuts, all carefully balanced on a tray that was a bit small for the job. 
 
    “Please, help yourself,” the mutant said as she set everything on the table. She disappeared into the kitchen again, then returned with clean glasses, plates and some dried sausage. 
 
    “This looks delicious,” Sorcha declared as she took in the options.  
 
    I poured everyone a glass of cider, then took my turn selecting my food. Even though we’d eaten on the road, I was hungry again, especially after the encounter with the wolves. I filled a roll with a soft, creamy cheese, added some slices of the sausage and pickles, and then bit into the heavenly concoction. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re the chef,” I finally said when I’d scarfed down half the roll, “but this is really wonderful. I don’t think I’ve ever had sausage as good as this, and the cheese is perfect.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dani replied with a grin, “though I’ll confess that the only part of this that I can take credit for is milking the goat and collecting the walnuts.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask about the mutants who live here?” Sorcha asked. “I don’t mean to sound rude, but everything we’ve ever been told is that mutants aren’t human any more and that they’ll kill you and, well...” 
 
    “Eat you?” Dani finished for the blonde, who had suddenly turned red with embarrassment. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended. I know exactly what the Magesterium claims. I certainly heard plenty of it while I was growing up.” 
 
    “So you lived outside the walls?” I pressed. 
 
    “Until I was twenty,” Dani sighed. “My father left not long after I was born, so it was just me and my mother. She used to help me shave the fur off every morning so no one would know. Oh, and the hats I had to wear, to help hide the ears. Between those and the bushy hairstyles my mother created for me, I was the least fashionable girl in town.” 
 
    “So what happened?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “I fell in love,” Dani said with a shake of her head. “Cutest boy in town, not unlike the one you’ve got here.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks turn red, though I tried to keep a stoic appearance. Both Dani and Sorcha grinned at my reaction, then Sorcha turned to look at Dani again. 
 
    “We were quite the item for two years,” Dani continued. “And then Barbara Kingston moved to town. Her father was some important muckity-muck for the Magesterium and liked to parade around town in his red robe. Barbara set her sights on Jeremy and did everything she could to lure him away. Jeremy remained faithful, though, so Barbara had to resort to other tactics.” 
 
    “I’ll guess she was the one who found out you were a mutant,” I surmised. 
 
    “I was never sure how she figured it out,” Dani mused. “Aside from the fur, the ears and my agility, there aren’t any other signs. I always suspected she used some of her father’s magical devices somehow, but it doesn’t really matter. She found out and she denounced me. I was arrested before I even knew about her claim. I was tried two days later and sent here.” 
 
    “Did that happen to everyone who lives here?” I asked. 
 
    “Most have similar stories,” Dani agreed. “Some of the younger ones were born here.” 
 
    “But…” Sorcha started, then paused. “But how did all those stories about mutants get started?” 
 
    “Oh, there are mutants that will eat humans,” Dani replied. “What the Magesterium won’t tell anyone is that there are degrees of mutation. Those of us who live here mostly have some odd physical quirk as well as certain abilities, like being faster or leaping higher than the average human. But other than that, we are still human.” 
 
    “And at the other end of the spectrum?” I prompted. 
 
    “Some mutants are more animal than human,” Dani admitted. “Sometimes it’s just part of the mutation, but a few choose that path.” 
 
    “They choose to be like animals?” Sorcha asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I think they feel that if they’re going to be treated like animals, they might as well act like animals,” Dani sighed. “I suppose that’s a rather simplistic take on the whole thing but the best way I can explain it.” 
 
    “Then those wolves we encountered,” I prodded. 
 
    “Actually, not mutants,” Dani remarked. “They’re mages.” 
 
    “What?” Sorcha demanded. 
 
    “Shapeshifters,” Dani replied. “Another dirty little secret of the Magesterium. You see, a shapeshifter can only stay in his animal form for a limited amount of time. If they stay too long, it becomes harder to return to their human form. Some just live out their lives as whatever animal they shift into, while others get caught in between.” 
 
    “That’s what happened to those wolves,” I guessed. “That’s why they’re not really solid.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dani said with a nod of approval.  
 
    “But I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Sorcha protested. 
 
    “Oh, they’re much more careful at keeping an eye on shapeshifters these days,” Dani replied. “But there was a time when the Magesterium didn’t understand what would happen, and they encouraged the shapeshifters to spend as much time as they could in their animal forms. By the time the Magesterium figured out what was happening to all their shapeshifters, they had millions of these things on their hands. As you saw, they’re hard to kill, so the mages figured it would be easier to just round up any that were too close to the cities or farms that were under Magesterium protection and toss them in the wastelands with the mutants and other undesirables.” 
 
    “But you spoke to them,” I pointed out. 
 
    “We’ve learned that they still have some degree of humanity,” Dani mused. “We had a member of the Navajo tribe with us for several years, and he discovered that they seemed to understand the Navajo language. We don’t why, but we all learned enough to talk to the wolves whenever we encounter them.” 
 
    “So there are more out there somewhere, just roaming free?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how many more might still be roaming free,” Dani replied. “I will say that the Magesterium hasn’t put any more inside here for quite some time. Though we did get a shapeshifter who was caught in-between human and badger a couple of years ago. He’s a nasty creature, so we avoid him as much as possible.” 
 
    “I had no idea about any of this,” Sorcha mused. 
 
    “The early years after the meteorite were a time of great changes and a struggle to survive, and a lot of those events are only remembered by the very old,” Dani noted sadly.  
 
    “It’s… extraordinary,” Sorcha murmured. 
 
    “But now it’s your turn,” Dani declared with a smile. “Why are you here? I know you’re not mutants or shape-shifters, and I know the Magesterium didn’t bring you here. There’s always quite a production at the gate when they’re sending someone else in.” 
 
    “We’re heading west,” I offered. “To get away from the Magesterium.” 
 
    Dani cocked her head to the side for a moment, then gave me a grin. 
 
    “Would it have something to do with that gun you’re carrying?” she asked. 
 
    “You saw that?” I demanded. 
 
    “It was hard to miss,” she pointed out. “And I’ve seen and heard a gun before. I’m just curious how you were able to get your hands on one.” 
 
    “It’s…” I stuttered and then looked to Sorcha. 
 
    “He’s a gun mage,” she explained. 
 
    Well, so much for keeping it a secret. 
 
    “Oh,” Dani muttered as she studied me more closely. “Now that must be giving the Magesterium fits. I would say you could stay here, but I can’t speak for everyone, and I’m afraid mages aren’t welcome here, even if they can produce guns.” 
 
    “There’s a safe place we’re trying to get to,” Sorcha added. “But we had to duck in here to escape some mages that had followed us.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Dani mused. 
 
    Our quiet time was coming to an end at that point. The mutants who had avoided us up to that point started to emerge from the other areas of the school. The first few who shuffled into the room ventured in and out of the kitchen, but refused to speak to us or even to look at us. That was followed by two women who deliberately stared at us as they walked by, but still wouldn’t speak. 
 
    The impasse was broken by a young man about my age with curly hair, slanted eyes, and tufted ears that swiveled like a cat’s. He stomped into the room with a group of young men and women on his heels and stormed over to our table. 
 
    “These aren’t mutants,” he spat as he looked us over. “They’re normals.” 
 
    “They are,” Dani acknowledged. “And they’ll be on their way again soon.” 
 
    “What the hell are they doing here?” he demanded. 
 
    “They got lost,” Dani replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Bullshit,” the boy declared. 
 
    “Portal mages make mistakes,” Dani pointed out calmly. “And we’re not animals in here, no matter what the Magesterium claims. So I’ve helped them as best I could, and I’ll show them how to leave.” 
 
    “We should kill them and eat their bones,” the boy sneered. 
 
    “The only meat you’ve ever eaten is chicken and fish,” Dani pointed out. “The closest you’ve ever come to tasting human flesh was the time you got in a fight with Roderick and bit his finger. Now, go away, Peter, before you do something really stupid.” 
 
    Peter scowled at Sorcha and me, but another adult had arrived by then. He was a tall, well-muscled fellow with pale skin, winter gray eyes, and white hair. He looked normal, but he grabbed Peter and two of the other youngsters by the nape of the neck with one hand and carried them back to the hall. The rest of the group followed obediently, and Dani gave us a reassuring smile while the man threatened to beat the kids senseless if they didn’t learn some manners. 
 
    When he returned, he moved so quietly I wasn’t sure his feet actually touched the ground. When I looked, I realized he had two padded paws rather than human feet, and he moved with an ease that I’d only seen in animals. 
 
    “Dani,” the man said when he joined us at the table. “I know you mean well, but people are upset about them being here.” 
 
    “I can guess who,” Dani sighed. “I wish she would just come here herself instead of sending Peter and his minions.” 
 
    “They’re normals,” the man pointed out. “I don’t wish them any ill, but there’s too much risk if they stay. The Magesterium will come looking for them once they figure out they’re here. And you know where that leads.” 
 
    “All I offered was some food, drink, and a place to rest for a moment,” Dani replied with a touch of heat. “I haven’t invited them to move in, and I don’t think they would even if I had. I’ll send them to Vance and that will be the end of it.” 
 
    “See that you do,” the man growled. 
 
    He nodded to the three of us and then left the room as quietly as he had arrived. 
 
    “I’m sorry about all of this,” Dani apologized. “You’ve already admitted that the mages are searching for you, and it’s better for everyone if they don’t come here.” 
 
    “We understand,” Sorcha assured her. 
 
    “Who’s Vance?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s a portal mage,” Dani replied. “He lives here in the wasteland, though he pops out from time to time to pick up supplies or get news.” 
 
    “There’s a mage living here?” Sorcha asked in surprise. 
 
    “Well, hiding here,” Dani admitted. “But he’s the only sure way out.” 
 
    “So how do we find him?” I pressed. 
 
    “I’ll take you back to the old road,” Dani replied. “There are a couple of places he likes to hang out, and they’re both on the road. The first place you should check is Short Hills.” 
 
    “Short Hills,” I repeated. 
 
    “A pre-magic mall,” Dani explained. “He likes to hang out in the old stores there. It’s where he spends most of his time. If he isn’t there when you arrive, he’ll turn up sooner or later.” 
 
    I spotted some of Peter’s minions lurking near the door and stood up. We had definitely worn out our welcome, and that was while they believed we were normal. I didn’t want to be around if they discovered we were mages. 
 
    “Thanks for everything, Dani,” Sorcha said as she stood up as well. 
 
    “Let me show you back to the road, at least,” Dani said with a smile as she rose to her feet with a distinctly catlike grace. 
 
    I saw her frown at the youngsters as we returned to the long hall, where a few more mutants had gathered to gawk at us as we made our way back to the front doors. I slid my hand into the pocket where I had stowed the Colt as some of the surprised and amazed looks gave way to more heated and hate filled expressions, though I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it, for Dani’s sake.  
 
    We made it out of the school in one piece and without starting any fights, though more than a few of the mutants had looked willing to test our mettle. Dani made a point of walking beside us as we made our way across the parking lot and then taking the lead as we climbed down the hillside. She picked a more westerly direction once we were at the bottom of the hill, one that led us past an old drainage ditch and a collection of buildings that had probably had a wall of glass along their fronts at some point. But the glass was gone, and nature had started to reclaim most of it. I could still pick out the cars, though, hundreds, if not thousands, of them, in the parking lots and inside the buildings. A few still looked like they could roll down the highway, if you had the fuel. 
 
    From there, we turned down a street lined with small one-story homes. They all looked exactly alike, as if the builder had thrown them up at the same time, and then moved on to his next project. I spotted a few numbers still clinging to a spot above the doors and decided that was the only way to tell them apart.  
 
    “I’m afraid this is as far as I can take you,” Dani huffed as we stopped at a street corner. There were two poles at each corner, one with an octagonal sign that said ‘Stop’ and the other with two smaller signs with street names. 
 
    “I really can’t say thank you enough,” Sorcha reiterated. 
 
    “I was happy to help,” Dani insisted. “I just wish I could have spent more time talking to you. It’s nice to see a new face and hear some news from outside the walls. Not that I would wish this on anybody, but, well, there you go.” 
 
    “And this will take us to Vance?” I asked as I stared at the crumbling road. 
 
    “It joins up with the old trail just ahead, but I would stay on this one,” Dani explained. “It’s well-traveled, so you probably won’t run into any more of the shapeshifters. And yes, you should be at Short Hills before nightfall.” 
 
    Dani shook our hands and gave us both a hug. She waited at the corner and watched us walk away until a wide turn in the road carried us out of sight. 
 
    “I can’t believe she was a mutant,” I mused. “We were always taught that they were evil.” 
 
    “Have you ever met a mutant before?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Once,” I replied. “A kid near the farm. He seemed normal, but the mages showed up one day and declared him to be a mutant. I found out later his parents filed down his teeth and nails so no one would guess he was a mutant. Of course, that started all sorts of rumors about how he would slip out at night and hunt. I think every sheep or cow that had disappeared over the last thirty years was eventually blamed on him.” 
 
    “And yet, he was probably just like Dani,” Sorcha sighed, “Just trying to fit in.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “You must have met mutants on your journeys.” 
 
    “None like Dani,” Sorcha replied. “The first mutant I ever met was at the Magesterium school. They brought him in to show us how dangerous mutants were. It’s funny, though. At the time, I remember thinking he wasn’t really what they claimed, but then one of the mages gave him a shock and he went wild. I realize now that it was probably one of his mutations. What would have been a mild shock to us was very painful to him.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” I murmured as I tried to picture being trotted out in front of a pack of children and shocked until I went crazy from the pain. 
 
    “The next mutant I met was one that was definitely more animal than human,” Sorcha continued. “It was a woman, though she couldn’t speak, and she walked on all fours. She roamed a forested area in Bavaria, and she had attacked several locals and travelers. The Magesterium wanted to bring her in alive, to study I guess, but the locals were too afraid. They sent out a search party and killed her.” 
 
    “How did you encounter her?” I asked. 
 
    “I was with Arthur and Bunda,” she sighed. “Arthur was convinced we could save her and help her find her human self. We found her in a cave, and I tried to link minds with her. I found her humanity, briefly, but as soon as she smelled the hunting party, the animal took over.” 
 
    “I guess there aren’t many mutants left outside the wastelands,” I pondered. “The Magesterium seems to swoop in quickly once they know one exists.” 
 
    “But if Dani is right, why do they arrest all mutants?” Sorcha asked. “Why not just find those that are truly dangerous?” 
 
    “But then they would actually have to look at the person,” I pointed out. “Find out if they’re more human or animal. It’s much easier to just make an assumption and lock them all away.” 
 
    “Like Dani’s rival,” Sorcha added. “Why play fair when you can send your competition into the wastelands?” 
 
    As we’d been having this conversation, I’d been aware that we were being followed again. It wasn’t the wolves because I could hear our pursuers moving through the fallen leaves and weeds. And I could see them as well, though they were fast.  
 
    “I think Peter and his minions decided to tag along,” I whispered. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll leave us alone, or will they try to do something?” Sorcha asked as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Not sure, but they’re young enough and stupid enough to decide to attack,” I replied. “I have one bullet left in the Colt, but I think I can call up the Ruger again. I just need a good spot to set up my shots.” 
 
    “There’s a house just ahead,” Sorcha said as she nodded toward a small house tucked beneath a massive oak and set back a good distance from the road. “It looks like it’s still in good shape.” 
 
    “Not too many windows or doors,” I mused. “So it’ll make it harder for them to get in.” 
 
    There was a crash behind us, and I whirled around to see Peter and two other mutants jump down from the branches of a tree. Peter grinned and showed off a pair of pointed teeth. One of his companions, an older boy with a lion’s mane and the jointed legs of a big cat, roared and leapt toward us. 
 
    I just cleared the gun from my pocket in time. I pulled the trigger just before the boy landed on us, and the blast echoed along the street. I was close enough to hear the thump of the bullet as it caught him in the chest, and to smell the first drops of blood as he dropped to all fours in front of us. He heaved like he was about to throw up, and then a fountain of blood poured from his mouth. 
 
    Fortunately, Peter and the other mutant stared wide-eyed at the lion, and neither had noticed that the Colt had disappeared from my hand. I felt the emptiness in my palm and ached to hold it one more time.  
 
    But there was no time to mourn. The Colt was gone and the rest of the mutants were still there. And I’d just killed one of their own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The other mutants started to shout and curse at us, and Sorcha and I bolted to the tiny house. We bounded up the two steps to the front door and twisted the knob. 
 
    “It’s locked!” Sorcha said in disbelief. 
 
    “It’s also old,” I pointed out as I kicked at the door.  
 
    The door crashed backward and slammed against the wall. Sorcha and I ran inside and closed it again. There was a heavy cabinet just inside the door, filled with plates and other oddities. I signaled Sorcha, and somehow we managed to push the cabinet in front of the door, though we probably broke at least half of the items on display. 
 
    “Check the rest of the windows and doors,” I told the mage as I ran toward the large window next to the door. “See if you can find some way to block them.”  
 
    I peered around the edge of a dusty curtain and tried not to sneeze as I sucked in fifty years’ worth of dirt and dust. My eyes watered, but I held off long enough to see the rest of the mutants converging on the house. I counted to twelve before I gave in and sneezed. 
 
    “Here goes,” I muttered as I pictured the Ruger rifle. 
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief as I felt the comforting weight of the rifle in my hand. The energy of the twenty-two rushed up my arm, and I ran my hand along the stock, the same way I would to calm a skittish horse. My palm started to itch, but I ignored it as I glanced out the window once again. With the Ruger in my hand, I figured the itch would fade. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked Sorcha as she reappeared from one of the other rooms. 
 
    “All the doors and windows are locked,” she offered, “and I tried to block the rest of the windows. I also found the previous owner.” 
 
    “There’s someone in here?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Just a skeleton,” she said. “Of a human and a cat and a small dog.” 
 
    “Oh,” I murmured.  
 
    “They’re very old,” she added. “Probably pre-magic.” 
 
    There wasn’t time to contemplate the fate of the previous owner after that. The mutants had gathered outside the house and were no longer satisfied with hurling epithets. A large rock crashed through the window, and Sorcha and I barely ducked out of the way in time.  
 
    With the glass gone, I pointed the rifle at the closest mutant. A woman, older than most of the others, with a fuzzy tail and a cruel expression. She stood with her legs wide and hands balled into fists as she shouted obscenities at the house. I thought of Dani for a moment and begged her forgiveness for what I was about to do. 
 
    The Ruger cracked as I pulled the trigger, and I had to remind myself that the rifle had almost no kick compared to the Colt and the snub nose, so I didn’t need to adjust as much. Still, the bullet hit higher than I meant and the angry woman howled in pain as it plowed into her shoulder.  
 
    She whipped around and yelled something at the other mutants, and then I aimed at her back. There was another sharp crack, and the smell of sulfur started to fill the room, just as a bright red spot appeared along the woman’s back. She fell forward, into the weeds, and I saw her tail sway for a moment, then it drooped out of sight.  
 
    The other mutants were in a frenzy after that, and not at all certain what to do. Most hung back as if waiting for instructions, which Peter was happy to supply. I saw him point to people and then at the house, and it wasn’t hard to figure out that he was sending people to check the rest of the windows and doors. 
 
    But Peter was smart enough to stay as far away as possible at the back of the crowd, and it was hard to get a clear shot. I had a feeling the rest would leave if I could just get rid of him, but he wouldn’t oblige me with an easy shot. He finally slunk behind a maple tree, and all I could see were his hands as he issued more instructions. 
 
    There was another crash, this time from a room at the back of the house. We both turned to look, and Sorcha scowled. 
 
    “Bedroom,” she said as she pointed toward a hallway that I could cover in two long strides. “It was a small window, but up high. There wasn’t much in the room that I could block it with.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on these folks for a moment,” I replied as I slipped away from the window and jogged toward the back of the house. 
 
    The bedroom was barely wide enough to hold the bed that ruled the room. The bed itself looked like it was big enough to hold three adults and still have room for the dog and the cat. There was a thick layer of dust on everything though, and a quilt on the floor had faded to a pale yellow. 
 
    The bed frame was still on the floor with the box spring on top of that, unmoved since the owner had died, but Sorcha had tried to push the top mattress against the window. Unfortunately, the old mattress wasn’t up to the task, and it had started to sag toward the floor, and was nearly double over in the middle. One of the mutants had knocked the glass out of the window and was trying to squeeze through. Even as I watched from the edge of the jamb, I saw the man shrink into himself, like a mouse trying to squeeze through a tiny hole.  
 
    I waited until the mutant had thumped onto the mattress, and then I fired a shot at his head. The mutant went down quietly and with almost no blood. One eye was gone, and the other one stared vacantly at the ceiling. I heard someone outside the window squeal at that point, and I swung the rifle toward the broken glass as I tried to find the source of the sound. 
 
    A young woman with the scales of a snake looked back at me. She hissed, which gave me a quick view of her forked tongue. We stared at each other for a moment, and I thought she would make the smart decision and leave. But she seemed to think she could move faster than I could fire, because she laid down on the ground and slithered through the window. 
 
    It was the oddest thing I had ever seen. She had a human body, and yet she could move like a snake. She poured through the window in one swift motion and then ducked behind the mattress. 
 
    But I’d killed plenty of snakes on the trail, and I wasn’t afraid of this one. I could hear her sliding around on the floor, and I knew she was trying to find a way to sneak up on me. Hard to do when you’re a human sized snake in a small room with no furniture. 
 
    I saw her slither toward the old bed frame and waited for her to emerge. As soon as her head appeared, I pulled the trigger. The rifle boomed in the tiny room and the smoke from the end of the barrel seemed to linger longer than usual, so I waited for it to clear, then checked the spot where the snake woman had been. 
 
    The bullet had left a bloody furrow along the top of her head, but she still had enough strength left to pull herself back under the frame. She hissed at me from under the bed, no doubt hoping I would take the opportunity to run, but I stayed by the door and waited for her to move.  
 
    It was a short wait. She only had two options, either come at me or try to make it out the window. If she tried to make it out the window, it left her as an easy target, and she would have to count on my generous goodwill not to shoot her in the back. I knew she had to attack me, and eventually, the snake woman realized it as well. She hissed again, and then I heard her slither around under the bed for a moment. 
 
    The snake woman could be quiet when necessary, I’d give her that. She managed to turn herself around under the bed without me realizing it, and I was momentarily surprised when her head appeared at the foot of the bed instead of the side. I realized the hiss and the noise had been a misdirection on her part, one she thought would buy her enough time to attack me. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, the Ruger twenty-two was such an easy weapon to handle that I could change targets in less than a heartbeat. By the time her shoulders had appeared, I already had the barrel redirected and my finger ready to react. As she started to rise from the floor, I pulled the trigger and felt the rifle recoil in my hands. 
 
    The bullet hit with a solid thunk right between the shoulders, just below the throat. Blood fanned out in front of the snake woman for a heartbeat before spraying across the floor and walls. The woman’s chest turned a dark crimson as the stain spread. Blood trickled from her mouth as she gasped for air, and then she fell sideways.  
 
    Before I could make sure the woman was dead, I heard the sound of glass breaking in another room, so I ran back toward the front door and found yet another mutant trying to sneak inside. This one looked like a human-sized buzzard with a nose and lips rather than a beak, but the rest was all bird, from the grey skin to the brown feathers and the talons on the hands and feet.  
 
    Buzzard man must have thrown himself at the window where Sorcha had been keeping watch. What was left of the glass was scattered across the carpet and glittered in his feathers. He gave us a guttural, hissing call as he scanned the room with his yellow eyes. 
 
     Sorcha had backed up and grabbed a floor lamp, which she swung at the buzzard’s head. The buzzard managed to take the hit in his shoulder, but he hissed at Sorcha as she tried to regroup. The two faced off across the living room, and that was all the time I needed. 
 
    The rifle cracked as I pulled the trigger, and the sound filled the room. Sorcha jumped, even though she’d heard the Ruger plenty of times before. The smoke filled the room for a moment, along with the caustic scent of gunpowder and bullets.  
 
    Buzzard man squawked as the bullet hit his torso and buried itself deep inside. Blood gushed from the wound and down his side as he looked at the hole in disbelief. A red stain started to grow on the carpet beneath his feet, yet he managed to stay upright. 
 
    The Ruger was accurate, but it wasn’t that powerful. I had to be sure I hit an opponent in their head, lungs, or heart.  
 
    Before he could move, I swung the rifle around and charged toward the buzzard man. Part of my brain tried to calculate how many bullets I had left as I swung the rifle up and caught the buzzard man right between the eyes with the butt of the gun. He made a hissing sound as his eyes crossed, then he tried to raise a clawed hand toward my face. I punched with the butt of the Ruger one more time and heard the bone crunch under the blow. A third blow laid him out on the carpet, with blood pouring from his nose and mouth, and his eyes rolled back into his skull. 
 
    “I don’t have many bullets left,” I warned the Irishwoman.  
 
    I’d used six so far, by my count, and I’d only taken out four of the mutants. That meant I had four bullets left, and a lot more than four mutants circling the house where we were holed up. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find any other weapons in the house,” she replied. 
 
    I took up a position in the front window again while Sorcha went back through the house. I could hear her moving around and opening drawers in the other rooms, as she looked for anything that might be useful in a fight. I kept my own eyes focused on the street outside and tried to decide on the best way to use my last bullets. 
 
    The remaining mutants had heard the additional rifle shots that I’d fired at the three mutants, and they must have been trying to determine who had been killed. There was an intense discussion taking place behind a car parked across the street, though all I could see was a few angry hand gestures as the mutants reassembled behind the car that now served as their shield. Several angry voices floated my way, and a few braver souls threatened to charge the house, but the mutants had learned their lesson, and most stayed low enough to avoid becoming my next target. 
 
    The voices died down for a moment and Peter popped his head over the edge of the car to look at the house, but I wasn’t able to get off a shot before he ducked back down again. I was starting to become impatient with the stand-off when one of the mutants finally moved. Actually, two of the mutants. 
 
    A furry man and a woman, both with cat eyes, whiskers, and speed, darted from behind the car and moved in opposite directions. There wasn’t time to think about which one to shoot because they moved so fast. I let the gun guide me and felt the Ruger respond. The stock felt warm in my palm for a moment, and then I swung the sight just ahead of a fast moving figure.  
 
    I knew instantly when to press the trigger, and the bullet raced down the barrel faster than any human or mutant could move. I knew the exact moment when the bullet cleared the gun and saw the trace of smoke that accompanied it. The crack of the rifle ripped through the air, and I saw both of the runners flinch. 
 
    But only one dropped. It was the woman who started to fall to the ground as the bullet ripped through her throat. Blood spurted as she fell, and she opened her mouth for a second, as if to yell, but nothing emerged. She hit with a soft thunk and laid still in the grass and weeds as they turned red. 
 
    The cat man yowled in pain, and I turned the rifle in his direction. He’d already made it behind a tree, though, and all I could see was the edge of his body. I waited for a moment, and he took a step toward the woman as I’d hoped he might. I fired again, though I fired too soon. The cat man had time to duck back behind the tree, and I saw the bullet strike the trunk instead. Splinters of wood sprayed the ground, and the cat man curled up as tightly as he could behind the tree. I could tell he was shaking, though, and I heard him hurl an epithet. I wasn’t sure if it was meant for me, for Peter, or for the world in general, but Peter yelled at him to shut up. 
 
    For his part, Peter seemed to have a hard time convincing any of the others to leave the safety of the car. I could hear angry voices from across the street again, and then Peter finally gave me the chance I wanted. He stood up for a moment, and I fired the gun before he could disappear behind his shield. 
 
    He must have moved as I fired though, because Peter survived what should have been a kill shot to the heart. Peter yelped and disappeared again, but I could still hear his voice, even over the sounds of the alarm bells in my head. I did a quick recount and had to admit that the magic was right. I had one bullet left, and still too many targets.  
 
    The itch was back in my palm as well, though the alarm bells nearly drowned out everything else. I scratched at my palm for a second, then forced myself to focus on the targets outside.  
 
    “Hex,” Sorcha called from one of the other rooms. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” I asked without turning around.  
 
    “Maybe,” she called back. 
 
    I heard her walk up behind me, and then she held something that looked unmistakably like a gun in front of my face. The itch suddenly made sense, and I could have kicked myself for not paying more attention to it. I had felt that same need when I stood in the museum and saw their display of guns, and again when I had spotted the snub nose on the gangster’s hip, but with the mutants circling outside and the Ruger nearly out of bullets, I’d pushed it aside. 
 
    “What--where?” I stammered as I took in the new gun. 
 
    I set the Ruger twenty-two against the wall next to me where I could reach it quickly, then held out my hands toward Sorcha. 
 
    “In the cellar,” the mage replied as she let me take the gun from her hands. “It was just leaning against the wall near the bottom of the stairs.” 
 
    As soon as it touched my palms, I felt the gun imprint on me. Every detail was now a part of me, right down to the grooves in the barrel and the small nick at the bottom of the stock.  
 
    The new gun was dusty, but otherwise still clean. Beneath the grime, I could tell it was a flat black color, though the letter M and the word Maverick had been etched into the stock just above the trigger. There were two barrels rather than one, stacked on top of each other, but it was shorter than the twenty-two Ruger.  
 
    “Mossberg Maverick HS12,” I read the inscription on the side. I couldn’t identify what the stock was made from, probably some sort of pre-magic material, but it felt comfortable in my hands, like the grip on the snub nose. I could tell that it was heavier than the Ruger rifle by a couple of pounds, maybe because of the double barrel, but it was still easy to hold, and I could imagine sitting in wait with it.  
 
    I could also tell there weren’t any bullets in it, but I pointed it out the window anyway, just to get a sense of what it was like to hold it on a target. One of the mutants squealed when they saw the gun, but no one showed themselves.  
 
    “Did you find any bullets?” I asked curiously as I handed the Maverick back to Sorcha. 
 
    “I didn’t really get a chance to look,” she replied as she accepted the weighty Maverick daintily then studied it for a moment. “The barrel is really big. The bullets must be really huge. I’m sure I would have spotted them if there were any.” 
 
    “Well, you can always hit someone with it,” I said with a smile 
 
    I pictured the Maverick in my hands, and the gun’s ghostlier cousin appeared. It took a moment to adjust to its greater weight, but the new weapon felt like a reliable friend, something that would be easy to use and always there in a pinch. I raised my own version of the double barreled weapon and used it to track along the street. It felt perfect in my hand, from the white strip that guided my eye along the sights, to the curve of the grip. 
 
    I waited for my first chance to fire it when I saw the cat man behind the tree peek around the edge of his hiding spot. Peter and some of the others yelled at him, though he looked undecided about what to do.  
 
    “Do it for Myrna!” Peter shouted. 
 
    That spurred the cat man into action, though probably not in the way Peter intended. The cat man shot from behind the tree and ran toward the car. He leapt on someone, and I could hear the sounds of punching and cursing from the hiding spot. 
 
    And then the cat man tumbled from behind the car and laid on the sidewalk for a moment. He climbed to his feet and shook his head, and he glared at someone behind the car. I thought he was about to launch himself toward the huddled group again, but with a roar, he turned toward the house, then sprinted across the street. 
 
    The Maverick roared to life in my hand, and I felt a surge of power as the top bullet sprang to life. The gun cracked and a quick burst of flame shot from the barrel. It had more kick than the Ruger twenty-two, and I nearly dropped the gun as it popped in my grasp and punched my shoulder. Despite my surprise, and the bruise that had to be forming, I managed to hold on to the Maverick and keep it pointed dead ahead. 
 
    A lot seemed to happen in the next second. The mutant staggered back a step as a fountain of blood arced into the air. A second spray splattered the area behind the cat man as the bullet pushed through muscle and tendon and exited through his shoulder. The mutant crumpled to the ground, even as the alarm had started to sound in my head. 
 
    I knew instinctively to let the trigger slide back rather than quickly pulling it again to fire the second chamber. If the cat man stayed down, I would only need one bullet and I could save the second bullet for Peter. When the mutant remained still, I looked down at the gun in my hands, and shook my head sadly. For all its power, the damn thing only carried two bullets. 
 
    When I glanced out the window again, I saw the cat man was curled up on our side of the street. Blood was seeping from the exit wound, and I assumed from the hit to the chest, and the man was making plaintive mews.  
 
    “Rog?” one of the other mutants called quietly. 
 
    “I’ll kill you, Peter,” the cat man gurgled. 
 
    “I wish they’d just leave,” Sorcha whispered. 
 
    “So do I,” I replied. “Because we only have two bullets left.” 
 
    “But the new gun…” she protested. 
 
    “Only holds two bullets, and I’m down to the last one in the Ruger,” I stated. “So I’ve got to make these last shots count.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “So how do you make both shots count?” Sorcha mused as she stared at the car across the street. 
 
    “If we take out Peter, I think the rest will slink away,” I replied. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she said. “I get the sense that he’s the only one that’s really invested in this. The others all thought this was just going to be a quick fight, with them emerging victorious because there are so many more of them. The gun scares them.” 
 
    “And gives us the advantage,” I added as I grabbed the Ruger twenty-two and slung it over my shoulder with the strap. “They have no idea we only have two bullets left.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked as I stood up. 
 
    “Get Peter,” I smirked as I climbed over the broken windowpane and out the window. 
 
    I heard muted exclamations as I dropped into the weeds, then started to walk across what was left of the yard. A head poked over the top of the car, but it wasn’t Peter, so I simply pointed the Maverick without pulling the trigger. The head disappeared, and a more frantic discussion took place. 
 
    I stopped at the crumbling curb and waited to see who would be brave enough to appear first. There was a squeal that reminded me of a mouse that’s just been caught by an owl, and then a young woman who looked like she was little more than gray flesh stretched across a human skeleton darted from behind the car and ran down the street. If she hadn’t been running, I would have sworn she was already dead and had been for some time. I was so startled at first, and then so horrified, that I watched her run off without even pointing either of the guns in her direction. 
 
    While I tried to recover from the vision of the running dead woman, another young kid who could have been either male or female sprinted after her. The pair ran until they reached the next corner, then veered into one of the yards. They climbed gracelessly over a fence and disappeared from view, though I could still hear them as they ran through the debris. 
 
    Another long discussion followed from behind the car, and finally, Peter risked a look. He only put his head up for a moment, but he still looked angry rather than afraid.  
 
    “Fucking normals!” Peter yelled. “Anywhere else in the world and the mages would have killed your ass by now for having a gun! Is that why you’re here? Did the mages send you to kill off the mutants?” 
 
    “I’ve got no argument with you,” I replied calmly. “I wouldn’t have shot any of you if you’d let us leave quietly like Dani asked.” 
 
    “Liar!” Peter shouted. 
 
    And with that, Peter and a large, hairy man lunged over the top of the car. I had no idea what their strategy was, or if they even had one. Maybe they thought they could confuse me with two targets, but since they were both moving toward me along the same line, and I had the Mossberg in my hands and the Ruger within easy reach, that didn’t really work. 
 
    I took out the hairy man first, since he was, by far, the faster of the two. He was several steps ahead of Peter, but I was able to bring the Maverick up and fire when he was still halfway across the road. I was ready for the punch this time, and I kept the gun pointed at the hairy man despite the punch to my arm. I didn’t even bother to watch him fall.  
 
    As the Maverick vanished from my hand, I pulled the Ruger from my shoulder and pointed it at the mutant before he could even notice that his partner had gone down.  
 
     The deafening boom of the Mossberg Maverick, followed almost immediately by the crack of the Ruger twenty-two was enough to send the last of the local wildlife still in the area scurrying for cover. A flock of pigeons took to the air and a pair of squirrels bolted into a tree. I managed to register all of this, even as I saw the final bullet find its target.  
 
    Peter seemed to fall in slow motion. The bullet from the twenty-two hit him in the middle of the chest, and I was a bit surprised when the top half of his body jerked backward while his legs were still moving forward. There was an awkward moment when the two halves pulled at each other, and then Peter levitated off the ground for a few tenths of a second. Gravity took over then, and Peter landed on his back on the pavement, a small hole in his chest, a river of blood pouring down his chin, and a pool of crimson spreading around his body. 
 
    The Ruger was gone as well, but the other mutants either didn’t notice or didn’t care. One was brave enough to run over to the cat man and half-drag, half-carry him away, but the others took off without a backward glance. I watched the ragtag band follow the path taken by their peers and didn’t move until the last sound of their departure had died away. 
 
    “Sorcha?” I called out after the ringing in my ears subsided and the birds started to chirp again. 
 
    “I’d say you made those last shots count,” she noted.  
 
    I turned back toward the little house, but Sorcha had moved away from the window. I waited a moment, but the mage didn’t appear at the door like I expected. Of course, she probably couldn’t move the cabinet on her own, I chided myself, and I walked back toward the smashed window. 
 
    I peered inside, but Sorcha wasn’t inside struggling with the cabinet. In fact, I couldn’t see her anywhere. I climbed back over the windowsill much more carefully than I had when I had climbed out and looked around the little house. 
 
    “Sorcha?” I called again. 
 
    “Down here,” came the muffled response. 
 
    I followed her voice to a tiny door in the kitchen. I spotted the skeleton Sorcha had mentioned, dressed in a faded flower print dress and collapsed in front of an oven whose door was still open. The canine skeleton was on the floor near the back door, and the feline skeleton was curled up on a counter. I shook my head at the strange scene, then stuck my head inside the door. 
 
    I could pick out Sorcha’s measly flame in the dark depths of the cellar, though not much more than that. It sounded like she was trying to move something, but I couldn’t see what exactly she was doing. I heard her sneeze, and then something clanked to the floor. 
 
    “Sorcha,” I repeated as I looked at the steps that led to the cellar. “We should probably get going before those kids get back to the school and tell everyone what happened.” 
 
    “Right, yes,” came Sorcha’s reply. “But I think there's something down here that will help us move along a bit quicker.” 
 
    I tested the first step, then moved cautiously down the rest. Sorcha was near the far wall where several boxes had been stacked. There was also a pile of children’s toys and an old rocking chair. But Sorcha had found something of interest hanging from the wall, and I moved in closer to see what it was. 
 
    “Bicycles,” Sorcha explained as I joined her. 
 
    “But the tires will be flat,” I commented.  
 
    Bikes were still popular, especially around towns, but the tires were always a problem. The original ones required air, which meant a pump of some sort, to keep them inflated. Bike owners usually scavenged their own, but they weren’t always easy to find if you ventured too far from home. The other option was one of the new tires that didn’t require air, but they tended to be hard on the rump and usually broke after a few short miles.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Sorcha said as she moved the light so I could study the bikes, “but the tires are still inflated. I’m not sure they even need air, but I don’t know how that would be possible in pre-magic bicycles.” 
 
    I felt a moment of panic as I considered the possibility that this was one of the homes that Dani had mentioned, where a mutant had taken up residence, and that the bikes were being maintained by a pair of mutants who wouldn’t be happy to find us or the bodies in their house when they returned. But it was clear, even in the paltry light of the flame, that the bikes had been here for some time and no one had been refilling the tires or riding them around the streets. 
 
    “They don’t look very big,” I finally offered. 
 
    “They may be for children,” Sorcha conceded. “But I think we can still ride them.” 
 
    I shrugged and stepped forward with a sigh, since it was clear I was expected to retrieve the bikes. I managed to pull both bikes from the rack and set them on the floor of the cellar. It was hard to tell, but one looked like it was pink and the other was a pastel blue-green shade.  
 
    Sorcha smiled and picked up the pink bike with both hands. The Irishwoman seemed surprised at how light it was and gave a little laugh of approval. With a wink to me, she carried the bike over to the steps. After a pause to study the steps and consider her options, the mage started back upstairs with the bike held on one hip.  
 
    I started to look around the old cellar, but the flickering light followed Sorcha rather than staying in this room full of pre-magic oddities. As soon as the mage stepped into the room upstairs, I was back in total darkness and all the curiosities disappeared from view. I cursed at the sudden lack of light, then felt around for the second bike. I finally found the handlebars after a bit of blind fumbling, then managed to carry the bike to the steps without crushing anything underfoot.  
 
    I made it up the stairs, slowly, and stepped into the kitchen with the second bike. I noticed that three of the cabinet drawers were open, and then I spotted Sorcha in the front room with a handful of old rags. I watched her for a moment as she wiped away the years of dust, then lugged the second bike into the room. 
 
    “You’re right about the tires,” I said as I dropped the second bike to the ground. The bike bounced once before it settled. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Sorcha chuckled. “Tires that don’t go flat. How come there aren’t more of them around?” 
 
    “Maybe someone’s been hoarding them,” I suggested with a grin. “Maybe there’s an entire black market in inflated tires that we don’t know about.” 
 
    “After some of the things we’ve seen, I wouldn’t be surprised,” she snickered. 
 
    “I do think they’re children’s bikes,” I said as I sat on the blue-green one for a moment and wiped away some dust and peered at the writing underneath. “But I think they’re tall enough that we can use them for at least part of the way.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Sorcha agreed as she stood back to admire the pink bike. 
 
    “What a strange name for a bike,” I mused as I studied the bright red letters that had been revealed beneath fifty years of dust. “A mongoose. Is that shorthand for a humongous goose?” 
 
    “It’s an animal,” Sorcha explained. “I read a story when I was a child about a mongoose kept as a pet. It saved the family by killing a dangerous snake. My father told me that ancient people really did keep them as pets in some countries because they would fight and kill the most dangerous snakes in the world.” 
 
    “Why would you name a bike after one?” I mused. “Were they really fast?” 
 
    “The one in the story was,” Sorcha replied with a shrug. “They’d have to be, to fight a snake.” 
 
    “Huh,” I murmured as I tried to picture what type of animal would hunt snakes. I’d seen raptors grab snakes before, of course, and even watched a black bear catch a rattler, but most animals shied away from snakes unless they were really hungry or really desperate. 
 
    “Oh, and I found these on a shelf near the door,” the Irishwoman suddenly blurted out as she reached inside her pocket. 
 
    She handed me a silver cardboard box that still had traces of ink on the cover. Something inside clinked when she placed it in my palm, and I carefully opened it.  
 
    “Bullets!” I yelled in surprise. 
 
    “It thought you’d be happy,” Sorsha giggled.  
 
    “Wow, wow, wow, wow. What a great find!” It was hard to contain the excitement I felt, and I nearly dumped the collection on the floor when I shot to my feet from the pure joy of it. I quickly wrapped the box in both hands, took a deep breath to steady myself, then sat down on the bike again and studied the treasure more carefully. 
 
    “I think they go with the gun I found, since it was near the spot where I found it,” she explained. “We could take it with us, now that we have bullets.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed as I carefully picked up each bullet one at a time and studied it.  
 
    The bullets reminded me of the flying machines at the airport in a way. They were long, smooth cylinders, just like those old machines, but with a flat top at both ends rather than a curved nose. There was a bright band of red plastic wrapped around about three quarters of the bullet’s length that was then folded over one of the ends. The end with the plastic had what looked like a child’s picture of a sun carved into it while the metal end had the word ‘Winchester’ and ‘twelve ga’ stamped into it. 
 
    Grooves had been cut into the plastic that covered the bullet’s length and the words ‘Super X’, or maybe it was supposed to be read ‘X Super’, had been stamped on top. Beneath that, I could just make out a two followed by two zeros, and then the phrase ‘nine pellets.’ It looked like there was supposed to be something between the two and the zeros, but that part had faded away on the bullet that I was studying. 
 
    “What do you suppose nine pellets means?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “Maybe there are nine pellets inside?” Sorcha suggested as she ran a rag over the seat to the pink bike. “We could cut one open and see.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly. “We can’t afford to waste any. Maybe there’ll be an explanation in that book that Evan gave me.” 
 
    “Does it give you any clues on the box?” she asked.  
 
    I put the bullet back in the box and closed the lid. I carefully wiped the lid clean but the only thing it had was a picture of a man on a horse next to the letter ‘r’ in a circle, the name ‘Winchester’, and a plea to keep safety first while enjoying ‘our’ sport. There was also a picture of an impressive stag, a repeat of the information that had been stamped onto the plastic, and the phrase ‘Buckshot Unplated Shot’. 
 
    “I think these are called shot rather than bullets,” I announced. 
 
    “Shot,” Sorcha repeated as she wiped a rag over the bike that I still sat on. 
 
    “Or maybe buckshot,” I amended. 
 
    “Why buckshot instead of bullets?” she asked. “Because it’s a different type of gun?” 
 
    “I dunno.” I shrugged and resumed my examination of the box. One side repeated the names ‘Winchester’ and ‘Super X’ along with a string of numbers and a long group of words. The only part I could make any sense out of was the phrase ‘Made in U.S.A.’. The rest of it appeared to be nonsense and certainly didn’t offer any help on how to load the shot into the Mossberg Maverick. 
 
    The other side of the box carried a warning, one in English and one in a language that might have been French, or maybe Spanish. It didn’t really matter because the English version was scary enough. I was advised, in capital letters, not to use the ammunition in Damascus or twist barrels to start, and I peered at the Maverick for a moment to see if it had a twisted barrel.  
 
    “What does Damascus mean?” I asked after I reaffirmed that the Maverick’s barrel was straight. 
 
    “It’s a city,” Sorcha replied. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I pressed. 
 
    “Has been for thousands of years,” she snickered. 
 
    “Huh,” I pondered. “Did they make really bad stuff?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she stopped dusting long enough to ask me. 
 
    “It says you can’t use these in a Damascus barrel,” I explained. “I thought that might be because the barrels from Damascus weren’t well made or something.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never heard that said about Damascus,” Sorcha mused. “But since the previous owner bought the gun and the bullets, I mean shots, I assume it should be okay to use them.” 
 
    It was a valid argument, especially since I had no idea how to tell if the barrel had been made in Damascus. I decided Sorcha was right and so I turned back to the rest of the warning, which continued on with several other guidelines. I needed to remove excess lubricant, avoid the breech if the gun failed to fire, wear shooting glasses and hearing protection, and point the gun in a safe direction at all times. 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. I had no idea where the breech was, and I certainly didn’t have shooting glasses or hearing protection. Maybe I could stuff some cotton into my ears, but then how would I know if someone came up behind me? I was only halfway through the warning, and I was already disgruntled by what I’d read. 
 
    Next, I was told not to shoot at hard surfaces or water, to prevent ricochet. That almost sounded fun, but maybe only when no one else was around. The next part of the warning was less enjoyable, though, with dire predictions about birth defects, reproductive harm, and other serious physical injury. It was enough to make me want to drop the box and forget the whole thing, though all of those problems could apparently be relieved by having adequate ventilation and washing one’s hands. 
 
    It was the most confusing warning I’d ever read, and at the end, I had no idea if it was safe to tote the box around with us or not.  
 
    I opened the lid again, then counted how many buckshots were in the box. Sixteen in total, one more than was promised on the lid. Since the gun only held two shots at a time, I could load the gun eight times before it would become useless. Given our present rate of bullet consumption, though, that wouldn’t be all that long. Still, it was another weapon at our disposal, and I was happy to have it, no matter how dire the warning on the box had been. 
 
    “Do you know how to use them?” the mage asked as she finally stopped wiping down the blue bike. 
 
    “I’m sure I could figure it out,” I replied with more confidence than I actually had. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, though, and I felt like the guy who had just discovered some long hidden treasure chest, full of gems and gold coins. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Sorcha mused with a wry smile.  
 
    The mage winked at me as she took a seat on the pink bike and pedaled it in a tight circle around the front room. Apparently satisfied with the bike’s condition, the Irishwoman pedaled to the front door and studied the cabinet we’d moved.  
 
    “Hex, are you coming?” she teased. 
 
    I placed the box of buckshots in my satchel, then pushed the blue bike toward the front door. I spotted the original Maverick on an end table and scooped it up as well. I took a moment to savor the feel of it in my palm, then tucked it into the satchel with the box of buckshots. I took one last look around the room, then moved toward the cabinet. 
 
    Sorcha hopped off the pink bike when I signalled to her and set it against the wall. On the count of three, we pushed the cabinet back into its original position as yet more pieces of china tumbled over. With our exit cleared, we opened the battered door and pushed the bikes outside. 
 
    I had only ridden a bike a few times when I was a kid. My foster brothers, Peter and Preston, had each received one as a birthday present one year. They had begged their father, Paul Reese, for the bikes, and he had sent one of the hands three towns over to buy them each one. I hadn’t actually been allowed on one until Peter and Preston had become bored with the bike. I myself hadn’t seen the appeal, but then I was riding horses every day by then, so the bikes had quietly disappeared into the barn where the Reese daughters would sometimes ride them. 
 
    All of this is a short way of explaining that I was not a very good bike rider. It took a few near spills before I found my balance, and then I tended to wobble all over the road as I rode from one curb to the other.  
 
    Sorcha, naturally, knew exactly what she was doing. She pedaled effortlessly along the road and neatly avoided all the holes and rubble that littered my path. She would power on ahead, then stop and wait for me to catch up. When she was sure that I was still on the bike and still pedaling like crazy, she would set off again with a happy smile and a sly wink in my direction.  
 
    What I really wanted at that moment was a good horse, but we hadn’t seen a single equine since we’d entered the wasteland, not even a wild one. So I pedaled on and hoped we were on the right road that would take us to Short Hills and the portal mage named Vance. 
 
    I’d admit that the bikes saved us time. There was still a trace of sunlight in the sky when I found Sorcha waiting for me next to a sign that said ‘Welcome to the Mall at Short Hills’. Beyond that stood a massive complex that occupied several acres of land and still managed to look shiny and new despite the fact that it had been abandoned for fifty years. 
 
    “It’s huge,” I gawked as I studied the mall. “How are we supposed to find one portal mage in there?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like anyone is living there,” Sorcha remarked. “Maybe he’s the only one in there.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will make it any easier,” I replied. 
 
    We pedaled our bikes along the entrance road toward what looked like one of the main entrances. Letters over the door spelled out the name ‘Neiman Marcus’, and just across from that stood an open, multi-story structure that still had a few cars parked inside. 
 
    “A building just for parking cars,” I laughed as I peered at the odd structure. “Can you believe someone would have a building just for parking cars?” 
 
    “They did have a lot of cars,” Sorcha mused. “I guess it makes sense. And people build barns for their animals.” 
 
    “But nothing this big,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Well, but look at the size of the mall,” Sorcha replied. “They must have had thousands of people here every day.” 
 
    I shrugged and turned my attention back to the store called Neiman Marcus. The glass in one of the doors was long gone, and it was easy enough to push our way inside. We left the bikes propped against a display cabinet just inside the door and started to wander aimlessly around the store.  
 
    As interested as I was in the pre-magic world, I grew impatient as Sorcha discovered an entire section devoted to women’s clothing. She picked through the seemingly endless racks, even though most of the clothes smelled musty and had holes. My lover seemed determined to find the one decent shirt in the entire store, and I eventually gave up and wandered toward some glass display cases instead. 
 
    The glass in the cases had long since been shattered and most of the items removed, but there were still a few bits and pieces of jewelry floating among the shards of glass. I found a delicate necklace tucked into a corner that featured a black stone striped with blue light. The streaks of blue seemed to shift and change color as I turned the stone around to different angles, and I wondered if this was some man-made material or something natural. 
 
    “What did you find?” Sorcha asked when she found me. 
 
    I smiled at her when I saw the straw hat she had on her head and the shirts and pants she had draped over her arm. I held up the necklace for her inspection and I saw her eyes light up. 
 
    “An opal,” she gasped. “I haven’t seen one in ages.” 
 
    “I was trying to decide if it was some sort of pre-magic material,” I said as I handed the necklace to her. 
 
    “No, they’re natural,” she said as she set down her armload of clothes and accepted the necklace. “But they’re hard to find now. They’re only found in a few places, and black ones like this are even rarer.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think anyone’s going to complain if you take it,” I pointed out. 
 
    Sorcha looked around guiltily for a moment, then slipped the necklace around her neck. She turned toward me once she figured out how to work the clasp and gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    “It’s almost as beautiful as you,” I remarked. 
 
    Sorcha smiled and scooped up the clothes she had found. She managed to carry the load in one arm while she slipped her other hand under my arm. We finally left Neiman Marcus then and ventured into the rest of the mall, though there was very little light to see by. Sorcha created a small, flickering light that followed us like an obedient dog while we strolled past a bit of history. 
 
    It was a two-story structure without any windows, yet the last of the sunlight filtered in from square holes in the roof. A few still had glass, but most of the panes had fallen to the floor below to join the leaves and dirt that now covered the tiles. A few plants had managed to sneak in as well and wound around the banisters on staircases or hung from the signs over the doors. Wrens darted around the mall, and somewhere I heard the familiar call of a barn owl. 
 
    “What did they sell in all these places?” Sorcha asked as we strolled past a place called ‘Cartier’.  
 
    “Pretty much anything you can imagine,” I replied, though I wasn’t entirely sure myself. 
 
    “I wonder what kind of place would appeal to Vance,” Sorcha mused as she scanned the endless line of stores. 
 
    “Maybe someplace with furniture,” I suggested as I spotted a store filled with chairs and tables. 
 
    “Oooh,” Sorcha suddenly gasped.  
 
    She dropped my arm and darted ahead, intent on whatever she had seen. Her wobbly flame followed after her like a fly on a string, and I suddenly found myself alone in the dark. I glanced around at the silent stores, then followed the mage’s path more carefully. 
 
    I found her in a bookstore where she was perusing the shelves. Most of the books appeared to be little more than moldy mush, but a few near the back had survived almost intact. There were signs over different groups of shelves that seemed to identify the type of books, and Sorcha was between a line of shelves, one labeled ‘Mystery’ and one labeled ‘Romance’.  
 
    “You do know we can’t carry around all this stuff with us,” I pointed out as I joined her. 
 
    “I know,” she sighed as she looked at the books on the shelves. “But I thought it might be fun to have one or two that we could read at night.” 
 
    “Maybe get one of those smaller ones,” I suggested as I pointed toward some with paper covers like the atlas. “They’ll be easier to carry.” 
 
    Sorcha nodded and started to examine the smaller books. After a few moments, she chose two from the mystery section and two from the romance section. 
 
    “I can probably trade these after I’ve read them,” she noted as she tucked her selections into her satchel.  
 
    “And what about all those clothes you’ve been carrying around?” I teased. 
 
    “I’m going to try them on and see what I like,” she replied defensively. 
 
    “Well, in the meantime, we should probably find a place to rest for the night, and maybe have a bite to eat,” I remarked as I thought back to the place with the chairs and tables. 
 
    “Let’s see what other stores there are,” Sorcha suggested. “Maybe we’ll find one that’s really fun.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I sighed as I thought about a pair of really comfortable looking chairs that had been front and center at the chair and table place. 
 
    Sorcha pulled me back into the mall, and we wandered around some more. We ventured up and down the stairs and stood inside a glass ‘elevator’ though we couldn’t see what was so exciting about staring out at the mall from inside a glass box. We pushed the buttons as well, but nothing happened, so we gave up on the elevator and moved on to the next section of stores. 
 
    “Okay, that’s the place we have to stay tonight,” I declared as I pointed to a store on the other side of the second-floor walkway. 
 
    “Casper?” Sorcha queried as she squinted at the store. 
 
    “Look what they sell,” I said as I looked for the shortest way to get across. 
 
    “Oh,” Sorcha replied as she finally registered what was on display in the window. 
 
    We had to circle around, past a store called ‘loomingdale’s’, but we were soon standing outside the Casper store, where rows of beds beckoned to us. 
 
    “Wow,” was all Sorcha said as she stopped just inside the door and looked around. 
 
    “Let’s pick one,” I suggested as I flopped onto one of the beds. 
 
    “Look at that one,” Sorcha mused as she walked past me. “I’ve never seen a bed that was raised up like that before. By why is only one side raised? The other one’s still flat.” 
 
    “Who knows?” I replied from my new favorite spot. “We don’t have to sleep on it, so why worry about it?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and let myself enjoy the luxury of a well-made mattress. It was soft but still supportive, and I felt like I was nesting rather than merely sleeping. I could hear Sorcha as she moved around the store, but I was too tired and too comfortable to get up and follow her around as she investigated the rest of the options. I heard her stop by my bed a few minutes later, and I opened one eye to the glorious sight of the beautiful Irishwoman looking at me.  
 
    “There’s a bigger bed at the back,” she reported. “Plenty of room to have some fun in.” 
 
    “But this one is very comfortable,” I declared as I patted the mattress. 
 
    “Yes, but you’ve already put your dirty boots up on it,” she remarked. “And the one in the back still has sheets and pillows on it.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I could try it,” I smirked as I rolled off the mattress. 
 
    Sorcha led me toward the back of the store and the bed she’d picked out. The sheets were a pale blue and threadbare after all the years of exposure, but the mattress was wide and inviting and the pillows still looked plump. Sorcha had dropped her armload of clothes and satchels on a nearby bed, and she soon added her hat, boots and the rest of her clothes. She turned around and let me soak in the vision of her body, with only the portal necklace and the opal necklace around her neck, before she slipped quietly onto the bed and gave me a come-hither smile. 
 
    I stripped off my own boots and clothes at that point and jumped into the bed. I felt the tremor of excitement that moved up the mage’s spine as she grabbed my hand and pulled me closer. I grinned at her, then started to climb on top once again. 
 
    “Wait,” she said as she ran her hand slowly across my chest. “Let me start on top this time.” 
 
    “A lady who knows what she wants,” I teased as I rolled onto my back. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” she replied with a saucy grin as she sprawled across my chest. 
 
    She straddled me as she sat up and started to trace her fingers along my chest, then down toward my groin. I could feel the tendrils of her power snake along my nerves wherever she touched me, and I groaned in anticipation.  
 
    “Patience,” she chuckled as her hand found my shaft and started to rub. 
 
    “No promises,” I retorted as she found a rhythm that she liked. 
 
    She grinned again, then she dipped her head, and all I could see was the river of her gold hair. I could feel her tongue though, as it carved a path down my groin and toward my penis, where her hand still worked its own bit of magic. The pressure that started to build inside me became an ache that I couldn’t release, and I heard myself moan desperately as her tongue finally found my shaft.  
 
    I grabbed a handful of her hair with one hand and started to massage her scalp in time with her strokes. I felt her knock her head against my hand like a cat looking for someone to pet its chin, so I moved my hand toward the side of her head, then slowly started to stroke along the nape of her neck. 
 
    My erection was at full attention when she eased herself up for a moment, and I thought I would burst when the feel of her hand and tongue disappeared. She looked at me from beneath a curtain of gold, then slowly licked her lips. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, hell, yes,” I declared. 
 
    She laughed for a moment as she swept the hair away from her face, then she sat up again and gave me a perfect view of her breasts. As I admired the perfect curves of her body, she went to her knees, arched her back, and guided me inside her.  
 
    “Ohhhhh. Perfect.” She closed her eyes as my erection penetrated her pussy, but she was already hot and very wet, and the scent of peach and apricot and something that reminded me of jasmine in summer started to fill the store. 
 
    “Ride me like you want to,” I moaned. 
 
    “Yesss.” She rolled her hips as she found the spot she wanted, then placed her hands on my chest. She started to rock on my shaft, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, but always with just enough pressure to provide us both with a wave of pleasure. 
 
    I helped support her with a hand on her waist, which she took full advantage of. She started to roll into different spots just to see how far she could go. Whenever she was close enough, I would grab one of her breasts with my other hand. They were firm beneath my hand, and she would moan whenever I ran my thumb across their nipples. 
 
    And then I felt the pulse inside her and I knew she was close. She started to rock harder and faster, and I could have sworn her teeth chattered. But then I was swept up in her own rising heat as she opened the link between us and all I could feel was my erection as it pounded into her as well as her sheer bliss as she rode me harder and harder. 
 
    We climaxed together, so perfectly timed that I was convinced we were both about to explode from the heat and pressure. She heaved as my seed poured into her, but she kept herself firmly planted on top of me, and held my rod in place while she soaked up every last drop of me. 
 
    It felt like an eternity before I could finally see something besides flashes of gold and twinkling stars, but the tension in my body finally started to ease and I could feel the cool sheet beneath my back once again. I realized I was still squinting and that the panting noise I heard was probably me, so I forced myself to take a couple of deep breaths, and then opened my eyes all the way.  
 
    Sorcha was still on top of me with her head on my shoulder and her arms draped across mine. She felt so light that I couldn’t believe she had just had the power to drive me the way she had. 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” I whispered as I ran a hand through her hair again. 
 
    She looked up and gave me a languorous smile. A moment later, she locked her lips around mine and all I could taste were the sweet flavors of honey and peach. 
 
    “You’re wonderful, too,” she said when she finally came up for air. 
 
    “Will you let me prove it?” I asked as I started to tease her nipples. 
 
    “So soon?” she laughed.  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to leave you high and dry,” I responded. 
 
    Her laugh became a groan, and as I started to run my fingers down her spine, she quivered under my caressing. When her whole body started to shake, I rolled her onto her back and stuck a finger inside her tunnel. She was still moist inside and she writhed as I found one of her favorite spots. She spread her legs apart and her eyes rolled back as she tried to grind herself against me. 
 
    “Hexxxx,” she hissed as she tried to pull me closer. 
 
    “Hold on,” I told her as I started to kiss and lick along her breasts. 
 
    My own erection was hard again, and the friction of our two bodies rubbing together nearly drove me crazy. But I wanted to make it last as long as I could, so I focused on the hard, round tits beneath my tongue. I could taste the salt on her skin, and something earthy, but not musky. It reminded me of a clear day on a high mountain ridge, bright and clean and simple, yet more delicious than the most exotic flavors. 
 
    I kept her going for so long that her skin had flushed a dark pink before I finally penetrated her again. She was more than ready to welcome me inside, and she pressed against me as hard as she could as I started to move in and out. I went slowly at first and made sure to find her favorite spots, but the pressure in the air around us became unbearable, and I picked up the pace once I’d hit every zone at least once. 
 
    The link between us expanded the longer I stayed inside her, and soon it was hard to tell where I ended and where she began. It was just one large, glowing arena of euphoric sex, and if we could have managed it, we would have stayed locked together like that for the rest of the night. 
 
    But I did eventually release inside of her again, slowly and after several more blissful moments. When we finally collapsed onto the bed for the last time, Sorcha snuggled against me and fell asleep almost instantly. I managed to stay awake for a bit longer, but the sex had worn me out in the way nothing else could, and I soon fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    I awoke a few hours later, still drowsy and momentarily disoriented. I had a flashback to Sorcha’s glorious body poised over mine and grinned at the memory. The blonde mage was still curled beside me, and I started to lean over her for a quick kiss when I froze and looked toward the front of the store. 
 
    It was still dim in the mall, even though the sun had to be up. I peered into the darkness and tried to figure out what had caught my attention. And then I realized I had heard something rather than seen something. That something was a human voice that sang snippets from various songs as it moved along the walkway near our hiding spot. 
 
    And the voice was getting closer to the bed store with every off-key lyric it sang. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Sorcha,” I whispered quietly in my companion’s ear as I gave her a gentle shake. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, and she started to say something, but I put a finger over her mouth and pointed toward the front of the store. She heard the voice and her eyes went wide, though I couldn’t tell whether it was fear or embarrassment that garnered that reaction. 
 
    We both rolled out of the bed as quietly as we could and scoured the area for our clothes. Sorcha, at least, had quite a few options to choose from, but I just grabbed everything I’d worn the day before and tossed them on as quickly as possible. Once I was dressed, I crept toward the front of the store until I found a spot where I could crouch down and watch the walkway without being seen. 
 
    “Mage,” Sorcha whispered in my ear as she joined me. 
 
    “Vance?” I suggested as we waited for the owner of the voice to appear. 
 
    The owner did appear, though to judge by the track of his voice, he must have wandered in, around, and out of a lot of different stores along the way. My legs had started to cramp, and I had started to curse the unknown mage before he finally appeared outside the bed store. 
 
    “I like big butts, and I cannot lie,” the mage chanted as he staggered into view.  
 
    He was on the short side, with brown hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in some time, stubble that was only partially shaved, and a mage’s red robe that was nearly black from the dirt and stains. 
 
    “I like big butts, and I cannot lie,” the mage repeated as he looked out over the second floor railing. He stopped for a moment and scratched his head, as if he couldn’t remember what came next. 
 
    “Do you think that’s an actual song?” Sorcha whispered in disbelief. 
 
    The mage whipped around then and looked at the surrounding stores. 
 
    “I know someone’s there!” he called out. “If that’s you, Smith, I’m going to the town today so you can just tell your old man to suck it!” 
 
    Sorcha and I remained out of sight, though we exchanged confused looks. I had a sneaking suspicion this was Vance, and I was feeling a lot less confident about his abilities to get us out of the wasteland. He looked drunk, and I doubted he could even guide us out of the mall on foot, much less open a magical gateway to Motown. 
 
    “Show yourself or I’ll fry you!” the mage shouted when no one appeared. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at Sorcha and she just shook her head. 
 
    “Portal mage,” she said quietly. “I’m not sensing any fire skills and only a trace of wind skills.” 
 
    “This must be Vance,” I sighed. “Maybe he’s better than he looks.” 
 
    I stood up slowly and walked toward the front of the store. Vance whirled in my direction, which almost sent him over the railing. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he demanded when he was steady once again. 
 
    “A friend of Dani Greentree,” I replied as I came to a halt just inside the door. “She sent me here to find a portal mage named Vance. She said you could get us out of the wasteland.” 
 
    The mage opened and closed his mouth a few times, like he couldn’t decide which issue to address first. 
 
    “I’m Vance,” he finally declared, which was followed by a belch. “How do you know Dani Greentree?” 
 
    “She helped us out with a wolf encounter,” I hedged. 
 
    “Ah,” Vance burped. “Found the former shapeshifters, eh? Well, that’s the Magesterium for you. If there’s a problem, you either kill it or banish it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I agreed. 
 
    “But you’re not a mutant,” he said as he peered at me. “Or a shapeshifter. I think you’re a mage, but you’re not in a red robe.” 
 
    “Ummm,” I hemmed. 
 
    “And I smell sex,” he added as he sniffed the air. “So there’s another one around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Errrr,” I mumbled as I tried not to blush. 
 
    “So why are two mages having sex in my palace?” he demanded. 
 
    “We’re heading to Motown,” I finally stated. 
 
    “Motown?” Vance scoffed. “Why would you want to go to that boring place?” 
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” I explained. 
 
    “Well, you found someone,” he declared as he held his arms out wide. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone named Charles Darwin,” I amended. 
 
    “That old coot?” Vance snorted. “If you really know Charles Darwin, then you know he hasn’t been talking to anyone lately. You might as well save your breath and go somewhere more exciting, like... um...” 
 
    “Look, is there a way to get out of the wasteland that’s close to Motown?” I asked. 
 
    Vance sniffed and scratched his chest, all while he peered into the depths of the Casper store.  
 
    “Is she pretty?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Is who pretty?” I demanded in frustration. 
 
    “The woman you slept with,” Vance explained with a huff. “Is that why you’re here? Did you fall for a mutant that got banished here? You know, even if I were to take the two of you out of this particular wasteland, someone else will probably just turn her in again in some other town. As wastelands go, this one isn’t all that bad, and if you met Dani Greentree, then you know there’s a place where you could stay.” 
 
    “Except they don’t like mages, and neither of us is a mutant,” I said in an exasperated voice. “So, if you can’t help us, we’ll just keep heading west and see if we can find another gate.” 
 
    “Gates are all sealed on this side of the wall,” Vance pointed out. “Portal’s the only way out.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” I mumbled.  
 
    “It is,” Vance insisted. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed, mostly in the hopes that he would move on. I was even less convinced now that he could create the portal, and I’d wished I’d asked Dani to teach us a few words to keep the shapeshifter wolves at bay. 
 
    “I can send you to Motown,” he mused. “I’ve got to go there myself to pick up a few things.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “If you’ll let me see this pretty, non-mutant friend of yours, I’ll happily send you on your way,” he added. 
 
    “I’m not sure I trust you to create a portal,” I accused. 
 
    Vance looked aggrieved, and for a moment, he looked like he would stomp off. I was happy to let him go, but then his expression changed to one of awe, and I wasn’t at all surprised when Sorcha stepped up next to me. For her part, the blonde woman looked like she was trying very hard not to laugh. 
 
    “I’m Sorcha,” my companion said in a pleasant voice. 
 
    Vance stared at her in disbelief for several heartbeats before he shook himself and turned his gaze back to me. He had a more critical look on his face, and I was reminded of one of my old teacher’s who used to have the same expression on her face just before she told you everything you had done wrong. 
 
    “Definitely not a mutant,” Vance finally mumbled. 
 
    “Neither are you,” Sorcha pointed out. “Nor are you a shapeshifter. So how did you end up here?” 
 
    “Do you want the long story or the short story?” Vance asked. 
 
    “Short,” Sorcha and I replied at the same time. 
 
    “I like to drink,” Vance said with a shrug. 
 
    Sorcha and I waited for more information, but the only sound for several moments was the twitter of the wrens. I would have been perfectly happy with that explanation, but Sorcha sighed, and she spoke before I could nudge her. 
 
    “And the long story?” she asked. 
 
    “I was a portal mage for the Magesterium,” Vance declared as he opened his arms wide so we could take in the red robe he wore. “I used to send some of the top officials all over the world. It was amazing.” 
 
    “But you liked to drink,” Sorcha added when Vance fell silent again. 
 
    “I liked to drink,” Vance agreed. “And one night, I went to a local bar and drank quite a bit of the local brew, even though I’d been warned that we could leave at a moment’s notice that very night. Well, they said that on almost every trip we took, and most of the time we would stay on for days or even weeks.” 
 
    “But they wanted to leave that night,” Sorcha guessed. 
 
    “That they did,” Vance sighed. “One of the local mages tracked me down and tried to sober me up. I could stand up in front of our fearless leader without keeling over, but I wasn’t really sober. I really don’t know how anyone in that room thought I was ready to open a portal, but I did. And they all started to step through together, caught up in some idiotic discussion about usage taxes. I couldn’t hold it open, though, and the whole thing collapsed while they were still in transit.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sorcha gasped. 
 
    “Yep,” Vance nodded. “I stay here because I’m wanted for murder out there.” 
 
    “That’s…” I started to say and then trailed off when I couldn’t think of a good way to finish the sentence. Atrocious leapt to mind, as did horrifying.  
 
    “Did you kill a mage as well?” Vance asked as he peered at us. “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “We did kill a mage,” I admitted. 
 
    “Huh,” Vance harrumphed as he scratched himself again. “And you think Charles Darwin will help you?” 
 
    “We were told he would,” I assured him. 
 
    “He’s got all sorts of music from the old days,” Vance mused. “And sometimes he would let me listen to it if he’d found a power source for his stereo. But he hasn’t been the most welcoming fellow as of late.” 
 
    “Is he the one that taught you the song about big butts?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “I like big butts, and I cannot lie,” Vance belted out gleefully. 
 
    “So can you really open a portal to Motown?” I asked as I tried to ignore the leer on the man’s face. His story about killing a group of mages didn’t exactly inspire confidence in his magic or his control, and I wondered why the local mutant population was so ready to rely on him. But then, he was the only portal mage inside the wall, so it wasn’t like that they had any other choices. 
 
    “Certainly I can,” Vance declared. “As I said, I used to be able to send people just about anywhere. Motown is well within my range.” 
 
    “If you can send people anywhere…” Sorcha mused.  
 
    “I don’t do long trips anymore,” Vance said as he held up a hand. “Too much work. I only do local portals these days.” 
 
    “But if you could send us to the west coast,” Sorcha urged, “we could make it worth your while.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Vance insisted. “No long trips.” 
 
    “But the west coast is short compared to some of the other trips you’ve made,” Sorcha continued despite the nudge to the arm that I gave her. 
 
    “True that,” Vance admitted. “You wouldn’t believe some of the places I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Anywhere close to the coast would be helpful,” Sorcha added as she gave the portal mage another sunny smile. 
 
    He considered her offer for a moment, then shook his head sadly. 
 
    “No,” I replied mournfully. “For you, my flower, I would love to open a portal to wherever your heart desired, but the simple fact is that I can’t.” 
 
    “Do you mean can’t or won’t?” I asked. 
 
    “Can’t,” he conceded. “Turns out too much drink is bad for your magic skills. I haven’t opened a portal past Motown in years. Trust me, if I could have, I would have taken my own lazy butt to the west coast years ago. I hear the wineries there are lovely.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Sorcha interjected. 
 
    “I still think we can find another way out,” I murmured as I turned to Sorcha. “I’m not sure I trust him to get us to Motown even.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try,” Vance snickered before Sorcha could say anything, “but you’d be the first to succeed. And this place has been here for a very long time.” 
 
    “It’s a short trip,” Sorcha pointed out. “And it sounds like Vance makes it regularly, so I’m sure it will be safe.” 
 
    “I do,” Vance assured her. “And I’ll even go with you, so you can feel confident that I won’t close it too soon.” 
 
    “That’s not as reassuring as you might think,” I sniffed. 
 
    “It’s either Vance or the wolves or more angry mutants,” Sorcha pointed out. 
 
    “Ooooh, you don’t want to hang around here if you made the mutants angry,” Vance added. “They’ll hunt you down for sure.” 
 
    “I thought they hated mages,” I said as I gave Vance the stink-eye. “So how come they haven’t killed you?” 
 
    “I can bring them food and supplies from beyond the wall,” Vance declared with a flourish. 
 
    “I think we should go with Vance,” Sorcha whispered. “We really need to put some distance between us and the mages, and I’d rather not spend any more time in the wastelands than we have to.” 
 
    “Fine,” I huffed, though I realized she was probably right. As scary as it was to entrust our lives to a mage who had just admitted to killing people by closing a portal too quickly, it was better than waging a protracted war with mutants and shadow creatures and whatever other oddities existed in this place. And if we somehow managed to hold off all those creatures and reach the far side of the wastelands, there was still the problem of getting out. Vance was our best option, even if he did smell like a brewery. 
 
    “Just let me get to my special spot and we can be on our way,” Vance said with a little bow. 
 
    “We’ll just grab our stuff,” I said quickly as I pulled Sorcha back into the store. 
 
    “You’ll wait here for us,” Sorcha called to the portal mage over her shoulder. “So we don’t have to search for you in this maze?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that hard to navigate,” Vance assured her. 
 
    “Still, I’d feel better with you in the lead,” she insisted. 
 
    “I’ll be right here,” Vance declared as he spread his feet wide. 
 
    Sorcha and I walked quickly to the back of the store and started to gather up our supplies. Fortunately, we hadn’t bothered to unpack the satchels the night before, so we grabbed up our jackets and satchels, and Sorcha made a few final decisions about the extra clothes. She crammed everything she wanted to keep into one of the bags, along with the straw hat, then gave me a nod. 
 
    “I’m not sure I trust this guy,” I whispered. “So I’m going to take a precaution of my own.” 
 
    I pictured the snub nose in my hand and felt the near instantaneous response. I smiled as I felt the dimpled grip in my palm and remembered the kick that came with it. I tucked the gun into my jacket pocket and glanced toward the blonde mage. 
 
    “I think he can get us to Motown,” Sorcha replied as she watched me conceal the snub nose. “Though I’m not crazy about him going with us. He seems like the type that would head to the local pub and start talking.” 
 
    “Maybe we can convince him to show us where Charles Darwin lives,” I replied. “We could keep him there until we leave.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think that will be hard,” Sorcha replied. “If I smile enough.” 
 
    “That, or you’ll give him a heart attack,” I teased as we started back toward the walkway. 
 
    Vance was still outside the store, though he had given up on the song and was whistling instead. He smiled as we reappeared, and for the first time since I’d spotted him, he seemed genuinely happy.  
 
    He led us to a set of the strange stairs that dotted the mall. They were ribbed, rather than flat, and wider than a normal stair. Near the bottom, one of the steps was less than an inch high, but it would be easy to trip over if you weren’t paying attention. 
 
    “Who builds stairs like this?” I griped as I stared at the offending quarter inch step. 
 
    “It’s actually an escalator,” Vance remarked. 
 
    “A what?” Sorcha asked as she watched me step over the last step and land heavily on the ground. 
 
    “An escalator,” Vance said carefully. “They moved. People just stood on them and were carried up or down.” 
 
    “Geez,” I remarked. “Maybe not everything that tour guide said about earlier generations being lazy wasn’t an exaggeration.” 
 
    “I think it’s rather ingenious,” Vance stated. “There have been plenty of days when I wished I could get them moving again. I even tried to convince Darwin to let me borrow one of his power sources once to see if I could do it, but he said it didn’t have enough juice.” 
 
    “What kind of juice?” I asked. 
 
    “Whatever he was using that day, I guess,” Vance replied with a shrug. 
 
    We’d arrived outside a store named ‘Macy’s’ that Sorcha and I had passed the night before. We’d peeked inside the doors, but hadn’t done much more when we’d spotted another endless parade of racks filled with women’s clothing.  
 
    Vance, however, turned his back on the store and turned to face the giant glass sphere that sat atop a black cube just outside the store. Sorcha had concluded that it was some sort of sculpture, though neither of us could decide what it was supposed to be.  
 
    “I find that the sphere helps me focus,” Vance explained when he caught our stares. “I like to imagine it back in the day, when it was a fountain.” 
 
    “It was a fountain?” I asked in a puzzled tone. 
 
    “It was indeed,” Vance assured me. “I tried to convince Darwin to get it working again, but alas, he was even more reluctant to deal with this than he was with the escalators.” 
 
    Vance closed his eyes then and went completely still. I looked at Sorcha, who shrugged and turned her gaze back on the portal mage. After a moment, he started the weaving hand motions that I now recognized as the means for creating a portal. A flickering ring appeared, though not as bright as the others I had seen recently.  
 
    A few images started to appear, including the high school that the mutants now occupied, and a street that had to be in the city. Sorcha frowned as if she wasn’t so certain that Vance could deliver on his claim, and I started to suggest that we sneak away and pedal to the other wall instead. There had to be some way to climb over it or go around it, and maybe we would get lucky and survive the other perils of the wastelands. 
 
    Before I could say much more than her name, a loud bang filled the atrium and shards of glass splintered from the sphere. I knew the sound immediately, as did Sorcha, and we ducked beneath a nearby escalator. I scanned the area as I drew the snub nose from my pocket and tried to find the source of the bullet. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who can find a gun!” Peter’s voice called out from the upper walkway. 
 
    “What the hell?” Vance demanded as he looked at the damaged sphere. Either the word gun hadn’t registered in his brain yet, or he didn’t understand how they worked.  
 
    “Vance, get down!” I yelled at him. 
 
    The portal was still there, though it had dimmed even more as Vance scowled at the fountain. Another crack sounded, and this time the sphere started to disintegrate. Vance howled, and over that, I could hear Peter’s laughter. 
 
    “You little bastard!” Vance yelled toward the upper level. 
 
    I darted from our hiding spot and grabbed Vance by his arm. I started to pull him back toward the escalator while he hurled epithets at our unseen attacker. There was another snap, but this time the bullet pinged off the edge of the escalator. The brat was getting better with his aim, and I still wasn’t sure where he was firing from. 
 
    “Vance, are you okay?” Sorcha asked as we huddled next to her. 
 
    I glanced at the portal mage and realized he was bleeding. There was a wet spot spreading across his chest, and Vance dabbed at it with his fingers. 
 
    “Glass from the fountain,” Vance said mournfully. “Well, I’m not sure if that’s appropriate or ironic.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you all!” Peter yelled out.  
 
    “We need to get through the portal,” Vance mumbled. “And I’m not sure how much longer I can hold it open.” 
 
    “How long before you could open another one?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if the mutants don’t kill us?” Vance mused. “Not sure. I think this flesh wound may be worse than I thought.” 
 
    “If you can focus on Motown, we’ll get you through the portal,” Sorcha offered. “We can take care of you there.” 
 
    “Could it be redemption at last?” Vance chuckled, then coughed.  
 
    Another shot rang out and a puff of dust leapt into the air near us as the bullet dug into the tile floor. All three of us jumped even though we were crouched below the lowest point of the moving steps, and I nearly banged my head against the concrete above me. 
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Peter taunted. 
 
    “Right,” Vance snorted.  
 
    The portal mage steadied himself on his heels, then peered around the edge of the escalator to focus on the fading ring. It steadied, then slowly brightened, and the images began to flicker past more quickly. At last, the image froze and we could see a good-sized town just on the other side. Vance grinned and pumped his fist up in the air. 
 
    “Motown!” he declared. 
 
    “Don’t let them get through!” I heard Peter yell and I knew then that he had brought more friends along. 
 
    That was confirmed when a mutant with long orange hair and gangly limbs vaulted over the edge of the escalator and landed a few feet away from us. I didn’t have time to notice any other details as I pointed the snub nose and pulled the trigger before the hairy orange mutant could move closer. 
 
    The snub nose boomed in the confined space, even louder than the weapon Peter had. The blue-orange flames seemed to fill the space between me and the mutant, and then the flame vanished, the smoke wafted away, and the mutant crumpled to the tile floor. Half his neck was gone, along with most of his jaw. The orange hair turned red as blood spilled down and puddled on the floor, though his eyes still flickered in their sockets. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled at Sorcha and Vance. 
 
    Sorcha sprinted toward the portal, and I followed close behind with Vance locked in my grip. He stumbled along for a moment, then shook himself free. Another shot rang out, but I’d spotted the telltale spark this time.  
 
    I pointed the snubnose in the direction of the other gun and pulled the trigger. The awesome kick of the weapon bucked against me, but I managed to keep it pointed toward the target even as Vance yelped in pain. The snub nose belched fire one more time, and then the bullet was on its way.  
 
    I grabbed Vance again and started to drag him toward the portal. Sorcha was on the edge, ready to leap through, but as I reached her, three more mutants dropped from the upper level. 
 
    I pointed the small revolver at the nearest mutant, but Vance suddenly wriggled free. He shoved Sorcha and me through the portal, and we suddenly found ourselves standing near a small corral. The air smelled of hay and horses, and a whinny drifted from the open door of a barn. 
 
    I turned around, ready to reach through and grab Vance. He was still in the mall, and the three mutants had him surrounded. He smiled, then the portal started to collapse.  
 
    “Vance!” I called out. 
 
    But it wasn’t Vance who responded. Two of the mutants managed to leap through the portal before it vanished, and they dropped to the ground at my feet. They seemed stunned by their sudden arrival in the middle of this very ordinary scene, but then they saw me and Sorcha. With a hiss, a man with an owl’s face and a pair of wings threw himself into the air while a woman with scales and bulbous eyes threw herself at Sorcha. 
 
    So much for a quiet arrival. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The portal may not have drawn any attention, but two mutants certainly would. Part of me had hoped that the mutants would be so happy to be free of the wastelands that they would take off without a backward glance. But whatever poison Peter had told them about us was strong enough to overcome the sudden sense of freedom. Instead, they both attacked us, even though they were far from their haven and had no way back. 
 
    I fired at the scaly woman first before she could reach Sorcha. The explosion from the snub nose echoed over the pasture and sent a flock of quail into the air. Before the rumble had even died away, the woman fell forward onto her face while a rosette of blood spread across her back.  
 
    I saw the owl’s shadow out of the corner of my eye, but before I could turn to meet him, I saw Sorcha raise her hand. 
 
    “Stop!” she yelled in a deep and commanding voice.  
 
    The owl froze in mid-flight and hovered just above me while he looked at Sorcha like he was waiting for his next instruction. Sorcha kept her hand up, and returned his stare evenly, but she motioned toward me with the other hand. 
 
    “Whenever you want to shoot,” she remarked. “I’ll release him as soon as you pull the trigger so I don’t have to feel it.” 
 
    I swiveled toward the owl and fired the snub nose while he was still locked in place. I saw Sorcha’s arm drop at the same moment, and the owl had just enough time to shake his head before the bullet pierced his skin. The man’s chest seemed to explode at the same time the gun boomed. The blue flame melded for a moment with the bright red spray of blood, and then the owl man tumbled from the sky near my feet. There was a gaping hole in his back where the bullet had torn through his body, and one wing was scorched and bloody where the bullet had finished its path. 
 
    I loved this revolver.  
 
    Even as I took in the sight of the bloody birdman, I heard the warning that signalled the last bullet in the gun. I had to admit, as much as I liked the power and noise of the snub nose, there were moments when I really wished it carried more bullets. 
 
    “We’re close enough to the town that someone will come out to investigate,” Sorcha pointed out when the sound of the snub nose finally died away. 
 
    “Everyone will be coming this way,” I agreed as I tucked the snub nose into a pocket. “We should slip around and enter the town from a different direction.” 
 
    A dog started to bark nearby, and Sorcha and I glanced at each other. Townspeople wouldn’t be far behind, and even though the mutants were dead, it wouldn’t be good to be found with their bodies, especially if someone realized how they had died.  
 
    We ducked into a wheatfield that led away from the barn and followed it to the bottom of a hill. A barbed wire fence stretched along the edge of a well-traveled road, and I lifted Sorcha over first, then carefully climbed over. It was easy to spot Motown, where a pair of old church spires still rose over the surrounding fields. Rather than head straight toward it on the road we were on, we cut across another series of fields until we found a smaller road that would bring us into the town on a less direct route. 
 
    By the time we entered Motown, the immediate excitement had already died down and local law enforcement had ridden out toward the scene of the unexplained explosions. It was easy to pick out the gossips, who lined the sidewalks and glanced toward the direction of the mystery sounds while they chatted quietly. 
 
    “We need to ask someone where Charles Darwin lives,” Sorcha pointed out as we stopped in front of a general store and watched the street for a moment. 
 
    “This seems as good a place as any,” I replied. “The store owner will know everyone in town, and maybe we can find out what they’re saying about the noise.” 
 
    “I might be able to help with that,” Sorhca mused as she watched the women who hovered near the road. “I can plant the idea that a black mage had something to do with it.” 
 
    I nodded, then held open the door for the general store. Sorcha smiled, slipped inside ahead of me, and then promptly started to wander among the aisles of the store. 
 
    While Sorcha investigated the canned goods and a display of locally made candy, I moseyed on over to the clerk and smiled. The man behind the counter gave me a cautious smile in return as he took in my travel-stained clothing. 
 
    “We’re looking for a man who lives around here,” I said as I stopped in front of the register. 
 
    “And who would that be?” the clerk asked. He was a middle aged man, with thinning brown hair and dull brown eyes. He wasn’t fat exactly, but he was carrying a few extra pounds beneath the plain white cotton shirt and brown pants that he wore.  
 
    “Charles Darwin,” I replied casually as I studied the glass jars filled with hard candies that sat next to the register. 
 
    “Darwin?” the clerk said in surprise. 
 
    “A friend of Mr. Darwin’s in the city asked us to drop off a package since we were coming this way,” I explained. “He said Mr. Darwin had been waiting for it.” 
 
    “Oh,” the clerk replied. “Well, Charles doesn’t get many visitors. He tends to keep to himself, and everyone’s happier that way.” 
 
    “We’re not staying,” I assured the man. “Just make the delivery and move on. Those were the instructions.” 
 
    “Well, he owns property near Baxter’s pond,” the clerk chuckled. “If you can find him.” 
 
    “And how do we get to Baxter’s pond?” I asked. 
 
    “Follow Main Street here past the police station,” the clerk explained. “That’s the old church building with the red sign out front. About half-a-mile past that you’ll see Lewiston Road. Follow Lewiston past the last house until you come to a fork in the road. The pond is to the left, and Charles’s property is to the right. You can’t miss it. It’s the only house on the road.” 
 
    “Sounds easy,” I replied. “Maybe we could drop off the package and then come back to town for a good meal.” 
 
    “Sadie Bright at the Coachman Inn has the best food in town,” the clerk said with a smile. “I’d eat there every day if I could.” 
 
    “Sounds like the perfect place, then,” I agreed.  
 
    Sorcha joined us then with a few more firesticks and a large box of the local candy. She smiled sweetly at the clerk as she set them down, then nodded toward the street. 
 
    “Did something happen this morning?” she asked as the clerk started to ring up her purchases.  
 
    “There was a weird thunderclap this morning,” the clerk replied. “Two, actually. Everyone heard it, but no one knew what it was. The Chief and a couple of his officers rode out toward the Bennett place to take a look.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a black mage,” Sorcha suggested as her voice dropped into a deeper, more soothing tone. I knew immediately that she was using her magic, but the clerk didn’t seem to realize that her voice had changed. 
 
    “Could be,” the clerk agreed. 
 
    “There are rumors of a black mage in the area,” Sorcha continued. “Short, ugly fellow.” 
 
    “Short, ugly fellow,” the clerk repeated. “I’ve heard that.” 
 
    “Do you want anything?” Sorcha asked me in her normal voice. 
 
    “Maybe some mints,” I said to the clerk. “Give me a copper’s worth.” 
 
    The clerk nodded and pulled out a small paper bag that he filled with hard mints. When that was done, he checked his register, added the copper to our bill, then nodded. 
 
    “That will be twenty-five coppers,” he remarked. 
 
    I counted out the coins as Sorcha scooped up our purchases. The clerk and I exchanged nods one more time, and then Sorcha and I returned to Main Street. Several of the gossips still lingered on the sidewalks, and Sorcha tugged me toward one of the larger groups that had taken up a spot just outside the Coachman’s Inn. 
 
    “Well, I can’t imagine what old man Bennett must be up to,” one of the women said as we neared the inn.  
 
    “Morning, ladies,” I said in my most charming voice as we stopped outside the inn. 
 
    “Oh, why, hello,” one of the older women in the group replied as the others took in our appearances. Unlike her companions, who all wore plain, sturdy clothes, this woman had on a silky dress that fell just below the knees, a complicated updo with braids and curls, a heavy silver necklace, and several rings on her fingers. Add on the graying hair, the haughty look, and her position in the center of the ring, and there was no doubt she was one of the town leaders. 
 
    “Has there been any more news about the commotion this morning?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Not that we’ve heard,” the leader replied as she gave us a disapproving glance. 
 
    “Someone in the store said that a black mage was involved,” Sorcha mused as her voice dropped again. “A short, ugly man.” 
 
    “Oh,” the leader said as she blinked. “Yes, we’ve heard that as well.” 
 
    “I wonder if Norma’s heard that,” one of the other women, a tiny thing with a very long nose, pondered as she looked down the street. 
 
    “Maybe you should tell her,” Sorcha suggested. 
 
    “I think I’ll just go tell her,” the long-nosed woman declared as she started down the street. 
 
    The other women began to walk away as well, and I could hear them repeat the story of the short, ugly mage who had caused the earlier explosions as they moved along the sidewalk. 
 
    “The whole town will believe the story before too much longer,” the Irishwoman proclaimed. 
 
    “That was well done,” I said with a grin. “I could have used a partner like you on the playground when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, Mr. Theriot, though I doubt you would have liked me much then,” Sorcha laughed. “I used to make the boys jump in the pond during the middle of winter.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I replied. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” 
 
    “Well, so far you’ve managed to behave yourself quite admirably,” she purred. 
 
    “I’ll endeavor to continue to do so,” I said in my most cultured sounding voice. “But in the meantime, we should find Charles Darwin. I’m hoping this won’t take long and we can be on the move again soon. I’d like to put some more distance between us and the Magesterium.” 
 
    “So what are you going to ask him?” Sorcha asked as we started down the sidewalk toward the building with the large red sign that read ‘Motown Police Department’. 
 
    “I’d like to see the… weapons he has,” I mused. “Maybe see if he has any tips. Also, we should probably ask him about the one we found in the wastelands.” 
 
    “It sounds like a short visit to me,” Sorcha replied. “I think a nice meal at the Coachman’s Inn would be just the thing to top it all off before we return to the roads.” 
 
    I laughed and took her hand as we passed the police department building. The section that had been the old church was a pink brick construct, longer than it was wide, with a wooden steeple that looked out over the center of the town. I could just make out a bell inside the tower as well as a carved figure at the very top of the steeple roof. It looked like a man with his arms held wide to his side, though it was hard to see much of the fine details. Along the sides of the building, colored glass flashed in the sunlight and offered images of plants and animals, and sometimes books. 
 
    It was easy enough to pick out the later addition. It was tacked on to the back of the church by a narrow walkway and looked dreary even in the bright day. It was made of carved logs and bricks that had been salvaged from pre-magic buildings and was little more than a dark box. Even the windows were small, and I imagined the interior would have lamps on all the time just so the officers could see what they were doing. 
 
    “It looks like the ugly stepsister,” Sorcha commented as we walked past. 
 
    “Why are stepsisters always ugly in fairy tales?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t want the prince to fall for one,” Sorcha pointed out with a laugh. 
 
    We debated the need for ugly stepsisters for the rest of the trek along Main Street until Lewiston Road appeared, marked with a lamp post and a street sign. It was lined by one and two-story homes that were just the right size for raising a small family, all freshly painted and well-maintained. There were toys in the yard, and sometimes a dog on a porch or a cat in a windowsill. I could smell a pie baking close by and hear children’s laughter from a backyard. It was an idyllic scene, and I wondered if the streets we had passed in the wasteland had once been as pleasant as this one was. 
 
    I saw a couple of curtains twitch as we walked up the road, and a stout bulldog left his porch to watch us pass by, but otherwise no one even noticed we were there. We passed the last house and kept going until the road divided at the foot of a small hill. The area we were in was definitely more wild, if not exactly a forest. It was obvious people came through here, though the more beaten path led toward the pond.  
 
    “Shall we see what Charles Darwin has to say?” I asked as we took the road to the right.  
 
    “I’m breathless with anticipation,” Sorcha snickered. 
 
    The road on the right petered out and soon it was just a pair of ruts running side by side along a grassy strip of land. I would have thought the trail had been given up for good if I hadn’t spotted a fresh cow patty by the road. Even with that proof of life, I wasn’t so sure that the clerk hadn’t sent us in the wrong direction, though I couldn’t think of a reason why he would have done so. 
 
    The path came to an abrupt end at a muddy bog filled with reeds and cattails. Frogs croaked from the edge of the water while a heron stalked the shadows for an easy meal. The ghostly branches of a dead oak still reached into the sky, surrounded by a phalanx of young pines.  
 
    And in the middle of all that sat an old shotgun cottage on stilts. Someone had painted it a bright green at some point, but most of the color was now gone, as was the glass in the windows and the front door. The old house leaned toward the left, perilously close to falling into the murky water that moved slowly past the rotting timbers that served as the supports. 
 
    “This can’t be right,” Sorcha murmured as she eyed the structure dubiously. “No one’s been inside that place in a long time.” 
 
    “But why would the clerk send us to the wrong place?” I asked as I slipped my hand into the pocket with the snub nose. 
 
    “Because we’re strangers in town,” Sorcha replied as she studied the area. “We should go back. Maybe someone else will tell us where he is. If not, I saw signs for a carriage stop. We’ll take the first one out of town and go as far west as we can.” 
 
    “I knew this was too easy,” I sighed. 
 
    We started to turn around when something smacked into the tree just to my right. It made a heavy thud and I knew what I would see before I even glanced over. Sure enough, an arrow quivered in the trunk, buried deep into the hardwood of the hickory. A long bow, not a crossbow bolt either, which meant the archer could be even further away. 
 
    I grabbed Sorcha and pulled her behind the tree even as I dug the snub nose from my jacket. At least with the arrow, I had a general idea of where it had been fired from, though the archer could be moving even as I peered into the thicket of pines and reeds. 
 
    “You’re not from Motown!” a woman’s voice shouted. “So who the hell are you and why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “At least she’s willing to talk first and shoot later,” Sorcha mumbled.  
 
    “She already shot one arrow,” I pointed out as I tried to pick out the owner of the voice. 
 
    “At the tree,” Sorcha remarked. 
 
    “You’re assuming she aimed for the tree,” I replied. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the voice demanded again. 
 
    “We’re looking for a man named Charles Darwin!” I yelled back. “The clerk at the general store said we could find him here, but if that’s not true, then we’ll just head back into town. Unless you know where he is?” 
 
    After a long minute of silence, I heard someone move in the rushes. I lifted the snub nose, ready to fire should a target present itself. 
 
    “What do you want with Charles Darwin?” the woman asked, and I could tell that she had edged closer to our own position, though I still couldn’t see her. 
 
    “A friend of his named Evan sent us,” I replied. “He said Charles Darwin would have information that we could use.” 
 
    “Evan?” the woman asked in disbelief. 
 
    “He lives on Brook Island,” I said hastily. “He runs a school, of sorts, there.” 
 
    I heard rustling from a spot just to the right of the shack and I peered around the edge of the tree. A woman emerged from the reeds and stopped in a weedy patch of dry ground. She was nearly as tall as I was, with sun-kissed skin and a long mane of black hair pulled back from her face in a loose ponytail and topped off with a floppy hat. She wore a long-sleeved shirt and baggy pants in the browns and greens of the surrounding woods, but I could still tell that she had a pair of very, very long legs.  
 
    “Can we come out?” I asked. 
 
    “Alright, come out and tell me who you are,” the woman replied. “I won’t shoot you.” 
 
    I peered around the tree once again and noticed that she had lowered the bow, though she still had an arrow cocked against the string. I slipped the snub nose back into my pocket, then stepped slowly around the tree. I heard Sorcha follow me as I took a few steps into the clearing, and then we both stopped and stared at the woman. 
 
    She was lovely, with huge brown eyes set in an oval face. Her nose was small and somewhat flat and sat over a pair of plump pink lips. She watched us carefully, and for just a moment, I thought I saw her nose twitch. 
 
    “How do you know Evan?” she asked after we’d all stared at each other for several heartbeats. 
 
    “We were on Brook Island,” I said carefully. “We met some of the children who took us to meet Evan. One of the girls… asked us to stay and help for a bit. When we left, Evan said we should find Charles Darwin in Motown.” 
 
    “And what is Charles Darwin supposed to do for you?” she asked. 
 
    “Ummm, I’d rather share that with him,” I replied. 
 
    We’d reached a stalemate, and we stared at each other for several more heartbeats.  
 
    “If Evan sent you, you must be mages,” the woman finally declared. 
 
    “We’re not with the Magesterium,” Sorcha assured her. 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t be if Evan sent you,” the woman mused. “But how do I know you didn’t capture him and torture the information from him?” 
 
    “Do you really think the Magesterium would just send a pair of mages all this way, in secret, to try to talk to your… what? Father? Uncle?” Sorcha pressed. 
 
    “I have no idea what the Magesterium would do,” the young woman replied. “I just know he hates mages and everything to do with them… except Evan.” 
 
    “Because he and Evan were friends before the meteorite hit,” I suggested. 
 
    “I guess you do know Evan,” she conceded as she slowly released the tension on the bow and slipped the arrow back into the quiver on her back. “And he’s my grandfather. I can’t believe you think he’s my father. He’s like, ancient.” 
 
    “Oh, no, we didn’t mean to imply…” I stammered, “I mean, you’re clearly young enough to be his granddaughter… and you’re really beautiful…” 
 
    I saw a hint of pink on the woman’s cheeks for a moment, and then she looked down at the bow for a moment. 
 
    “Kind words to me won’t get you on his good side if you really are mages,” the woman declared when she looked at us again. 
 
    “So he really does live here?” I asked as I glanced at the dilapidated shack one more time. 
 
    “Not in that,” the woman replied as she waved at the crumbling structure.  
 
    “Evan said he and his family had moved into a place underground when the meteorite first struck,” Sorcha blurted out. “Charles stayed on even after his wife and children moved back to the surface.” 
 
    “That’s gramps for you,” the young woman said with a nod. 
 
    “So, what’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    She considered us for a moment, then glanced at the arrow in the hickory tree. She walked past us and pulled the arrow from the trunk, then added it to the quiver as well. After all that, she gave a shrug and turned to face us again. 
 
    “Well, gramps says it isn’t safe to share my name with strangers, but I sort of hate that rule,” she sniffed. “Besides, you’re here on old man business, so you must be alright.” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’m Freya,” she finally declared.  
 
    “I’m Hex,” I replied. “And this is Sorcha.” 
 
    “Wow, not a normal name among us,” Freya chortled. 
 
    “Sorcha’s common in the old country,” Sorcha sniffed. 
 
    “Not that common, I’d wager,” Freya replied, though she did so with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe not as common as some,” Sorcha admitted. 
 
    “So where is your grandfather?” I pressed. “We were hoping to meet him today and then leave quickly.” 
 
    “He’s fishing,” Freya said with a shrug. “But he should be back soon. I can show you to the house if you’d like to wait.” 
 
    “If you’re sure it’s alright,” I replied, though what I really wanted to know was whether he would, in fact, be back anytime soon. 
 
    “He won’t be any happier if I just leave you sitting out here,” Freya remarked, “so you might as well have something to drink and have some fun poking around in all his collections.” 
 
    Freya turned and stalked off with that statement, and Sorcha and I quickly fell into step behind her. We walked past a crumbling wooden fence covered in blackberry and raspberry vines, and down an old deer trail to a clearing. At first glance, it looked like an empty space among the trees, but beneath the pine needles and brown leaves was a flat piece of concrete, about ten feet by ten feet, with a pair of flat metal panels in the center.  
 
    Freya leaned down and slipped a hand beneath a cleverly concealed lever, and one of the panels slowly swung open. The dark haired woman smirked when she caught our surprised looks and then stepped into the hole that had appeared.  
 
    Sorcha and I stepped forward and peered into the opening. Metal stairs led down toward a concrete floor where Freya stopped and waited for us. There was a lamp at the bottom that made a strange buzzing noise, and strangely, the scent of pine and gardenia. I could see more lamplight behind Freya, but that was it. 
 
    “Great place to take someone if you wanted to kill them in secret,” I noted quietly. 
 
    “You can stay outside if you want,” Freya offered, “but gramps will probably shoot to kill first.”  
 
    “I guess we’re going down,” Sorcha replied as she started down the steps. 
 
    I took one last look at the pleasant little spot far from the town, then started down the stairs. The steps seemed too light to hold our weight, but they remained firm beneath our feet despite the clattering noise our boots made as we stepped down. When we reached the bottom, Freya gave us another smile, then pressed a small button near the lamp. The door above us slowly swung closed, though the clang I expected when the metal clamped shut never happened. There was just a brief squeak and then the sunlight was gone. Freya hung her bow and quiver on a hook, then started down the hall. 
 
    “We’ve got cold water and some of gramps’ special vegetable drink,” Freya announced as she led us deeper into her home. “Used the last of the milk this morning or I’d offer you a glass.” 
 
    “Water would be fine,” Sorcha noted. 
 
    We were in a narrow hallway with rooms on either side. The only light was from another pair of buzzing lamps on hooks, so it was hard to see what was inside the rooms, but I could pick out the shapes of large boxes stacked neatly around the walls, and smaller boxes on shelves near the back. My palm started to itch as I glanced in one of the rooms, and I realized that Darwin’s gun stash must be nearby.  
 
    “So, grab a seat,” Freya declared, and I realized that she and Sorcha had walked on ahead. 
 
    I had stopped outside the room where I was certain the guns were, and I was tempted to slip inside and find them for myself. I glanced down the hallway, but I could still see Sorcha and Freya, and they both turned to give me a quizzical look. I glanced at the storage room again, then joined the women in the main room. 
 
    The main room was large enough to hold a stove, an oven, cabinets, a table and chairs, and a sink on one side, and a large sofa, a pair of overstuffed chairs, and a collection of books on the other side. There was another hallway on the far side of the room and I could pick out two more doors along that hall, though there may have been more that I couldn’t see from my angle. 
 
    The room we were in was well-lit, though total darkness lurked around the edges. Despite the welcoming scents and the obvious signs of a home, there was something tomb-like about the place and a dampness in the air that the heat from the stove couldn’t quite eliminate. 
 
    Freya pointed to the round table, and Sorcha and I both sat down. Freya opened a cabinet and pulled out three glasses, then opened a small metal box next to the sink. She pulled out a pitcher of water and filled each glass, then returned the pitcher to the box. She carried the three glasses to the table and set them down before taking a seat herself. 
 
    “So Charles Darwin is your grandfather?” Sorcha asked after she had gulped down some of the water. 
 
    “Yep,” Freya replied. “Actually, he built most of this place.” 
 
    “Wow,” I commented as I peered around the space. “I didn’t know people in the pre-magic world sometimes lived underground.” 
 
    Freya considered that for a moment while she sipped her water, then shrugged. 
 
    “There used to be a nice house on the land,” she sighed. “But gramps was always the cautious type, I suppose. He built this thing in case they were ever attacked or some big natural disaster destroyed everything else. Sadly, he turned out to be right, at least as far as the natural disaster part goes. He and grandma and their sons all moved in here the day the meteorite struck.” 
 
    “Evan mentioned that,” I said. 
 
    “They were here for ages,” Freya laughed, “or at least, that’s what my dad always claims. Grandma says it wasn’t that long, but once it was clear that there were still a lot of people in the world and that they needed everyone to chip in and find a way to save humanity, well, she decided she needed to do her part. She left, and the boys all went with her. Dad admits that he and his brothers were probably all bored with living in the shelter rather than feeling altruistic, but it got them all out of this place.” 
 
    “Is it just you and your grandfather here now?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “It is,” Freya admitted. “Sometimes mom and dad or one of my uncles comes by, and my cousins like to visit every once in a while, but we’re the only ones who live here all the time.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked. “It doesn’t seem like a very exciting life for someone like you.” 
 
    Freya cocked her head to one side and watched me for a moment. Her nose twitched again, and I thought she might sneeze, but she finally shrugged and stood up. She finished her glass of water in one long swig, then took it to the sink. 
 
    “I like it here,” she finally said as she returned to the table. “I don’t enjoy loud parties hosted by airheaded boys and girls, and I don’t like spending hours on end sitting in the parlor doing needlepoint.” 
 
    “Does anyone?” Sorcha laughed awkwardly when the silence dragged on. 
 
    Freya looked down the hallway to the stairs then and stood up slowly. I saw her draw a deep breath as if to steady herself, and then she moved past us and went to stand in the door to the main room. I realized she had effectively blocked us from the view of anyone walking down the hallway and exchanged a worried glance with Sorcha. 
 
    The sound of heavy boots clattering down the steps filled the air, and then I heard the slight squeak of the door as it closed. The clean, slightly sweet scent of fresh fish wafted down the hallway and mingled with the pine.  
 
    “I’d thought you’d be outside,” a gravelly man’s voice declared. “And you forgot to oil that hinge.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Freya sighed. “But I have something more important to tell you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the voice asked in a friendly tone as it drew closer. “Did we get a letter today?” 
 
    “Not a letter, no,” she replied. 
 
    By now, the man with the gravelly voice had reached the doorjamb, and I could just see him around Freya’s lithe frame. She still tried to position herself so he couldn’t see us, but he knew his granddaughter well enough to know she was trying to hide something. He gently turned her aside and looked into the room. 
 
    Charles Darwin was in his seventies to judge by the wrinkles on his face, but he was still fitter than many men I knew. He looked like he could still unload bales, chop a month’s supply of wood, then sit in the saddle for the rest of the day. Like his granddaughter, he was tanned from the sun, except for the area around his eyes, which made him look like a reverse raccoon. His hair was gray and barely more than stubble on his head, and his ears stuck out from the side of his head like a couple of saucers. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    “Evan sent them,” Freya explained before Sorcha or I could respond. 
 
    Darwin pondered that for a moment, then finally stepped into the kitchen area. He handed a gutted fish to Freya as he did so, and she accepted the fish with both hands. Darwin stopped next to the table and stared at us while his granddaughter salted the fish, wrapped it in wax paper, and placed it in the metal box. 
 
    “How is Evan?” Darwin finally asked, though his tone was less than friendly. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Sorcha said after a moment. “The school is doing well.” 
 
    “Are you two some of his graduates?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    We both shook our heads. 
 
    “We only just met him,” Sorcha added when Darwin didn’t ask anything else. “He helped us find our way across Brook Island.” 
 
    “And he sent you here to do what?” Darwin asked. “Because I know he didn’t send you all the way out here just to say hello.” 
 
    “He said you had information we could use,” I replied. 
 
    “Information about what?” Darwin pressed. 
 
    “Umm…” I hesitated as I glanced at Sorcha, and then Freya, who stood just behind her grandfather with a look of interest on her face. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the girl,” Darwin snapped. “She’ll hear it all any way.” 
 
    “Gramps,” Freya protested, but a quick look from him silenced whatever else she had been about to say. 
 
    “So what’s so important that Evan sent you all the way to Morristown to find me?” Darwin asked angrily. 
 
    “He said you had guns,” I admitted. “He said you could show us your guns and provide us with information about how to, I don’t know, be safe around them.” 
 
    “Guns?” Darwin repeated in disbelief. “First off, what do you need guns for? And secondly, if I did have guns, and that’s a mighty big if, why the hell would I share them with some complete strangers?” 
 
    “We don’t need to take the guns,” I tried to explain. “Can I show you something?” 
 
    Darwin glared at me and crossed his arms in front of his chest. He lifted his chin, studied me for a moment, and then finally nodded his consent. 
 
    I put my hand in my pocket and slowly withdrew the snub nose. I heard Freya gasp and saw Darwin start to reach for his own waistband, so I quickly laid the gun carefully on the table and pushed it toward the older man.  
 
    “You’re bringing a shitload of trouble down on us with that thing,” Darwin snapped. “Where the hell did you find it?” 
 
    “I made it,” I replied. 
 
    “You did what?” Darwin said as he finally picked up the snub nose and started to examine it. “You did not make this. It’s got the manufacturer’s stamp. This is a Smith and Wesson Model Three-Sixty.” 
 
    “It’s my magic,” I explained. “Once I hold a gun, I can recreate it, down to the last detail.” 
 
    “So you’ve held a snub nose?” Darwin retorted. 
 
    “And a Colt revolver, and a Ruger twenty-two rifle that Evan said you gave him,” I added. “Oh, and I have a Mossberg Maverick.” 
 
    “So let’s see you create one of these other guns,” Darwin snorted. 
 
    “I can’t,” I replied. “Not yet. I have to wait twenty-four hours after I fire the last bullet before I can make it again.” 
 
    “So you fired a Colt revolver and a Ruger and a Maverick in less than twenty-four hours?” Darwin asked in disbelief and then added, “That was you this morning. I thought I heard a gun, but nobody around here has one so I figured it was something those idiot mages were up to.” 
 
    “We were being chased by some mutants in the wasteland,” I sighed. “We made it here through a portal, but two of the mutants followed us.”  
 
    “Gramps,” Freya said quietly, “Don’t you want to at least hear this story?” 
 
    “No,” Darwin snapped as he sat the gun back on the table. “We don’t need whatever trouble is following these two. If you’re in touch with Evan, you can tell him I’m glad he’s doing okay, and to let me know if he needs anything, but I won’t help you.” 
 
    “Gramps--” Freya tried again. 
 
    “No more, Freya,” Darwin growled. “Now, see them out before I change my mind and shoot them. You never should have brought them down here in the first place.” 
 
    Freya started to protest, but the hard, angry look in her grandfather’s eyes quickly quelled her complaint. She motioned Sorcha and I to follow her, and we both stood up quickly.  
 
    I picked up the snub nose and slid it back into my pocket, all under the watchful gaze of Charles Darwin. Once the gun was safely back in my pocket, I made a point of keeping my hands in front where Darwin could see them.  
 
    I had to squeeze by him to follow Freya, and for a moment, we were chest to chest and eye to eye. He radiated anger, but beneath that I thought I saw fear in his eyes, and I wondered what type of encounters he’d had with mages in the past. 
 
    I heard the hinge squeak, and Freya’s softer tread as she climbed the steps, followed by Sorcha’s boots. I tilted my head just a bit, not so much a nod as an acknowledgement of the man in front of me, then walked as calmly as I could to the steps, with Darwin’s eyes boring into my back the whole way. 
 
    Stepping back into the bright day was both startling and momentarily blinding, and I had to stop on the edge of the concrete pad and blink several times until my eyes adjusted.  
 
    “That was interesting,” Sorcha murmured. “So now what?” 
 
    “So now we head back to town,” I sighed. “Maybe visit the Coachman’s Inn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Freya huffed as she started along the trail. “I really thought he’d at least listen to your story since Evan sent you. He and Evan have been friends forever, like back in the pre-magic days, and Evan was the one who convinced gramps to rejoin the rest of the world. I’ve never known him not to do something Evan wanted.” 
 
    “But Evan isn’t here,” Sorcha pointed out. “And he doesn’t really have any reason to believe anything we’ve said.” 
 
    “Is it true?” Freya asked as she stopped and turned to face us. “Can you really create a gun after you’ve held it?” 
 
    “I can,” I admitted. “But you can’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “No problems there,” Freya snorted as she started forward again. “I’ll just add it to the load of other secrets we keep around here.” 
 
    When we were back at the ramshackle house and the slow-moving waters of the bog, Freya pointed us toward the rutted track we’d followed on the way in.  
 
    “Can you find your way back?” she asked. 
 
    “If we don’t meet any dangerous animals or mages along the way, I think we’ll be okay,” I jested. 
 
    “There’s nothing like that around here,” Freya noted. “Medrick the Marvelous Mage makes sure of that.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like a fan of Medrick,” I noted. 
 
    “So not a fan,” Freya sighed. “He’s a real prick. But I will admit that he does keep things safe.” 
 
    “Freya!” Darwin’s voice rang out. 
 
    “Guess I should go,” she sighed. “Gotta get that hinge oiled. Nice meeting you, and good luck.” 
 
    She gave us a quick wave, then sauntered back toward the rickety fence and the trail beyond that. Since neither Sorcha nor I felt like facing Darwin again just yet, we started down the rutted road without a backward look.  
 
    Lewiston Road was busier when we passed along it on the return to town, though it was mostly young children who ran between the yards of the different homes as if it was all just one big playground. A few of the kids stopped to watch us pass by, and two of them even waved, but whatever game they were playing soon had their attention again, and they went on about their business as if we had never been there. A young woman with an infant in her arms and an elderly man who sat in a rocking chair on a porch both eyed us suspiciously, but when we continued on toward Main Street without stopping anywhere, they turned their eyes back to the children. 
 
    “He does have guns,” I sighed as we stepped onto Main Street. There was no one else around at the moment, and I didn’t think we’d have much chance to talk about guns once we were back in the town proper. 
 
    “You’re sure?” my companion asked. 
 
    “I could feel them,” I replied. “I had felt the Maverick in the house, too, but I was so focused on trying to hold off the mutants that I blocked it out.” 
 
    “Maybe we can come up with some way to convince him to help,” Sorcha suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “He wasn’t just angry. He’s afraid as well.” 
 
    “I felt that, too,” Sorcha mused. “It’s something to do with the granddaughter, but I’m not sure what.” 
 
    “It does seem odd that she lives out there with him,” I mused. “And I don’t care what she says, I can’t imagine she likes being isolated like that all the time. Could she be a mage?” 
 
    “I didn’t sense any magic in her,” Sorcha replied. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter, anyway,” I pointed out. “He’ll shoot us both if we go back out there unless we can give him a good reason to at least show us the guns.” 
 
    “And if we can’t convince him?” she asked. “It seems like a lot of effort to get here just to be turned away.” 
 
    “Realistically, how long can we stay?” I pressed. “The wastelands gave us some breathing room, but I’m sure they’ve guessed we’re heading west. They’ll be back on our trail soon enough. As much as I’d like to see this stash of his, I think we should just go ahead and make plans to leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Sorcha sighed. “But at least we’ll be able to enjoy some of that fine dining at the Coachman’s Inn, and maybe a night on sheets that aren’t about to fall apart.” 
 
    “We should look at some horses,” I laughed. “Just to see what’s available. We can cut some time off our trip if we can find some good animals.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Sorcha agreed. 
 
    We chatted idly as we got closer to the town and more people started to appear on the road. Coaches and wagons rumbled past as well, and even a group of farmhands on horses trotted by. Motown was a happy, successful town, and though I had no love for mages at the moment, I had to admit that Medrick seemed to be doing a good job. 
 
    We made our way to the Coachman’s Inn first, where we were happy to discover that there were rooms available and that lunch service would begin shortly. We reserved separate rooms, since the clerk looked offended at the very idea that an unmarried man and woman would consider sharing a room in such a fine establishment, and then booked a table for lunch. 
 
    With our paltry collection of goods deposited in our rooms, and time yet before lunch, we asked the clerk about horses. He pointed us toward a yard on the opposite side of the town from the Police Department, near the other old church. We thanked him and set off down Main Street once again, though at a more leisurely pace. As we strolled along and peered in windows, I heard more than one person remark on the short, ugly mage that had caused such a ruckus that morning. I grinned at Sorcha when I heard that story repeated for about the tenth time, and we walked past the church in a very good mood. 
 
    The second church looked even older than its partner at the other end of Main Street. It was shorter and squatter, with walls made of stone. There was a square tower near the center of the building that looked like something you’d find on a fairytale castle, with an arched opening on each side of the tower near the top. Most of the windows along the front and sides were little better than slits, although we spotted a larger, more colorful window on the back of the church. It looked like another image of the man with his arms held wide, along with a few other people, but the sun wasn’t at the right angle for us to get a good view. 
 
    In any case, I wasn’t paying attention to the sights any more. I was convinced that someone had followed us since we had stepped out of the Coachman’s Inn, though I had yet to spot our tracker. Whoever it was, they knew enough not to let their reflection be seen whenever we stopped in front of a store window. 
 
    “I think we’re being followed,” I finally whispered to Sorcha as we paused to study the back of the church. 
 
    “Oh, good,” she sighed. “I thought maybe I was just being paranoid because I haven’t been able to spot whoever it is.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” I admitted. “But I can’t shake the feeling that we’re being watched.” 
 
    “Should we go back to the inn?” she suggested. 
 
    “Let’s go ahead and take a look at the horses,” I said. “Maybe we’ll be able to figure it out. If not, we’ll go back to the inn and decide if we should sneak out the back and leave now.” 
 
    “It’s not a mage,” Sorcha tried to reassure me. 
 
    “Could still be trouble,” I replied. 
 
    We started to walk again and found the local horse dealer easily enough. He had a large operation, with stables for rent as well as horses for sale. We strolled past an intense negotiation for a red colt and draped ourselves on the corral posts to watch the handful of horses that munched on the hay. There was an impressive draft horse which was worthy of everyone’s admiration, but not what we needed for a hard ride across the country.  
 
    “I like the gray,” Sorcha noted. 
 
    “She’d probably be a steady ride,” I agreed as I looked over the mare. She was well built, with strong legs, a wide chest, and ears that pricked at every sound. Her gait looked smooth as she trotted toward the water, and she watched the people around the stables with interest. 
 
    “She’ll cost a lot,” Sorcha sighed. 
 
    “We still have plenty of Scott’s money left,” I snickered. 
 
    We watched for a few more minutes, but our tail never appeared. We spent a few minutes with the owner and promised to return to discuss the cost of the gray mare and a bay gelding that also looked promising.  
 
    “Let’s go this way and see if we can spot our watcher,” Sorcha suggested as we took another slow walk past the corrals. 
 
    This way was a small road that ran along the back of the stables. There was a sign for a healer and an estate lawyer further along, but that was it. The road appeared to meander off into a nearby field where I would guess the horse dealer could take his charges for some exercise.  
 
    “Good idea,” I said as we turned into the lane.  
 
    We ambled past the healer and the lawyer and enjoyed a slow walk under the shade of the oak trees that lined the road. When we were past the last building, a rundown affair with a stack of empty casks out front, we stopped to look at the field. I heard movement off to our right and started to pull the snub nose from my pocket. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Freya said as she stepped out from the shadows. 
 
    “Why are you following us?” I demanded. 
 
    “Because I think we can help each other,” she replied. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Look, you want my grandfather’s help, and I think I can talk him around to showing you the guns and telling you about them and, well, just whatever else you want to know,” Freya blurted out breathlessly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What do you want in return?” 
 
    “I want to go with you when you leave here,” she declared. 
 
    “You don’t even know where we’re going,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going west, I’ll bet,” she retorted. “Are you going west?” 
 
    “And what if we are?” I replied. “West could be anywhere.” 
 
    “But it won’t be here,” she said firmly. “Near my family.” 
 
    “So you just want to run away from home?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” Freya huffed. “Not exactly. Look, do you want my help or not?” 
 
    “We’re making a long and dangerous trip,” I noted. “There are no guarantees we’ll get where we want to go, not with the Magesterium on our tails. We could very well end up dead before we even reach the halfway point. Joining us could be the same as joining a suicide mission.” 
 
    I wasn’t trying to be mean, but I wasn’t exaggerating either. And the last thing we needed on this journey was a bored twenty-something who wanted to get away from her family for a few days or months. And though the dark haired archer had some good skills with a bow, I had no idea how she would react in a do-or-die situation with red robed mages. 
 
    “I can fight,” Freya insisted. “And I can track. I can do lots of things. I even know how to shoot a gun.” 
 
    “Freya--” Sorcha started to protest. 
 
    “I’ll talk to gramps tonight,” she cut in. “If you want to make the deal, come out to the house again tomorrow morning. Gramps will show you the guns, and when you leave, I’ll leave with you. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “If you change your mind, we won’t turn around and bring you home,” I warned in one last bid to warn her off. 
 
    “I won’t change my mind,” she affirmed. 
 
    She stalked away then, along the road, past the lawyer and the healer. We watched her until the archer reached the stables and slipped inside one of the barns. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “I think I want to see Darwin’s guns,” I sighed. “Which means we may have someone else joining us on this journey. I can’t imagine she’ll stay for more than a day or two, though.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on that,” Sorcha murmured. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    With the mystery of our stalker solved, we returned to Motown for a quiet day and a peaceful night. At least, that was the plan, but it was hard not to get antsy as I sat in my room and watched the town slowly wind down for the day. I knew we should be on the road and putting more distance between us and the mages, but it felt important that I hold Darwin’s weapons and learn what I could from him about guns.  
 
    I barely slept, and I was already up and washed before the kitchen was officially open for breakfast. The cook took sympathy on me, though, and cooked me up a plate of fried eggs and hash, and even added a short stack of pancakes. It was all greasy and gooey and perfectly delicious. Add in a cup of coffee that could strip paint, and I was ready to go while the rest of the guests were still struggling to get out of bed. 
 
    Except for Sorcha, who looked like she had spent a restless night watching the town as well. She appeared in the dining room exactly one minute after the kitchen officially opened and sat down in the chair next to mine. She ate her egg sandwich more slowly, though she wasn’t above scooping up the rest of the yolk with a slice of sourdough bread. 
 
    “When Freya mentioned morning,” Sorcha mused when she’d sopped up the last bit of egg, “how early do you think she meant?” 
 
    “If yesterday is anything to go by, I’d say she and Charles are both up early,” I replied, “though I don’t think she was picturing this early.” 
 
    “Well, we could walk slowly,” Sorcha pointed out. 
 
    “You seem anxious to leave,” I chuckled. 
 
    “As do you,” she said with a smile over the rim of her teacup. “But yes, I’d like to keep moving. I kept expecting a red robe to appear in my room last night.” 
 
    “I watched Main Street most of the night,” I confessed. “Do you really think Charles will just let her leave with us?” 
 
    “I have a feeling she can be very persuasive,” Sorcha replied. “And no, I don’t mean in any magical way. I just mean she knows her grandfather very well. She’s also very determined. Even if we refused, I suspect she would find another way to head west.” 
 
    “I wonder why she’s so determined to leave,” I pondered.  
 
    “What about the horses?” Sorcha asked. “We only picked out two.” 
 
    “There were a couple of others that looked okay,” I said. “When we head back to the stables, we’ll see if we can get the dealer to give us one of those.” 
 
    Some of the other guests started to drift into the dining room by then, so Sorcha and I paid our bill and returned to our rooms. I made sure everything was still packed into my satchels, then headed back downstairs.  
 
    The desk clerk, a trim woman with a hint of a moustache, gave me a friendly smile and told me they would still have rooms available if we decided to stay on one more night. I thanked her and told her we would certainly be back if we didn’t conclude our business by the end of the day. I winked and smiled, and she batted her eyelashes at me. 
 
    Sorcha arrived in the lobby at that point, so I offered the blonde mage my arm. She slipped her hand beneath my elbow, and we walked out into the gray, damp morning. Clouds had moved in overnight and hung low over the city. The temperature had dropped as well, and there was the taste of rain in the air. The lively town seemed more dour in this landscape, and most of the citizens walked by more quickly and without bothering to greet their neighbors.  
 
    It seemed like an ideal situation for avoiding attention to me, but Sorcha spotted a few of the town gossips gathered outside the general store. They looked agitated this morning, much more so than they had been the day before, so Sorcha pulled me across the street and we strolled toward the ladies of the town once more. 
 
    “Why, you look like you have important news,” Sorcha noted as she joined the group. 
 
    The women looked startled for a moment that this outsider had inserted herself into their midst, but then they frowned, and someone mentioned how helpful she had been the day before, and that was all the reassurances they needed. 
 
    “They arrested a mutant last night,” one of the women replied in a dramatic tone. “Right outside of town.” 
 
    The rest of the women all nodded in agreement while Sorcha and I exchanged quick looks. It was always possible that Vance had survived the last attack in the wastelands and he had sent another mutant on through, though I couldn’t figure out why he would have done that.  
 
    “How terrifying,” Sorcha declared.  
 
    “And they found two more yesterday out by the Bennett property,” another woman added. “Fortunately, those two were dead.” 
 
    “So many mutants,” Sorcha murmured. 
 
    “Indeed,” a third woman sighed. “We’ll have to speak to Medrick about this at his weekly meeting. It’s unacceptable that all these mutants should be roaming around so freely and so close to the town.” 
 
    “How did the two mutants die?” I asked, curious to hear what explanation had been offered. 
 
    “They think a dark mage killed them,” the first woman whispered in a conspiratorial tone. “And the mutant they found this morning was probably working with him.” 
 
    “Why would a mutant work with a dark mage to kill other mutants?” I asked in confusion. “Wouldn’t the mage be hunting this other mutant as well?” 
 
    “Who knows how those people think,” the second woman sniffed. “The mage probably promised to turn the mutant back into a human or something in exchange for helping him hunt other mutants.” 
 
    The rest of the women nodded in agreement, and a discussion about the perfidious nature of black mages began. There was a little sympathy for the captured mutant, however, and more than one local suggested that the mutant should be executed, though why wasn’t exactly clear. 
 
    Sorcha and I broke away from the group and walked quickly down Main Street. I noticed a pair of deputies outside the police station door where they kept a careful eye on the people on the street. The Chief expected trouble, which didn’t bode well for the mutant. 
 
    “Could it be someone from the wastelands?” I mused once we were clear of the town and could talk quietly between ourselves. 
 
    “I suppose,” Sorcha frowned. “But I can’t imagine how Vance survived Peter’s attack. They were determined to kill someone.” 
 
    “Maybe Dani arrived and saved him,” I offered. 
 
    “But why come here?” Sorcha asked as she shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Maybe she had something she wanted to tell us,” I replied. “But we won’t know anything until we find out who the mutant is.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to figure that out after we talk to Charles,” Sorcha stated. “If it is Dani, we’ll have to get her out.” 
 
    “But that’s the other thing that doesn’t make sense,” I added. “If it is Dani, or someone else from the wastelands, then where’s Vance? Wouldn’t he come with them, so they could go back after they did whatever they were going to do?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of Peter’s crew,” Sorcha noted. “But you’re right, they’d still want Vance with them, so they could get back.” 
 
    “Maybe Vance is hiding somewhere,” I said as I scanned the edge of the road. “Out near the Bennett place. If he heard the rumors about a black mage, he may be too afraid to appear.” 
 
    “Let’s talk to Charles,” Sorcha replied as we turned onto Lewiston Road, “and then we can solve the riddle of the mutant. After that, we’ll buy the horses and leave town.” 
 
    It was still early enough that most of the adults that lived along Lewiston Road were still home, as well as the older children. Men in business clothes chatted to each other as they prepared to head into town while women tried to herd the older children toward Main Street. We drew more looks as we walked by this morning, so we picked up our paces and kept our eyes straight ahead. 
 
    The sound of Lewiston Road in the morning followed us until we were well out of sight of the residents. We were nearly to the fork in the road before the buzz of human speech was replaced with the calls of morning doves and the sound of a raccoon scrounging for berries. It started to drizzle as well, and the world soon became a damp and chilly mess. 
 
    A mist hung over the bog by the time we reached the end of the rutted road, and the old house looked like it was floating in midair. A duck called from somewhere in the reeds and another one responded, but otherwise, the place was quiet. 
 
    “Freya?” I called out tentatively.  
 
    “Maybe they’re still talking?” Sorcha said when neither Freya nor Charles appeared after several minutes. 
 
    “Should we go back to town?” I asked.  
 
    “I guess Freya could find us there,” Sorcha sighed. “I just hate to waste a day waiting around.” 
 
    “We’ll get the horses, see if we can learn anything about the prisoner, and then leave,” I stated. 
 
    Sorcha nodded and we turned around, prepared to follow the brief plan I had laid out. 
 
    “You did this!” Charles Darwin shouted as he stepped in front of us. His dark eyes blazed with fury and his skin had flushed red. He also held a rifle in his hands, which he now pointed at the two of us.  
 
    Despite the fact that I was on the wrong end of the gun, I wanted nothing more than to reach out and grab it as the itch in my palm started up again.  
 
    “Stay back,” Darwin warned when I started to lean forward. “And keep your hands where I can see them.” 
 
    “Where’s Freya?” Sorcha asked. “She asked us to come back this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, I know she did,” Darwin snapped. “She begged me to work with you this morning. We argued about it all night.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Sorcha replied quietly.  
 
    “She went to find you after our argument,” Darwin continued. “And that’s when they arrested her.” 
 
    “Arrested…?” I muttered. “Freya’s the mutant they arrested? But… she’s not… is she?” 
 
    “Why the hell do you think her parents sent her to me?” Darwin exploded. “Those nosey parkers found out what she was once before and her parents needed to get her away before the mages could arrest her. She was safe here until you two turned up.” 
 
    “We didn’t turn her in,” I stated. “We didn’t even know she was a mutant.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have gotten so close to the town if she hadn’t been looking for you two,” Darwin insisted. 
 
    “But who turned her in?” Sorcha asked. “Someone must have said something to the mages. Or seen something.” 
 
    Darwin shook his head, but I could see him work through the possibilities despite his anger. The gun was still pointed at us, but I saw his finger ease away from the trigger. If only I could touch it, I could get rid of the itch, but I forced my palm open and rubbed it against my leg while we waited for Charles Darwin to reach a decision. 
 
    “She doesn’t go into town,” Darwin muttered. 
 
    “You let her wander,” Sorcha continued. “At some point, she must have gotten close to the town, maybe talked to some people there. And surely, someone must have realized that you had company. Like the clerk at the store, or maybe someone you trade with.” 
 
    “Some people knew my granddaughter was here,” Darwin admitted, “but no one knew she was a mutant.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” I said. “We didn’t turn her in.” 
 
    “But she was looking for you,” Darwin snapped as his finger moved back to the trigger. 
 
    “We’ll help you,” Sorcha offered. “We’ll help get her out of jail.” 
 
    “And then what?” Darwin demanded. “Where is she supposed to go next?” 
 
    “She can come with us,” I offered. “It’s why she wanted to talk to us.” 
 
    “She… wanted to leave?” Darwin stammered. 
 
    “She asked us to take her west with us,” Sorcha admitted. “We just thought she was bored with staying around here and so we told her that it would be a dangerous trip and she shouldn’t come.” 
 
    “We didn’t realize she was a mutant,” I added.  
 
    I could see Darwin struggle with the idea that his granddaughter had sought out a pair of strangers and asked them to help her leave. Neither Sorcha nor I spoke as a myriad of emotions swept across his face, but the anger eventually subsided, and a tired look settled on his features. 
 
    “There are stories,” Darwin sighed. “They say there are places out west where mutants can live normal lives. She used to talk about finding those places, but I told her the trip was too dangerous and the stories were probably fake anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the west coast,” I said with a nod toward Sorcha. 
 
    “I know of a town, further south than where we’re headed,” Sorcha mused. “A healer on the island once told me it was nothing but mutants who lived there. I think I laughed at the time, but she goes there to trade, so maybe it was true.” 
 
    “She hates hiding away,” Darwin huffed. “She wants to have friends and to talk with someone her own age. I know that.” 
 
    “We’ll help you,” I reiterated. “We can be gone from Motown before anyone even realizes she’s missing.” 
 
    “And in return?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    “We won’t ask for anything,” I replied. “I would like to see your guns, but we’ll help you even if you say no.” 
 
    Darwin weighed my offer for a moment, then slowly lowered the rifle. 
 
    “Why would you help her?” he asked. 
 
    “Because we know she’s a good person,” I said. “And we know she doesn’t deserve to be tossed into the wastelands.” 
 
    Darwin snorted, then shook his head. 
 
    “They want to execute her,” he replied. 
 
    “For what?” I wasn’t surprised after the conversation we’d had with the ladies of the town that morning. 
 
    “Who knows,” Darwin sighed. “The general theory is that she colluded with a black mage. Somehow that involves killing other mutants, and they seem to think that there are more mutants close by, led here by Freya so the mage could kill them as well.” 
 
    “But…” I stammered as I tried to make sense of the accusations. 
 
    Sorcha and I were responsible for the dead mutants, which Darwin knew, and we were also responsible for the rumor of a black mage, which Darwin did not know. Still, the whole thing had become convoluted, and I suspected the local Chief of Police and Medrick the Mage hoped to put a quick end to it all by blaming Freya, and whoever they could get to play the part of a black mage. Like two out-of-town visitors who showed up around the same time. 
 
    “Damn it,” I finally chuffed. 
 
    “Is there somewhere we could sit down?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    Darwin considered her request for several moments, then finally walked toward the moss encrusted planks that led from the edge of the water to the porch of the crumbling house. Despite their half-eaten appearance, the planks held and Darwin disappeared inside the vine-encrusted cottage. He stepped back onto the porch a moment later with three folding chairs that he quickly set up beneath a rotting window frame. Unhappily, the rifle was no longer in his hands, though the itch told me it was still nearby. 
 
    “This is all you get for now,” he declared when he realized Sorcha and I still stood near the end of the trail. 
 
    We walked over to the plank bridge, and I tested it with my right foot. The plank bowed slightly, but held, even when I put both feet on it. I started across, though I moved slowly so I wouldn’t slip on the rain dampened moss.  
 
    Sorcha waited until I was nearly across before she started along the planks. She tested each step carefully as well, even though she had just seen two larger and heavier men make the trek across without any problems.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Darwin called out to the blonde mage as she picked her way toward the porch. 
 
    “Nothing good ever follows that statement,” Sorcha replied as she took another cautious step forward. 
 
    “You expect to make it to the west coast with this one in tow?” Darwin snickered. 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot lately,” I replied. “She’s tougher and stronger than you might think.” 
 
    Sorcha arrived on the porch with a soft thud and snorted at my statement. 
 
    “I’m tired of getting my clothes bloody, or wet, or dirty,” Sorcha declared. “I would like to get through one day, even one morning, without needing to change.” 
 
    Darwin shook his head as we sat down in the chairs and turned his gaze toward the small patch of grass that bordered the bog. From this vantage point, you could see the densely wooded parcel of land, the dirt path that wound beneath the branches, and the legion of wildflowers that edged the space between the grass and the trees. On a sunny day, it would be a beautiful sight, but beneath the gray clouds and steady drizzle, the tree trunks had turned dark, and their branches loomed over a desultory scene. Even as we watched, the riotous colors of the flowers were swallowed up by the creeping fog. 
 
    “I promised to keep her safe,” Darwin mused. “Just one simple request, and I leapt at the chance. I was so sure I could do this one thing for them.” 
 
    “You haven’t let them down yet,” Sorcha said quietly. “We’ll free her and help her move on.” 
 
    “You know, my sons have asked so little of me over the years,” Darwin continued. “I know they think I’m just an old fart who can’t let go of the past, but I was certain this was something I could do. I mean, I wasn’t just a state trooper. I was a prepper. I know how to survive. Hell, I built that shelter, and I kept my sons and wife alive while the rest of our town disappeared.” 
 
    “Evan mentioned you were in the police,” I remarked when no one spoke for several moments. 
 
    “Not the police,” Darwin sniffed. “State trooper. A lot of time on the highway in the beginning, but I’d worked my way into investigations right around when that damned meteorite hit.” 
 
    “But your wife wanted to help?” I prodded. “After the meteorite?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Darwin sighed. “She said people would need her. She was a nurse, you know. She and the boys left, went to her parents’ place near Camden. We kept in touch, though, and she’s the one who convinced Evan to come talk to me.” 
 
    “So how did Freya end up here?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s part of my youngest son’s brood,” Darwin replied. “They didn’t know right away that she was a mutant. Nothing obvious when she was born, you know, so the doctor put it down as a normal birth and they took her home. But she could run and jump before most kids her same age, and she was faster and more coordinated than any of them. The first outward signs didn’t hit until she started puberty. That’s when the ears started to change and the tail grew in.” 
 
    “She keeps it well hidden,” Sorcha commented. 
 
    “Well, the tail’s pretty easy,” Darwin noted. “Those rabbit tails aren’t much more than a puff of fur.” 
 
    “Rabbit,” I said in surprise as I tried to picture the dark haired beauty with the puffy tail and long, floppy ears. 
 
    “It’s the ears that are the problem,” Darwin continued. “She keeps her hair long, which helps, and she can style it so they’re hidden.” 
 
    “And she keeps the hat on around strangers,” Sorcha added. “Even inside.” 
 
    “She’s always very careful,” Darwin replied. “So I don’t know how someone here found out.” 
 
    “Maybe they talked to someone in Camden,” Sorcha suggested. 
 
    “Damn mages,” Darwin muttered. “They’re nothing more than mutants themselves, and I saw what those bastards could do. Trying to pass themselves off as some sort of saviors when they nearly destroyed what the meteorite hadn’t. Fuck the lot of them.” 
 
    “Did someone in Camden turn her in?” I prodded. “Someone who might notify the authorities here?” 
 
    “No one ever told me the whole story,” Darwin huffed, “but I’ve been able to piece some of it together. Their local mage was under scrutiny from his bosses at the Magesterium for letting several mutants slip through his fingers, so he needed to prove he could still be counted on. He announced that everyone in the town would have to be checked by a doctor because the Magesterium had warned him about some new disease. That turned out to be a complete lie. Instead, they checked everyone for mutations. Freya wasn’t the only one they found, but my son had enough forewarning that he was able to get her out of the house. It was a long, hard trip getting her here after that.” 
 
    “So maybe the mages talked to each other,” Sorcha suggested. 
 
    “She’s been here over a year now,” Darwin mused. “Why take so long?” 
 
    “Maybe they just now figured out where you were,” I replied. 
 
    “I was a little surprised when they didn’t rush right out here when she first escaped Camden,” Darwin admitted. “It’s not like it was any great secret that we were all related, but then I realized that my family always came here, and if they never bothered to tell anyone where I lived, well, maybe no one else in Camden knew. I started to believe that she would be okay out here.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about the jail?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen the police department building if you walked out here from town,” Darwin stated. 
 
    “We have,” I agreed. 
 
    “St. John’s is the part with the offices and the public areas,” Darwin continued. “The new piece in back is where they have the cells.” 
 
    “Do you know where the doors and other entry points are?” I asked. 
 
    Darwin studied me for a moment, then finally gave me a quick smile. “You’re serious about helping her out?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sorcha insisted. 
 
    “Huh,” he muttered as he turned his gaze back to the woods. “Might just be able to pull it off, then.” 
 
    “I noticed they had a couple of deputies on duty outside the main door today,” I remarked. 
 
    “Chief Parker’s not a bad man,” Darwin replied. “He doesn’t believe in crowd justice, and I guess I should be grateful for that.” 
 
    “Is there another door to the jail?” I pressed. 
 
    “There’s a door on the north side of the jail,” Darwin mused. “But it’s always kept locked. It’s only opened when they’re taking someone out of the jail.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Sorcha asked after several minutes of silence. 
 
    “Medrick wants to act quickly,” Darwin snorted. “To reassure everyone that the Magesterium is still very much in control. And to reassure his bosses, as well. I wouldn’t give them more than a day or two before they have their paperwork in order and they trot her out to the green.” 
 
    “Not much time to plan an attack,” I noted drily. 
 
    “But I know the layout of the place,” Darwin said with a smirk. “And how they operate. Hell, I helped them build that police department at Evan’s urging. Should have stayed in my hole instead of listening to that old coot.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh because Darwin sounded very much like Evan when he said that. I saw Sorcha had a grin as well, and Darwin eyed us both with a suspicious glare. I started to explain, then stopped and turned to look toward the trees once more. 
 
    “I think we’re about to get some more company,” Darwin said as he stood up. 
 
    It had been a faint noise at first, the clink of metal and a steady hum, the types of sounds that aren’t normally part of a bucolic scene. But even as we stood up, the noise grew louder and moved closer. It quickly resolved itself into the sound of people moving along the rutted path. And not just a few people either; it sounded like half the town was picking its way along the old road, though how they could all fit on the weed infested track was a mystery to me. 
 
    As the first of the locals marched into the clearing, the rain began to come down harder. The grassy field quickly turned muddy as more and more feet tramped across it, and soon the only thing we could see was a swath of angry faces, all directed toward us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Darwin scowled at his neighbors and started to turn toward the door to the shack, but Sorcha placed a hand on his arm and gave a slight shake of the head. 
 
    “If they don’t already know about your weapons, then you don’t want to give them another reason to hate you right now,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    Darwin pulled his arm free, but he didn’t make another move toward the rifle he had left inside the shack. Instead, he lifted his chin, crossed his arms, and stared defiantly at the people of Motown. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing on my property?” he demanded. 
 
    “You brought the mutant here,” an unhappy man in a moth-eaten cape snapped in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    “I brought my granddaughter here,” Darwin replied angrily. “After she was chased from her home by a bunch of close-minded bigots who thought she was perfectly charming until they found out she had a tail.” 
 
    “She’s a murderer,” a blonde woman with a double chin and ample bosoms declared. 
 
    “Then prove it,” Darwin snapped back. “You know you can’t, but you’ll let that twit of a priest of yours string her up anyway so you can go back to pretending that you’re safe in your homes.” 
 
    The crowd stirred restlessly, and some of the more adventurous souls took a few steps toward the old plank crossing. Darwin stomped across the porch which made the whole framework quake, and planted himself at the foot of the little bridge. 
 
    “This is private property,” Darwin declared. “And you’re all trespassing. So turn yourselves around and go back to your sorry lives, and maybe I won’t send the Chief out to arrest you.” 
 
    “We deserve answers,” a man in a business suit demanded. He had mud on the edge of his pant legs, and a small river of water was pouring from the back of his hat. 
 
    “About what?” Darwin retorted. “About how my granddaughter was the fastest runner on her team, or how she won an award for her poetry? Because if you’re expecting me to tell you she’s some terrible creature that will sneak into your houses and kill you, you won’t get that.” 
 
    The crowd went quiet for a moment, and a few people looked uncomfortably at the crowd, like they weren’t sure why they were there.  
 
    “You have guns,” a timid voice called out from somewhere near the back. 
 
    The crowd roared its agreement, and once again, everyone turned their focus back to Darwin. 
 
    “This again,” Darwin huffed. 
 
    “You used to carry them when you were a deputy in the pre-magic world,” the businessman pointed out. “We’ve all heard you tell those stories.” 
 
    “What do guns have to do with my granddaughter?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    There was a moment of confusion, and then someone started to push their way to the front of the crowd. Darwin stiffened and I could see why. The person who emerged from the crowd wore a light brown slouch hat with a brass star. There was no doubt this person was part of the local police department. 
 
    “Sorry, Charles,” the deputy said. “Word spread that I was coming out here. They got themselves worked up and started off while I was still meeting with the Chief.” 
 
    “Then you can remove them from my property while you’re here,” Darwin retorted. 
 
    “I will make sure they all leave,” the deputy agreed. “But I do need to ask about your guns.” 
 
    I fought the urge to turn around and look at the shack and to keep my hands from the pocket where the snub nose still rested. 
 
    “I’ve been over this how many times with you people?” Darwin snapped. “I don’t have any guns. And what does this have to do with my granddaughter’s arrest?” 
 
    The deputy shuffled his feet and looked uncertainly at the crowd. 
 
    “Oh, hell, Fishman,” Darwin barked, “they’ve obviously already heard. Apparently, I’m the only one who hasn’t. So please, enlighten me.” 
 
    “There were two more mutants found yesterday, out by the Bennett place,” the deputy replied. 
 
    “I did hear that,” Darwin admitted as he glanced at me and Sorcha. “I heard they were dead.” 
 
    “They were,” the deputy agreed. “But... the Chief says it was gunshots that killed them.” 
 
    The crowd, which had remained quiet through the exchange, began to hiss and murmur, and I saw a few of the younger men start to pick up rocks.  
 
    “And?” Darwin demanded as he ignored the crowd. 
 
    “And the Chief thinks your granddaughter used one of your guns to kill them,” the deputy finished. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Darwin laughed. 
 
    “So they wouldn’t reveal she was a mutant,” the deputy explained. 
 
    “But it’s not a crime to kill a mutant,” Darwin pointed out, “so what is she being charged with?” 
 
    Deputy Fishman opened his mouth to respond, but then closed it while he tried to think of an answer. 
 
    “She’s working for a black mage,” the businessman insisted. 
 
    The deputy shrugged, as if that was as good a reason as any. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Fishman?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    “I’ve come to arrest you,” the deputy admitted. “For harboring a mutant and possession of banned firearms.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Darwin snorted. 
 
    An angry murmur swept through the crowd at that, and Deputy Fishman glanced anxiously between the two sides.  
 
    “Charles,” the deputy sighed. 
 
    “You people have searched this property dozens of times,” Darwin pointed out. “Have you ever found a gun?” 
 
    “No,” the deputy admitted. 
 
    “So what makes you think you’ll find one this time?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    “Maybe you should go back to the police department,” Sorcha said into the sudden silence. Her voice had dropped a register and taken on a very soothing tone. “Send these people home, and then you can go discuss this with the Chief.” 
 
    “Discuss it with the Chief,” Fishman repeated. 
 
    “Ask him where he thinks Darwin has hidden his guns,” Sorcha suggested. 
 
    Darwin looked as if he was about to say something, so I quickly shook my head.  
 
    “I’ll ask the Chief where he thinks you would hide the guns,” Fishman stated.  
 
    “You’ll come back later, after you’ve made sure everyone in the crowd has gone back to the town,” Sorcha continued. 
 
    “Hey!” someone protested. 
 
    “I’ll send everyone back to town,” Fishman declared. “And then I’ll come back to talk to you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Darwin replied. 
 
    “Alright, people,” Fishman yelled. “You folks need to get on out of here. You’ve got no right to be here, so that makes it a matter of trespassing.” 
 
    “But aren’t you going to arrest him?” someone demanded. 
 
    “When I’ve got my proof,” Fishman responded as he started to push a few of those closest to the bank of the pond back toward the road. “Once we have the guns, we can bring him in.” 
 
    “But what if he comes after us in the night?” the busty blonde demanded. 
 
    “We’ll have people watching him and watching the town,” the deputy assured her. “Now, you folks need to get moving.” 
 
    The crowd grumbled, but I caught Sorcha’s frown and knew she was trying to convince some of the other people in the crowd to leave. It was a trickle at first, as those who had looked less sure about being here led the way along the track. The deputy kept pushing and Sorcha murmured in her hypnotic voice until even the most stubborn townsman had finally turned his back on us and trudged back through the trees to the Lewiston Road. 
 
    “That’s a neat little trick,” Darwin commented when the only sounds to be heard were the frogs and the birds. 
 
    “It won’t keep them away forever,” Sorcha replied. “They’ll come back.” 
 
    “Then we should probably grab what we can and move on,” Darwin replied. “I’ve got a camp we can use for now until we’re ready to break Freya out of jail.” 
 
    “We’ll help you carry stuff,” I said as I glanced toward the shack. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Darwin snorted as he caught my look. He ducked back into the shack and collected the rifle, then started down the gangway.  
 
    “Nice try,” Sorcha snickered as she trailed after the ex-trooper. 
 
    “It was worth a shot,” I sighed as I followed her. 
 
    Darwin led us back to the underground home he shared with his granddaughter. We followed him down the steps again, though the door stayed open this time. He went toward the kitchen first and handed Sorcha a large sack and told her to start filling it with whatever food she could find. Then he pulled me back toward the two storage units I’d seen before. He fumbled with a switch on the wall in the first room and studied the boxes piled there.  
 
    “Ammo,” he murmured as he handed me a heavy box, “arrows for the bow and m-r-e’s.” 
 
    Another box was added to the one I had in my arms, and then he clicked off the light and went into the next storage room. The itch in my palm was nearly unbearable as I followed him through the door, and I knew this was the room with the rest of the guns.  
 
    Darwin piled another pair of boxes onto my already weighty load, then grabbed a pair of cases from one of the shelves. He stepped back into the hallway and turned off the light in the storage room before I could stumble across the floor and back into the buzzing light of the hallway. 
 
    “Food?” Darwin yelled out as he picked up the bow that Freya had carried when we first met her. I saw him slip the rifle into the quiver, and I nearly volunteered to carry the bow and arrows as well, just so I could be close to the gun. 
 
    “I think I’ve got everything,” Sorcha replied as she shuffled from the kitchen with the sack in her arms. 
 
    “Then let’s get going,” Darwin ordered as he started up the stairs.  
 
    Sorcha and I watched him disappear through the door in confusion until his face reappeared and he held out a hand. 
 
    “Hand me the sack,” he instructed. 
 
    Sorcha lifted the bag as far as she could, and Darwin grabbed it with both hands. He tugged it over the edge, then held a hand out for Sorcha. She quickly climbed up the steps, then disappeared from view as she stepped to the side. 
 
    I set the boxes on the ground first, then handed them to Darwin one by one. When the last box had made it to the top, I clambered up the steps and back into the rain. Darwin nodded, then dropped the door back into place. This time, though, he slipped his hand beneath the latch and I heard a lock click into place. 
 
    “Don’t want anyone ransacking the place,” he said when he stood up. “Now, stay close by and watch your step.” 
 
    This last bit was added as Darwin handed me a stack of boxes once again before he slung the bag of food over his own shoulder and grabbed the cases. He looked at Sorcha for a moment, and she quickly snatched up the bow and quiver. Satisfied that we had everything, Darwin walked off into the mist and rain, and promptly vanished from view. Sorcha and I exchanged looks, then quickly darted off in the direction we’d seen the ex-trooper take. 
 
    “I warned you to stay close,” Darwin grunted when we finally got up to him.  
 
    “We will,” I quickly assured him. 
 
    He grunted again, then suddenly peeled off into the woods. If there was a trail he was following, I couldn’t see it. But then, I couldn’t see much of anything over the boxes I carried. I stumbled along and tried not to trip over a tree root or slip and fall on a pile of wet leaves, both of which became more difficult the deeper we ventured into the forest.  
 
    We finally stepped into a clearing, and I realized that the rain had started to come down harder. It pelted me in the face and the back of my neck, despite the hat and jacket I wore, and I could feel it dribble down my back beneath my shirt. Without even looking, I knew the hem of my pants were probably muddy, and my boots would need a good scrubbing. I glanced toward the sky, but there was nothing but dark clouds to be seen. 
 
    “Now what?” Sorcha asked as she looked around. 
 
    The clearing where Darwin had led us to was the edge of more bog, and the ground we stood on was quickly turning to soup beneath our feet. The only direction that even seemed viable was the one we had just come from, but Darwin moved toward the edge of the water without hesitation. He barreled through a layer of reeds and cattails, and then I heard his boots step onto wood.  
 
    Sorcha and I exchanged glances, then followed more carefully through the mud. We found the small wooden platform easily enough, and I set the boxes I carried on the planks next to the sack and cases that Darwin had lugged through the woods.  
 
    “Give me a hand,” Darwin ordered when I straightened up. 
 
    It took a moment, but I realized he had a small boat hidden in the growth. It was covered with a camouflage tarp and tied down to the dock. I removed the tarp while Darwin righted the boat and dropped it into the water.  
 
    “We’ll be able to lose them as we move deeper into the swamp,” Darwin noted as he started to pack our supplies into the boat. “There’s not one of them that knows this area as well as I do.” 
 
    “Won’t this make it harder to get back to the town?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “We’ll actually be closer to the town,” Darwin laughed. “But they won’t figure it out, as long as we’re careful.” 
 
    With that, Darwin helped Sorcha into the boat, and then gave me an impatient look when I didn’t immediately leap into the boat as well. I clambered in and took a seat next to the Irishwoman. Darwin grunted, then stepped into the boat. He handed me one of the paddles that had been stowed under the benches, then sat down at the front of the boat with the other paddle.  
 
    The trip through the swamp was one of the quieter and more eerie ones I’ve ever taken. There was little sound beyond the noise of our paddles as we dipped them into the water, and even that was muffled by the fog that hid everything from view except the largest of the trees. The boat scraped against skeletal branches and floating driftwood, though it was impossible to see anything in the water before we hit it. Despite Darwin’s assurances that he knew where he was going, it was impossible to tell where we were. Whatever landmarks might exist were lost in the rain, the mist, and the clouds that seemed to have moved closer to the earth. 
 
    Darwin stopped paddling at one point, and we started to drift in the slow pace of the water. He peered into the dense fog, as if he could somehow see through it, then leaned over the edge of the boat and studied the water. Apparently satisfied with what he had found, he started to paddle again, this time toward the bugle call of a crane. 
 
    “That’s got it,” Darwin muttered a few minutes later.  
 
    We turned into a tunnel shaped by tangled tree limbs overhead and lined with a dense thicket of reeds that pressed against the boat. We pushed off from the plants in this section, rather than the water, and I was certain that we would stop soon and tramp across more muddy ground to this secret camp. But the tunnel suddenly ended, and we found ourselves on the edge of a small lake.  
 
    Darwin turned around and grinned, then started to paddle toward the far shore. He directed us toward another dock, this one little more than a pair of pilings and a few weatherbeaten scraps of pine wood. But Darwin tied up the boat quickly, then leapt from the boat onto the dock without any apparent concerns. When he didn’t fall through into the water below, I helped Sorcha climb onto the dock as well. 
 
    “You said we’re closer to the town?” Sorcha asked as she looked around the forest that ringed the lake. “After all that?” 
 
    “We’re just on the other side of the town,” Darwin replied as I handed him the supplies from the boat. “Most people don’t even remember that the swamp stretches that far. Of course, it helps that McGraw doesn’t let anybody use this lake.” 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I said I peered into the trees. 
 
    “Oh, he lets me use it,” Darwin assured us. “We have an understanding.” 
 
    “That’s… good,” I replied as I climbed onto the dock with the bow and quiver. 
 
    “Camp’s just ahead,” Darwin said. “McGraw and I set it up years ago, though he doesn’t make it out here much anymore.” 
 
    “Who is this McGraw?” Sorcha asked as she accepted the bow and quiver from me. 
 
    “Just another old fart,” Darwin sighed as he handed me the stack of boxes yet again. “He and his wife owned this before the meteorite hit, and in the immediate aftermath, they opened it up to people who needed a hand. When the guests tried to turn it into a town, though, McGraw put his foot down. Said the lake was his and it was going to stay that way. There was quite a stink, let me tell you.” 
 
    “I’ll guess you were one of the few who sided with McGraw,” I remarked. 
 
    “You’d be right about that,” Darwin replied. “That’s why I still have privileges.” 
 
    Darwin had started down a well-worn path that led into the pines and oaks than surrounded the lake. Deep beneath the trees, the fog vanished and the sounds of wildlife returned. The rain started to lessen as well, and a few slim rays of sunlight peeked through the leaves. It was positively normal, and I could almost forget why we were out here. 
 
    Near the edge of a brook, the ex-trooper suddenly veered off the path and climbed up a small hill. I tried not to grumble as I picked my way slowly along and wondered if it would really be any great loss if I were to lose the boxes in the brook.  
 
    As I reached the top of the hill, I nearly dropped the boxes in frustration. Darwin had vanished again, but I spotted Sorcha near a stand of trees. She gave me an encouraging smile, then pointed up.  
 
    And then I nearly let out a whoop of joy. We had indeed finally reached Darwin’s camp, though camp wasn’t quite the right word. It was a treehouse, though bigger and better built than the ones we used to build as kids. Darwin was on the deck with a pair of binoculars, and he barely acknowledged my arrival at the top of the hill as he peered at something in the distance. A moment later, he held up a mage light and flicked it off and on several times. He peered through the binoculars again after that and then nodded at whatever he saw. 
 
    “Just letting McGraw know we’re here,” Darwin called down when he saw I was still standing near the edge of the hill. 
 
    “How…?” I started to ask, but Sorcha had already walked to my side and taken one of the boxes from the pile.  
 
    “There are stairs,” she assured me. “They’re just well hidden.” 
 
    She led me around to the other side of the treestand toward a thicket of wisteria. The vines were thick and heavy and had probably been there since before the meteorite. But they also made for convenient camouflage, as I discovered, for hidden beneath the tangle were the steps that led up toward the treehouse’s entrance. 
 
    “This is clever,” I noted as I started slowly up the stairs. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a treehouse like this.” 
 
    “The McGraws built this for their own family,” Darwin explained as I finally stepped onto the platform that served as the deck for the treehouse. Darwin took the rest of the boxes from me and set them under a tarp at the far edge of the deck, then opened the cedar door that led inside. 
 
    “Did they live in here?” Sorcha asked as she looked around the treehouse, and I wondered the same thing as well. 
 
    It had a sofa and two chairs, a small writing desk, a compact kitchen with its own table and chairs as well as the sack of food we had lugged from the underground home, and a loft where I could just make out the foot of a bed. There was also artwork on the walls, a wall of windows that looked out over the lake, and a stove that kept everything toasty warm.  
 
    “They built it as a fun place to spend time together on the lake during the summer originally,” Darwin said as he kicked off his boots and set them on an old carpet by the door, then draped his jacket over a hook. “After the meteorite hit, McGraw turned it into more of a watchtower. He and I added a few things over the years after that and made sure it was always stocked. I doubt there’s anyone left in Morristown that still knows it’s even here.” 
 
    “What about McGraw’s family?” I asked as I copied Darwin and removed my boots and jacket. Sorcha did as well, and we soon had a nice little line of muddy boots and damp jackets by the door. 
 
    “Wife passed away a few years back,” Darwin replied as he opened the stove, then added a few pieces of wood and some kindling. “Lost one daughter in those first months after the meteorite hit, and the other one a few years later. His son is nearby, but he doesn’t come out here much. He’s got his own farm to tend to.” 
 
    “I can’t believe people used to build treehouses like this,” Sorcha mused as she moved toward the windows and drank in the view of the lake. “This is nicer than many homes.” 
 
    “Those were the days,” Darwin snickered. 
 
    “How often do you come out here?” I asked as I wandered around the compact space. I opened a few of the cabinets in the kitchen and found pots of herbs and spices, clean plates and cups, jars of pickled vegetables, and something called a ‘Veg-O-Matic’. 
 
    “Just enough to keep it in shape,” Darwin admitted as he closed the grate on the stove and looked around. “Freya spent a lot of time here where she first came to Morristown, but she got pretty lonely since I was at the main base and McGraw pretended she wasn’t here. That was to protect her, of course, but still, it probably stung.” 
 
    “It’s a good hiding place,” Sorcha mused. “Most people don’t look up.” 
 
    “And this place blends in nicely with the trees,” Darwin agreed. “One of the updates we added later.”  
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Sorcha asked as she tested one of the chairs.  
 
    “I’d like to get more information about their plans for Freya,” Darwin replied as he sat down on the sofa. “Just to get an idea of how much time we have to work with.” 
 
    “But they’ll be looking for you in the town,” I pointed out. “And if you do show yourself, then all that trouble we went through to hide our trail will be useless.” 
 
    “So, Hex and I will have to go to the town,” Sorcha said. “There’s less chance that we’ll be recognized.” 
 
    “But still a chance,” Darwin snorted. 
 
    “We did use his name at the general store,” I admitted. “And there were a lot of people in that mob.” 
 
    “Please don’t suggest that McGraw be the one to investigate,” Sorcha huffed. 
 
    “That old fart would probably hear about the latest cure-all at the general store and forget why he was supposed to be there,” Darwin said with a shake of his head. “No, it will have to be the three of us. If we’re careful, we can get in and out of town before anyone knows we were there.” 
 
    “We should slip in at night,” I said. “The town’s a lot less busy then.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Darwin said with a nod. 
 
    “We have a few hours before nightfall,” I said as I glanced out the windows at the silver waters of the lake. 
 
    “I guess I could take the bow and practice a bit,” Sorcha mused. “I haven’t had much chance to use one recently, and I would hate to miss my shots when it counts.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I could spend some time with Hex,” Darwin added. “Show him what I have in the armaments department.” 
 
    I perked up at that and glanced toward the cases that Darwin had carried the whole way here. I noticed the rifle sitting nearby as well, and I almost drooled at the thought of holding it finally. 
 
    “I’ll just get my boots back on,” Sorcha declared as she moved toward the door. She grabbed up her boots and jacket, the bow and the quiver, and then slipped back out onto the porch. I heard her drop into one of the cedar chairs on the deck, and then a few moments later, she walked across the beams toward the stairs. 
 
    “Let’s do this outside,” Darwin suggested. 
 
    We gathered up our own boots, and Darwin collected the rifle and the cases as well. We stepped outside into the cool air and quickly slipped on our boots and jackets. Darwin walked toward the end of the deck, near the spot where I’d seen him signal to McGraw. A pair of brackets had been nailed to the treehouse and a cedar board placed across them to make for a cheap and easy table top. Darwin placed the cases on the table, then turned to look at me. 
 
    “How much do you really know about guns?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I said with a shrug. “Evan gave me a book about guns, and I’ve looked through that. But I haven’t figured out how to create one just by looking at the picture.” 
 
    “But do you know how to handle them?” he pressed. “Do you know the proper way to hold one when you’re just carrying it, or the proper hand position to use when you fire a gun? Do you know what to do when someone hands you a gun?” 
 
    “Ummm,” I hesitated. 
 
    “Thought so,” the ex-trooper huffed. “We’ll have to go over some of the safety aspects as well, obviously.” 
 
    “Evan mentioned something about that,” I admitted. “But it’s been okay. I’ve only shot the people I meant to shoot. And most of the time, I only need one shot.”  
 
    “Then you’ve been lucky,” Darwin snapped as he shook his head. “Freaking mages think they know everything.” 
 
    I thought of a few snarky responses, but the guns were so close now, and I really had to touch them. I told myself to be patient and let Darwin do this the way he thought best. This guy knew about guns, and I wanted to get better at them, so it was my time to just shut up and listen. 
 
    “Let’s start with the five most important rules about firearms,” Darwin declared as he crossed his arms and glared at me. “These rules are absolute. If you don’t follow them, you don’t get to fire the guns.” 
 
    “Okay,” I conceded as I tried not to scratch my palm or stare at the cases that sat so close by. 
 
    “Rule number one,” Darwin intoned. “Always keep your weapon pointed in a safe direction. That means away from people and anything else you don’t want to shoot. If you like your dog, don’t point a gun at it.” 
 
    “Got it,” I declared. 
 
    “That leads directly to rule number two,” Darwin continued in his very serious voice, “and this is probably the most important rule there is. Always, and I mean always, treat every gun as if it is loaded.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I replied. 
 
    “Except you have no idea what I mean by that,” Darwin snorted.  
 
    “I do, too,” I protested. “It means, um, don’t play with guns. Especially if they have bullets in them.” 
 
    “It means that if you always act like the gun is loaded, then you’ll always be following rules one and two, even if the gun is unloaded,” Darwin said cryptically. 
 
    “So, don’t even point an unloaded gun at something I don’t want to shoot,” I translated. “Yeah, that makes sense. So you can be absolutely sure there will never be an accident.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” Darwin said. “If you’re fucking around with a knife, and you cut yourself, well… your dumb ass is going to get stiches, but you probably won’t die. If you fuck around with a gun, either you or someone you like is most likely going to get killed. Guns are beyond dangerous, so pay attention to these rules.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I repeated the first two rules in my head. 
 
    Darwin didn’t look convinced about my level of understanding, but he took a deep breath, then moved on. 
 
    “Rule number three,” the ex-trooper announced. “Keep your trigger finger outside the guard and off the trigger until you’re ready to fire.” 
 
    “Sure, that makes sense,” I declared, though I felt the heat rise in my cheeks as I remembered how I had ran through Evan’s school with my finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Darwin snickered. “Don’t lie to me. You’ve kept your finger on the trigger, even when you weren’t ready to fire, haven’t you?” 
 
    “It was during the middle of a battle with the mages,” I asserted. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Darwin snapped. “If you’re not ready to shoot, keep that finger off the trigger. There’s just too many ways it can go wrong otherwise.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I insisted. “I just never thought about this before. Hell, I’d never even handled a gun until a few days ago.” 
 
    “Good thing Evan sent you to me,” Darwin sighed. “What kind of crazy magic dreams up a gun mage and doesn’t bother to include the basics of gun safety as part of the package?” 
 
    “I don’t know how magic works,” I said with a shake of my head. “I know a little about each gun, like what the bullet is supposed to look like, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Freakin’ magic,” the ex-trooper griped. “Okay, let’s try rule number four. Know your target, know your line of fire, and know what lies beyond your target.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “I understand that.” 
 
    “Do you really?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    “Um, shoot only at your target,” I summarized. It was, after all, the same lesson we’d had with bows and crossbows. 
 
    “Good lord,” Darwin sighed as he shook his head. “Look, it comes down to this. The only thing you ever want to shoot is your target. In a controlled situation, like a driving range, that’s easy to do. But when you’re in the field, so to speak, that becomes a lot harder. Your target will probably be moving, and possibly firing back at you, and there will be other people and objects around that you don’t want to shoot. You need to make sure before you pull the trigger that there’s nothing in the path between the end of your gun and the target, and you also need to be aware of what’s behind your target, in case the target moves or what’s behind your target moves, or your bullet hits the right target and keeps going through. And remember, bullets move a hell of a lot faster than arrows. You don’t have enough time to adapt and change.” 
 
    “That… seems like a lot to take in,” I replied. 
 
    “You can do it quickly, and the more you do it, the better you’ll get,” Darwin stated. “But you need to do it, or you’ll end up with a lot of bad shots.” 
 
    “Okay, so I have to study the area before I shoot,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Darwin closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his forehead. I’d seen my father do the same thing whenever he was frustrated, and it was usually followed by a declaration about a headache coming on. 
 
    “Last rule,” the ex-trooper said with a sigh, “And this one is going to be tough for us, and I’m not sure how we’ll accomplish it, but, you should always wear appropriate eye and ear protection.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” I replied as I thought about the warning on the box of buckshot.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll have to work on that,” Darwin mused. “Now, I’ve got ear plugs and safety glasses that I use when I’m going to fire a gun, and Freya has a set that I gave her, but that’s all I have. Maybe if you find an abandoned sporting goods store, you could scavenge for what you need.” 
 
    “Sporting goods store, got it,” I agreed. 
 
    Darwin still looked skeptical about my ability to understand the rules or my willingness to follow them, but after a moment, he shook his head, then glanced toward the table where the cases rested. I could see him consider the options, and then he pulled a pouch from one of the interior pockets of his jacket. He pulled out two ovoid objects, attached to each other by a long cord, and a piece of plastic with little arms, similar to what Evan had worn over his eyes. 
 
    “For ears and eyes,” Darwin announced as he draped the cord around his neck and placed the plastic on the bridge of his nose. “Now, let’s start with something easy.” 
 
    With that, the ex-trooper picked up the smallest case and opened it to reveal a handgun, like the Colt revolver or the Smith and Wesson snub nose.  
 
    “Probably the most common weapon carried by law enforcement before the meteorite,” Darwin said as he pulled the weapon from the case.  
 
    It was black, and shorter than the Colt revolver, but without the chopped look of the snub nose. It was perfectly proportioned and looked like it was sized to fit exactly in my hand. I could see the texture on the grip and the word Glock etched into the metal on the barrel. 
 
    I started to reach for it, but Darwin pulled the weapon away from my hand. The ex-trooper pulled a slanted box from the grip, peered inside, then snapped it back into place. Next, he pulled the rear half of the barrel back and checked inside the weapon itself. Satisfied with whatever he saw, the gun expert closed the weapon and held it up for my inspection. 
 
    “Glock nineteen,” Darwin stated. “Nine millimeter, lightweight, it’s considered a compact handgun, so it’s smaller than most other nine millimeter models, which makes it easy to handle and to carry. This one comes with the standard magazine capacity, so you’ll only have fifteen bullets instead of seventeen or nineteen.” 
 
    He pulled the slanted box from the bottom of the grip again and held it out for my inspection. 
 
    “This is the magazine,” the ex-trooper explained. “The bullets are loaded in here, and then you place that in here.” 
 
    He jammed the slanted box into the bottom of the grip, and I heard a click as it moved into place. He pointed it out over the trees again, this time with both hands on the gun and pulled the trigger. Of course, nothing happened beyond a faint click, but I could imagine the sound for myself. 
 
    “Now, the Glock is a semiautomatic,” Darwin said as he handed the gun to me.  
 
    “It’s really light,” I said in surprise as I held the gun for a moment, felt it imprint upon my hand, and then started to point it toward the trees. 
 
    “No!” Darwin snapped and I froze in place. 
 
    “What?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Rule number two,” he snapped. 
 
    “Ummm, always treat every gun as if it’s loaded,” I recited as I lowered the gun and stared at it. “But you just showed me….” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” the ex-trooper insisted. “You need to check it for yourself.” 
 
    “Okay,” I stammered as I thought about what he had done.  
 
    “Point away from anyone and anything else while you’re doing it,” Darwin warned. 
 
    I nodded as I turned the gun toward the surrounding woods. I took a deep breath, told myself it was simple, pressed the button on the grip, pulled the magazine from the grip, and peered inside. It was still empty, so I slid it back into place, then pulled back the rear of the gun and looked inside the hole on the side of the barrel. It was empty as well, so I pushed it back into place and glanced at Darwin. 
 
    “Better,” Darwin grunted. “Everytime someone hands you a gun, check to see if it’s loaded. Even if you have just seen them check to see if it’s loaded. Get it?” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I smiled down at the weapon in my hands. 
 
    “Now, the nine mil can fire a lot faster than anything else you’ve handled so far. That can be handy in a bad situation, but you can’t let yourself get carried away either. You’ll shoot through those fifteen bullets and have nothing left for the rest of that army of mages that’s descending on you.” 
 
    “It seems very easy to use,” I commented as I lifted it to my shoulder.  
 
    “Even with a full magazine, it’s nice and easy,” Darwin agreed. “Very little recoil and accurate as all get out, especially if you’re careful with your bullets.” 
 
    I aimed toward a distant tree and pulled the trigger. I heard the faint click, but when I tried to pull the trigger again, nothing happened. Confused, I lowered the gun and studied the trigger.  
 
    “When you fire the bullet in a Glock, the recoil forces the slide back,” the ex-trooper explained. “That allows the extractor to remove the spent cartridge and the firing pin to reset so you can pull the trigger again. To load the next bullet, you have to move the slide forward. That strips the next bullet in the magazine and forces it up the ramp and into the chamber. It’s a system built around the energy of the bullet resetting the mechanism.” 
 
    Darwin promptly demonstrated by pulling the slide back again, then pushing it forward. When he pressed the trigger, I heard the weapon click. 
 
    “Do I have to slide it forward after every shot?” I asked. 
 
    “Let me show you,” Darwin replied. “There is a spring in the front part of the gun around what’s called a ‘guide rod.’ This rod always forces the slide forward. You probably felt it pull when you yanked the slide back to see if it was unloaded.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as he pulled the slide again. Sure enough, I could see the guide rod at the front of the weapon that was pointed in the same direction as the barrel. 
 
    “This lever on the left side is the slide release. It hooks on the slide and keeps it back. Then you can insert a full magazine, press the release button, and then the slide will move forward and load your next bullet into the chamber.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really smart,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” he snickered. “Glocks are great guns, but something to consider is that not every weapon empties with the slide back like this. So, it wouldn’t be a bad habit to always rack the slide back to get that first round chambered.”  
 
    I nodded as he handed the weapon back to me. I pulled the slide back, as I had seen him do, then pushed it forward. When I pulled the trigger, I heard the faint click, and I smiled like a kid who’d just discovered a secret horde of candy. 
 
    The Glock was so light that I could imagine myself pulling it out in all sorts of tricky situations. I pictured a fast moving mutant and swiveled the gun as if I was tracking a target. Then I tried shooting one-handed from around the edge of the building. Before I knew it, I was testing one-handed shots from all sorts of crazy poses, and I completely forgot that Darwin was even there as I lost myself in a fierce battle with a group of fire mages. 
 
    “Now, in a pinch, you can fire with one hand,” Darwin interrupted as he watched me. “But for best control, you should always try to keep both hands on the weapon. Especially with Glocks. They tend to have FTEs if you don’t really have a tight grip on them.” 
 
    “FTE?” I asked.  
 
    “Failure to Eject,” Charles answered. “It’s when the brass gets stuck in the slide after the bullet is fired. You’ll have to rack the slide to clear it. Glocks are very reliable weapons that will fire covered in mud or gunk, but if you don’t have a tight grip, the weight of the slide will pull the lightweight body up and back too much and the casing won’t line up with the ejector.” 
 
    “So keep a tight grip,” I replied sadly as all my grand visions faded away.  
 
    “Let’s move on,” Darwin suggested as he held his hand out for the Glock. I reluctantly returned it to its owner, who checked again for bullets before he returned it to its case. 
 
    “You do that every time,” I said. 
 
    “Every time,” Darwin agreed as he smiled at me. “You are starting to get it.” 
 
    Darwin picked up the gun he’d carried when he had confronted Sorcha and I after Freya’s arrest. It reminded me a bit of the Maverick, with two stacked barrels, but the bottom barrel was sealed except for a small hole, and a grooved canister surrounded it.  
 
    Darwin held the gun toward me, with the barrel pointed toward the trees. Without saying a word, the ex-trooper pointed toward a button on top of the gun, which he pushed backward until it covered a red dot. Next, the silent guru turned the weapon upside down, and held it up to show me the bottom. It wasn’t solid on the bottom, but had a small chamber where I could just see the metal end of a big bullet.  
 
    The ex-trooper then pointed toward a small clip that held the bullet in place. With his thumb, he pushed the clip downward and a bullet in a red plastic case, just like the ones we’d found in the mutant wasteland, slid into the chamber. 
 
    Darwin repeated that three more times until no more bullets appeared in the chamber. Then he turned the gun over, pulled back the canister that slid along the bottom barrel, checked along the edge of the gun, then pulled back the canister one last time. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” the ex-trooper asked as he finally held the gun up for my inspection 
 
    “A rifle,” I replied with certainty. 
 
    “A rifle?” he sighed. “This is a Mossberg five hundred Thunder Ranch tactical pump action twelve-gauge shotgun with dual extractors, twin action ejectors and breacher style muzzle. It holds five shots, and it’s hard to miss with any of them. It’s very reliable and easy to maintain. Probably one of the best no-nonsense guns ever built.” 
 
    With that, he held the gun out toward me. I accepted it gratefully and let myself soak in the feel of the gun for several seconds as it imprinted upon me before I ran through the same sequence I had just watched Darwin perform. When he nodded at my inspection, I actually smiled in reply. 
 
    Having successfully completed Rules One and Two, I could take the time to study the Mossberg five hundred. The weapon was lighter than I expected, but there was something about the shape of it that spoke of power. It was flat black in color, which also added to its sense of menace, and I had a feeling that firing this would be unlike any of the other weapons I had fired before. 
 
    “Now, you don’t just pull the trigger with a pump action,” Darwin noted as he took the shotgun back. “The guns you’ve used so far have all made it easy for you.” 
 
    “You have to slide the canister or something to reload it?” I guessed as I tried to make sense of the images that had flashed through my head when I held the shotgun. 
 
    “That’s right,” Darwin said as he set his stance and pointed the gun over the tops of the surrounding trees.  
 
    I watched as he aimed at a target, then quickly pulled back the canister before he pulled the trigger. I was disappointed when nothing happened even though I knew there was no ammunition in the weapon. 
 
    “Try it,” Darwin instructed as he handed the weapon back to me.  
 
    I completed the first and second rules, then copied his stance, and picked out a nearby tree. I pulled the pump and then the trigger, and for the briefest of moments, I thought I could hear the rumble of the weapon as it fired. 
 
    “Now, since this is a tactical weapon and meant to be fired quickly and repeatedly, the recoil is more than manageable, even if you use a more powerful load,” Darwin noted. “But it’s still gonna kick ya. Remember, whatever you add in power leaving the gun will come back to you as recoil in the arm and shoulder. You always need to adjust accordingly.” 
 
    “You can change the type of bullets you use?” I asked. “Or does this just use the buckshots?” 
 
    “It’s a shell when you’re talking about shotguns,” Darwin corrected me, “And, of course, you can change your ammo. Buckshot is a type of shotgun shell. Sprays small pellets in a cone where you point it. You can also get big old hunks of lead to shoot out, but instead of calling it a ‘shotgun bullet,’ we call them a ‘slug.’ What have you been using anyway?” 
 
    “It just appears with the gun,” I replied lamely. 
 
    “Well, there must be some way for you to adjust what you’re using,” he mused. “It doesn’t do you much good to have a five hundred if all you can use it for is tossing out chicken feed.” 
 
    “Well, I know the Maverick has Buckshot,” I said quickly. “It was on the box we found with the Maverick.” 
 
    “Did it tell you anything else?” the ex-trooper pressed. 
 
    “Ummm….” I stalled. “Zero-zero? With twelve ga?” 
 
    “Double-ought,” Darwin corrected. “Twelve gauge. Probably two and three quarters with nine pellets. That’s the most common.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it said on the box. You really know a lot about guns.” 
 
    “I’m just an old fart that knows old fart things,” Charles scoffed. “Everyone used to know all this stuff before the meteorite hit and the mages outlawed guns. Do you know how to load the Maverick?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” I hesitated. 
 
    “We can cover that, too,” Darwin sighed. 
 
    “I guess I hadn’t thought much about all this,” I replied. “This sounds complicated.” 
 
    “I suppose it can be,” Darwin conceded. “But we’ll learn ya. Now, let’s move on to an actual rifle.” 
 
    He took the Mossberg shotgun from my hands, placed it on the table, and then opened the last case. Inside nestled a sleeker, longer weapon, with a silver barrel, a dusky gray stock, and an hourglass shaped addition above the top of the barrel. This one looked elegant next to the work-a-day features of the shotgun, like the wealthy matron next to the dowdy floor scrubber. 
 
    “That’s a rifle,” I declared happily as I recognized the familiar shape. 
 
    “A Winchester Model Seventy,” Darwin intoned as he ran through his bullet check, “extreme weather version with a twenty-two-inch barrel. It uses three oh eight bullets, which is the perfect round for killing anything on this planet from up close or about three hundred yards away. On a good day, I can hit targets at five hundred, but the bullet is a bit of a heavy guy, so you really have to account for drop for any distance over three.” 
 
    He handed the rifle to me once the check was complete, and I ran my hands over the smooth metal of the barrel and the patterned surface of the stock. The feeling of the surge of power as the rifle imprinted was as glorious as always, and I had to force myself to focus on the matter at hand and not become lost in the euphoria. When the ex-trooper started to reach for the weapon, I repeated the check I’d just watched, in exactly the same order. When I heard a grunt of approval, I flashed another smile, then turned my attention back to the rifle. 
 
    It was about the same weight as the Mossberg shotgun, though it didn’t feel like it was all concentrated into one tight spot. I held it up to my shoulder and cheek, the way Evan had shown me, and let out a sigh of pleasure at how beautifully aligned it was. I realized then that the strange device on top let me see far away objects as clearly as the trees right in front of me, and I was reminded of the telescopes that the pirates in the ancient stories always carried.  
 
    “Wow,” was all I could say. “And I like this close-look device on top. It’s like one of those pirate things.” 
 
    “That’s the scope,” Darwin explained. “Helps you locate and focus on your target. A must-have if you plan on shooting from any real far distances. Now, this rifle only holds five rounds, but it’s easy to reload. And there’s very little difference between firing hot or cold barrel.” 
 
    “Is that a problem in other guns?” I asked. 
 
    Darwin stared at me for a moment, then shook his head. 
 
    “I can see we have a lot of ground to cover,” he sighed. “But yes, that can become an issue. Now, if you’re just hunting something for dinner, then you probably won’t fire enough shots to really heat up the barrel that hot, but if you’re fending off an army of mages, well, that could be a problem.” 
 
    “But not with the Winchester,” I said as I pulled it down and studied its length again. 
 
    “Main issue with this rifle will be the recoil,” Darwin added. “It does have that pad for the shoulder, but you’ll still feel a kick with any high performance cartridge.” 
 
    “Like the snub nose,” I offered. 
 
    “Well,” Darwin hesitated, then finally nodded. “I suppose you could make that comparison, although they’re really two very different weapons, and the Winchester is going to pack more punch with most of the cartridges it uses.” 
 
    “But you can use this to hunt large animals?” I asked as I thought about his initial description. 
 
    “Yep,” Darwin replied. “Wild boar, elk, moose, bigger deer, or even bears. It’s not something that you would keep by your bed and pull out to shoot an intruder. It’s more for long-distance shooting, and it will kill a human if you hit him pretty much anywhere.” 
 
    “Even on the foot?” I asked.  
 
    “Will blow it clean off. Like I said, this is a hell of a round. It’s made for big game. Humans can be killed with just a twenty-two if you get ‘em in the head or chest.” 
 
    “That’s the rifle I have,” I said. “And yeah, I’ve been making sure I aim for the head or chest. I noticed if I hit them anywhere else, they wouldn’t go down.” 
 
    “A twenty-two is fine for hunting varmints and such,” Charles said as he nodded, “but you’ll love this three-oh-eight.” 
 
    “I could have used this on the way here,” I sighed as I gazed down at the beautiful rifle. “We ran into a bear just outside the wastelands.” 
 
    “Noise usually works well to frighten bears away,” Darwin noted. “Unless it’s a mamma bear with cubs.” 
 
    “It was frightened away by noise,” I replied, though I didn’t mention the scavengers who had been the source of the noise. 
 
    Darwin took the rifle from my hands then and placed it carefully into the case.  
 
     “So, I thought the mages said that no one made bullets anymore,” I said as I studied the Mossberg shotgun that still sat on the table. 
 
    “I mostly make my own ammo these days, though I still have a few rounds of the good stuff squirreled away,” Darwin replied. “Have the basics I’ll need to make more in some of those boxes you carried over.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise as I tried to imagine what was required to make a bullet. “I thought it was some big, complicated process.” 
 
    “Pffft,” Darwin chuckled. “You can make a basic bullet easily enough. In fact, in the Old West, most hunters and trackers made their own bullets at some point. You might find yourself in the middle of nowhere and running low on bullets, or find yourself in town without any money. As long as you had lead you could melt and a mold, and gunpowder to fill it with, you were good.” 
 
    “But don’t you have to make the gunpowder also?” I asked. 
 
    “These days you do,” Darwin agreed. “I’ve worked out my own formulas over the years, based on what I could scavenge. Spent some time north of here, near the Picatinny Arsenal. I found all sorts of great supplies there. Enough to last two or three lifetimes.” 
 
    “Is that what was in the rest of the boxes?” I laughed. 
 
    “Partially,” Darwin admitted. “Because a gun isn’t any good if it doesn’t have any bullets.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed as I remembered telling Sorcha she could use the Maverick like a club if we couldn’t find any bullets. “Would you like to see the Mossberg Maverick we found in the wastelands? Maybe you could show me how to load the bullets-- I mean shells, we found.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Darwin agreed. “I haven’t seen a new gun in ages.” 
 
    I ducked back inside the treehouse and searched through our satchels until I found the Maverick and the box of shells. I grabbed those and returned to the deck where Darwin was running a cloth over the shotgun. 
 
    “An old over-under shotgun,” Darwin sighed as he took the weapon from my hands and quickly checked both barrels for ammunition. “People normally used a design like this to hunt birds, but this one has a short barrel, so it’s for home defense. It just has a single trigger, so that means it fires one barrel and then the other.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I could only fire the one I made twice and then it disappeared.” 
 
    Darwin admired the Maverick for a few more moments, then carefully placed it on the table. I started to pick it up, then remembered to check for bullets. I went through the same routine I had just seen the ex-trooper perform, and he nodded in approval.  
 
    “That Maverick is about as basic as they come,” Darwin noted, “but in a pinch, they’ll do the job. Now to load your shells, make sure you’ve got the safety on, then just press that button again, and slide a round into each chamber. Make sure the plastic end is the one heading down the barrel, and the metal end is the one facing the end of the stock.” 
 
    I did as he instructed, then clicked the barrel into place.  
 
    “Good,” Darwin declared. “Now unload it like you would during a check.” 
 
    I reversed the procedure, so that I had two shells in my hand when I was done. I returned them to the box and smiled at Darwin. The ex-trooper looked slightly more pleased with my gun-handling skills, though I still hadn’t earned a smile or even a nod of approval yet. 
 
    “Where’s that snub nose you’ve been walking around with?” the ex-trooper asked. 
 
    I pulled the gun from my jacket and handed it to Darwin. He started to examine the gun, then shook his head, and I knew I had somehow just ruined whatever good feelings he had about me. 
 
    “Cripes,” he muttered. “I just thought you left the safety off at the house to show that you were ready to shoot. Are you saying you’ve been carrying this thing around like this, and all the other guns, loaded and without checking the safety?” 
 
    “Yes?” I guessed. 
 
    “This is how people shoot themselves,” Darwin muttered. “Okay, this little switch here is the safety, and each of the guns I showed you have some version of it. Its main purpose is to prevent people from shooting the gun accidentally. Now, when you’re really ready to fire, you just slide it back, and now you can fire the gun.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s one on the Colt,” I said as I studied the tiny switch on the snub nose. 
 
    “There may not be one if it’s an old-timer,” he explained. “And by that I mean way older than me. They only have them on later guns. If you think about it, it’s a miracle more people didn’t shoot themselves in the foot back in the day.” 
 
    “Let me use my magic to summon a gun.” I set the safety on the snub nose, then tucked it back into my jacket. I was determined to prove that I could safely handle a gun, and I decided that I would do it with a gun of my own creation. I held my hand out for several moments as I tried to settle on which one I wanted to hold, but it was hard to pick just one. 
 
    “Go for the Winchester rifle,” Darwin suggested as he watched me grapple with the question. “I’m curious to see if it will have the scope or not.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed as I pictured the sleek beauty, complete with scope.  
 
    I felt the tingle in my fingertips, and then the striated surface of the Winchester. When I looked down, the slender weapon was there, though my version had the faint blue light that seemed to be the mark of my magic. It also had the scope, though mine looked less worn than the original. 
 
    “Ohhhh, it even has the scope,” Darwin gasped as I held up the Winchester.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I didn’t realize it would bring that too, but I thought about it when I used my magic.” 
 
    It was a little heavier than the original because of the bullets, but otherwise it felt the same. I peered through the scope at a pair of squirrels that sat on a distant branch and noted how well the cheek rest seemed to fit my face. The silver barrel glinted in the traces of sunlight that managed to make it through the clouds, and I felt a moment of pure satisfaction as I melded with the rifle. 
 
    “May I?” Darwin asked in a reverent tone. 
 
    I hated to turn it over so soon, but Darwin was the reason I even had access to such an amazing weapon, so I held it out toward the older man.  
 
    The ex-trooper took it with both hands and weighed it for a moment, checked to see it was loaded, and then checked the safety. He lifted a small, angled handle, then returned it to its position. He moved the safety backward then, and there was a click as he moved it into place. Satisfied, he brought the rifle up to his shoulder for a look along its sight. 
 
    “Nice that it comes with ammunition,” he remarked. “Could have used that in the old days.” 
 
    “On the down side, it disappears after I use the last bullet, and I can’t create another one for a full day,” I sighed. 
 
    “But you can create other guns during that time?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “Yep, until they run out of ammo,” I replied. 
 
    “Strange,” Darwin mused. “But then I never understood the whole magic thing.” 
 
    “I don’t understand much myself,” I admitted. “That’s what’s been nice about having Sorcha along. She’s been able to explain some of this. And when Evan said you knew a lot about guns, I really had it in my head that I wanted to meet you, and maybe learn something about them.” 
 
    Darwin didn’t respond to that. Instead, he lowered the weapon, checked the safety again, then pointed to the angled lever on the side of the gun. When I nodded, he lifted the lever away from the gun and pulled it back toward the stock. 
 
    “This is the bolt,” he said as he showed me the metal tube. “And this is the magazine. As you can see, that’s where the bullets are. If this were a normal gun, you’d reload it by pushing the bullets into the magazine.” 
 
    “Oh,” I commented as I peered inside the Winchester. 
 
    “Normally, you wouldn’t store guns with bullets in them,” he continued as he pulled one of the bullets out and examined it. “If you went hunting, for example, you’d remove any bullets you didn’t fire. Of course, a lot of people kept a loaded weapon in the house, the theory being that you wouldn’t have time to load the gun if someone breaks in during the middle of the night.” 
 
    “But you don’t like that,” I guessed by the somber tone of his voice. 
 
    “Most people aren’t well-trained with a gun,” he replied. “And there are a lot of other people in the house usually than just the one who bought the gun. I saw a lot of cases of what goes wrong when there’s a loaded weapon just lying around. Truthfully, I’m rather amazed that you haven’t managed to shoot yourself yet.” 
 
    “I’ve been careful,” I said defensively. “And I only pull the weapon when I have to.” 
 
    “What would happen if we removed all the bullets? Would the gun remain because you hadn’t fired the bullets, or would it disappear because the bullets were gone, period?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “We could find out,” Darwin suggested. 
 
    “Not with the Winchester,” I said quickly. “But there’s only one bullet left in the snub nose. We could take that out.” 
 
    Darwin held out his hand and I pulled the Smith and Wesson snub nose out from the pocket of my coat. I begged its forgiveness for the sacrifice it was about to make, then handed the gun to Darwin.  
 
    “Okay, put your thumb on the hammer and your index finger on the side of the cylinder,” he said as he demonstrated. “Now with your other hand, put your thumb on the cylinder release and your index finger on the cylinder. Since this is a Smith & Wesson double action revolver, you’ll move this button, which is the cylinder release, forward. Now you can just roll the cylinder out of the frame. Make sure you keep your index finger on the cylinder so it doesn’t roll back inside. Good so far?” 
 
    “Good so far,” I agreed. 
 
    “This little stem is the ejector release,” Darwin continued. “To clear this weapon, we press that down and tilt the gun back, and anything still in the chambers will fall out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied as I tried to hide the anxiety I felt. 
 
    “Now we can just slide that bullet out,” Darwin said as he tilted the snub nose. 
 
    The bullet slipped from the chamber and fell into his hand, and for a moment, it looked as if the gun and bullet would remain. But then the snub nose started to shimmer and lose shape, and finally, it vanished with a little pop. The bullet remained for nearly twenty seconds, but then it disappeared as well, and I couldn’t tell who was more disappointed, me or Darwin. 
 
    “Well, I guess that answers that question,” Darwin sighed. “Looks like you’ll need to keep them loaded. It’s great that the bullet sticks around for a bit longer though. It means your last shot will still do its job.” 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me and looked over my shoulder. Sorcha had returned and the crisp air had given her cheeks a rosy glow. She looked stunning at that moment, and I even heard Darwin give a grunt of approval.  
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked as she set the bow and quiver on the table next to the Winchester. 
 
    “Good,” she replied as she studied the rifle. “I’m definitely rusty, but I can still hit my targets. Have you two been having fun?” 
 
    “Charles showed me three new guns,” I replied without bothering to hide my excitement. “The one you’re looking at is a Winchester Model Seventy.” 
 
    “It’s got that strange glow, so it must be the one you created,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed as I picked the weapon up again.  
 
    It still felt perfect in my hands, but also muffled somehow. I couldn’t understand what was different until I spotted the safety. It was still in the locked position, so I moved the bolt handle up and down, then pushed the safety forward. I heard the click and smiled, then pointed the gun toward a nearby tree. 
 
    “Be careful,” Darwin warned. “We don’t want to alert the whole town we’re here.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed as I lowered the weapon and replaced the safety.  
 
    “Did you learn all about guns?” Sorcha teased.  
 
    “Well, I learned more,” I replied, “though there’s still a lot we need to cover. You should hold one, just to get a feel for it. You’ll probably have to use one someday soon, and it would be better if you were already comfortable with it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sorcha said warily.  
 
    I set the rifle on the table, then glanced toward Darwin. When I pointed at the small case that held the Glock, he nodded. 
 
    “Okay, five rules for handling a gun,” I recited as I opened the gun and removed the Glock nine millimeter. 
 
    “Five rules,” Sorcha repeated as she studied the weapon in my hand. 
 
    “First, always point it in a safe direction,” I stated. “So away from everyone else.” 
 
    “Got it,” Sorcha replied. 
 
    “Second, treat every gun as if it was loaded,” I continued. 
 
    “So what’s involved in that?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    I smiled, then showed her how to check the Glock for bullets. I started with the magazine, then showed her how to slide the back part to check the barrel. I was happy to see that the blonde mage watched everything very carefully, then nodded when she understood. 
 
    “I think I can do that,” Sorcha murmured. 
 
    “It’s a little different on each gun, but it’s not hard to figure out once you understand how guns work,” Darwin assured her. 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “So what’s the next rule?” 
 
    “Next, keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to fire,” I added. 
 
    “Like a crossbow,” Sorcha pointed out.  
 
    “Not just keep your finger off the trigger,” Darwin amended. “Keep it outside the guard. We don’t want any accidental shootings around here. 
 
    The Irishwoman nodded, which earned a smile from Darwin. I felt a moment of frustration that the mage had earned the ex-trooper’s praise so easily, then chalked it up to her spectacular good looks. 
 
    “Rule four,” I announced with appropriate gravity, “make sure you know where your target is, and everything that’s between you and your target, as well as anything behind your target,” I continued. 
 
    “Okay,” Sorcha said with less confidence as she thought through everything I’d said. 
 
    “So you don’t shoot someone or something else by accident,” I added helpfully. “You just need to be aware of everything around you when you’re using a gun.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Sorcha agreed. “Just from what I’ve seen over these last few days, it’s clear they’re much more dangerous than bows and arrows. And there’s no time to react.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Darwin declared. 
 
    “Okay, last rule,” I cut in, then paused for a moment. “Well, we haven’t figured out how to make this one work, but you should always wear eye and ear protection.” 
 
    “I can believe that after being around them,” Sorcha chuckled. 
 
    “We’ll try to find a Gander Mountain or Bass Pros Shop or something,” Darwin added, which drew puzzled looks from both me and Sorcha. “But don’t let me interrupt, you’re doing good.” 
 
    “Here,” I said as I handed the weapon to Sorcha. “Try it.” 
 
    Sorcha held it for a moment, then glanced at Darwin.  
 
    “I should check it first, right?” she guessed.  
 
    “She’s quick,” Darwin chuckled. 
 
    Sorcha performed the bullet check, more slowly than I had, and I realized she was using the time to study the gun. When she was satisfied that there were no bullets, she lifted it with one hand and pointed it toward a nearby tree. 
 
    “It may not feel heavy,” Darwin offered, “but it’s still got enough kick to force your arm up if you don’t keep a tight grip. You should keep both hands on the gun.” 
 
    Sorcha nodded, then placed her other hand on the gun. 
 
    “Now just pull the trigger,” I said. 
 
    Sorcha took a deep breath, then pulled the trigger.  
 
    “That was easy,” she said as she lowered the weapon and stared at it. 
 
    “We’ll let you practice with some ammo later,” Darwin replied. “So you can get used to the recoil.” 
 
    “Later,” Sorcha agreed as she handed the Glock to the ex-trooper. “I’m happy with the bow for now.”  
 
    “I’d say we had a good lesson today,” I declared. 
 
    “That we did,” Darwin agreed. “But I’ve got some more work to do before we head into the town. Why don’t you two toss together some dinner while I wrap up a few things?” 
 
    “What things?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I think I’ll surprise you,” Darwin snickered as he gathered up his weapons.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Sorcha and I managed to put together a fish stew of sorts using some supplies from the underground home, the herbs and spices in the treehouse cabinets, and our own dwindling collection of supplies. We took turns at the little stove and patrolling the deck to scan for strangers, but no one appeared to try to dislodge us from our hiding spot, and the treehouse started to smell rather delicious. 
 
    When Darwin reappeared the first time, he had a small hand-pulled wagon that he asked me to help load. He then returned to the trees with the wagon in tow and without any explanation, though he walked off with most of our gear and supplies, and all the guns. He returned the second time without the wagon or its contents and still refused to say where he had taken everything.  
 
    “Trust me,” he replied when I tried to grill him. “After we visit the town tonight, I’ve got a new camp we can move to that won’t bring any trouble down on McGraw. By the way, that stew smells pretty good.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re expecting us to get caught,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I always expect the worst,” Darwin asserted. “Helps me stay prepared.” 
 
    “And if we don’t run into any problems?” I asked. 
 
    “We can come straight back here,” Darwin replied. 
 
    “Dinner’s just about ready,” Sorcha announced. “There isn’t any bread, but I found a box of crackers in your old… house that we can use instead.” 
 
    We gathered around the tiny table after that and ate quickly. I’ve never been much of a cook, but the fresh salted fish survived our ministrations, as did the potatoes, onions and carrots. The fish was flaky and tender, with only a hint of fishiness, and the dried lemon peel that Sorcha had found gave it a nice zing. We all slurped the last few drops from our bowls, then glanced out the windows toward the lake. 
 
    “Sun will be down soon,” Darwin pointed out as we started to clean up. “We should start walking toward the town once we’ve finished with this. We don’t want to get there too late, or we’ll draw more attention to ourselves than we want. I’ve brought the Glock just in case. You might want to create one as well.” 
 
    I nodded, and once we had the treehouse back in order, I pictured the Glock in my hand. There was a brief tingling sensation, and then I felt the pocked surface of the grip in my hand. I inspected the gun for a moment, but when I caught Darwin’s glance, I quickly searched for the safety. 
 
    “Ummm,” I muttered as I studied the weapon. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he finally said with a smile. “The safety on a Glock nineteen is built in the trigger. No switches for you to press. See that little lever on the trigger?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I looked closer. 
 
    “The gun won’t shoot unless you pull the trigger, so remember our safety rule.” 
 
    “Keep your finger out of the trigger guard until you are ready to fire,” I stated. 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “It’s really simple. That’s why people like Glocks.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as I slid the pistol into my jacket pocket. 
 
    “Are we ready, then?” Sorcha asked as she pulled her jacket on. 
 
    Darwin nodded, then held the door open for us. Once we were all on the deck, he closed the door and led the way down the stairs. There was just enough light left to see the trail that Darwin followed as we moved away from the lake and down a gentle slope. We passed a gap in the trees near the bottom, and I could make out the edge of a roof in the distance and hear the whinny of a horse. 
 
    “Is that McGraw’s house?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
     “It is,” Darwin replied. “Damn thing’s big enough to hold a concert in, but he won’t move. Don’t know what the kids will do with it once he passes away.” 
 
    The trail eventually met up with a dirt road, which I assumed led to the house. Darwin led us away from the house as the last rays of sunlight faded away and toward the speck of lights we could see coming on in the distance. 
 
    The road passed through an old stone wall and an iron gate that had been built in the pre-magic days. The gate was closed, but Darwin eased it open without a sound, and we slipped through. We found ourselves on a wider road, also dirt, but crisscrossed with hoofprints and wheel ruts. It was clearly a busy road during the day, and as we drew closer to the town, we started to encounter more people, most of whom looked like they were heading home after a long day at work, but a few were drifting into town in search of entertainment. We’d timed it perfectly, and no one paid us any mind as we walked past the horse dealer and the old church, and ventured down Main Street. We stuck to the shadows as much as possible and kept our faces hidden beneath our hats. 
 
    As we neared the far end of the town near the jail, I could see a small crowd milling around nearby. A deputy stood outside the door to the police station and kept an eye on the townspeople, but he didn’t make any effort to break up their gathering.  
 
    “We should just go in there and get her,” I heard a man who smelled like stale beer declare. “I don’t know why we have to wait for some fool mage from the Magesterium to come. It’s all the same in the end. She’s dead and we’re safe.” 
 
    “As long as she’s alive, there’s always a chance that more mutants will come,” an elderly woman whined. 
 
    “Don’t forget that grandfather of hers,” a younger woman with a smirk added. “We all know he has guns.” 
 
    “That’s all the mages really care about,” a young man with a red birthmark on his cheek snorted. “If it weren’t for the guns, we could have been rid of the mutant already.” 
 
    The rest of the people rumbled their agreement with that assessment as we slipped along the edge of the crowd in the shadows cast by the old church. I saw Darwin flex his hand and knew he was fighting the urge to pull out the Glock. I was, too, and I’d only met Freya a few times. 
 
    “We need to figure out which cell she’s in,” Darwin whispered when we were far enough away from the crowd that we wouldn’t be noticed. “And we need to know if they have any other extra security besides the guard in front.” 
 
    “Too bad that crowd is here,” I replied. “It makes it a little more difficult to get a look inside.” 
 
    “I’m hoping they’ve decided to keep all the deputies on duty in the front,” Darwin noted as he crept further down the street. “If they have, we might be able to get a better look at the other door.” 
 
    We sidled down the street until we were at the back of the building. There were no windows along the wall, so we checked to make sure no one else was walking along Main Street, then darted across to the backside of the jail. We waited a moment, then peeked around the corner of the building. I could see a small stable, a practice ring for the deputies to work on their fighting skills, and more importantly, the door that Darwin had mentioned. 
 
    We edged around the corner and approached the door slowly, but there was no sign of any other humans around. The only noise from the stables was that of the horses settling in for the night, and the shed just behind the ring was locked and shut for the night.  
 
    “Oops,” Darwin muttered. 
 
    The locked door opened a hair, and light spilled around the crack. We looked frantically around the yard, then ran toward the shed and ducked behind it just as the door opened further. A moment later, a small figure in a dark dress peered around the edge of the door, then stepped quietly into the night. I heard the door close gently behind her, and then the woman started to tiptoe across the yard. 
 
    “I think that’s Mary Wright,” Darwin whispered. 
 
    The woman had reached the back of the building, and she peered cautiously around the corner. I couldn’t see much other than dark, shoulder length hair that curled at the tips, and a slender figure that looked more girlish than womanly. 
 
    “How did she get inside?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    But Darwin had already stepped out from the darkness and sprinted across the yard. He grabbed Mary from behind before she could even register he was there and wrapped a hand over her mouth while her brain tried to understand what was going on. He ran back to the shed with the young woman in his arms and deposited her in front of me and Sorcha. Her eyes were enormous, and I thought she might topple over just from the fright. 
 
    “Mary, it’s me,” Darwin said quietly, though he still had his hand over her mouth. “Freya’s grandfather.” 
 
    Mary blinked, then slowly nodded. 
 
    “Please don’t shout,” Darwin begged. “I just wanted to talk to you. Were you able to see Freya? How is she doing?” 
 
    “You have to remove your hand,” Sorcha said quietly. 
 
    Darwin finally dropped his hand, then stepped around the stunned woman to stand in front of her. He grasped one of the woman’s hands in his own and gave her a pleading look. 
 
    “Is she okay?” he reiterated. 
 
    “She’s okay, I guess,” Mary answered in a breathy voice that I had to lean in to hear.  
 
    “Where is she?” Darwin pressed. “Is she in one of the cells in the new section?” 
 
    “They put her in the last cell so people couldn’t see her,” Mary replied with a shake of her head. “But it means she doesn’t have a window, which makes her very sad.” 
 
    Because losing your life wouldn’t make you sad already, I thought to myself. 
 
    “But why are you here?” Darwin continued. “And how did you get in?” 
 
    Mary looked furtively toward the edge of the building, and for a moment, I thought she might make a run for it. Truthfully, I was fine with letting her go, as long as she didn’t alert anyone else to our presence. She reached a decision though, and I saw her straighten her shoulders and turn to face Darwin with a glimmer of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I asked my brother to get me in,” she admitted. 
 
    “Joe?” Darwin asked as he thought for a moment. “The lawyer?” 
 
    “His boss was appointed to represent her,” Mary explained. “But there really isn’t anything for them to do. Joe said it’s just for appearances. The Magesterium has already made a decision.” 
 
    “How did he get you inside?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    Mary blinked at me and Sorcha, and I could see her frown as she tried to figure out if she knew us. 
 
    “These are friends of mine from Brook Island,” Darwin finally explained. “They came here to drop off some… equipment, but they stayed to try and help Freya.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mary said as her lip quivered. “That’s nice, but I don’t think anyone can help her.” 
 
    “Just tell us how you got inside,” Sorcha suggested in a soothing voice. 
 
    “Joe went to talk to her again, to try to convince her to cooperate with the Magesterium,” Mary sighed. “He told her that if she told them about the guns you have on the property, they might exile her instead of executing her.” 
 
    “I doubt they’d keep that deal,” I muttered as I tried to sort through all the pronouns in her statement. 
 
    Mary let out a pitiful mewl when I said that, and both Sorcha and Darwin gave me a warning look. 
 
    “Please, keep talking,” Sorcha urged. 
 
    “Joe said I was there as his assistant,” Mary replied after a sob. “Everyone knows I sometimes help him around the office.” 
 
    “And they say you do a good job of it,” Darwin replied, though I thought what he really wanted to do was grab the girl by the shoulders and shake her. 
 
    “So when are the mages from the Magesterium expected to arrive?” Sorcha continued. 
 
    “Two days,” Mary sighed. “I don’t know why it’s taking so long. Medrick said they’re very busy for some reason.” 
 
    “Are they still looking for a black mage?” Sorcha pressed. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Mary admitted. “Medrick made it sound like that part was just made up and they think Freya and her grandfather are really to blame for everything.” 
 
    “They’ve been looking for an excuse to come after me,” Darwin hissed. “I can’t believe they’d use my granddaughter just to get to me.” 
 
    “It’s the guns,” I noted. “That’s what they really fear.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s so true,” Mary exclaimed in a voice that became even quieter as she got more excited. “You should hear Medrick talk about guns. He’s terrified of them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you were able to see her,” Darwin declared. “I didn’t realize you two even knew each other.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Mary stammered and she again glanced toward her escape route. 
 
    “You two were friends,” Sorcha stated, “and I would guess it started not long after she moved here.” 
 
    Darwin squinted at Sorcha, and then at Mary, who looked like she’d just been told the world would end in the next five minutes. 
 
    “How… did you know?” Mary asked so quietly that I had to hover over her just to hear her voice. 
 
    “Freya doesn’t like to be around a lot of people, but she does like having friends,” Sorcha replied. “And as much as she loves her grandfather, she would want someone closer to her own age that she could talk to about… certain things.” 
 
    Darwin started to protest, but Sorcha shot him a warning glance, and he fell silent. 
 
    “That’s so true,” Mary agreed. “I met her by accident, really. I mean, I’d heard that Mr. Darwin’s granddaughter was here, but I didn’t really think I would meet her. I just went to the pond to think, and then I saw the little road that led to the house, and I just started to walk down the road because… well, I just did.” 
 
    “And Freya met you at the old house?” Sorcha guessed. 
 
    “Well, she told me she had been following me the whole way, but she didn’t show herself until I was at that old shack,” Mary explained. “She wasn’t very nice at first, but I told her I could come back and visit. We’d always meet at the pond after that, away from the dock so nobody would see us if they came along.” 
 
    “That was very nice of you,” Sorcha said in a kind voice. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to be her friend,” Darwin conceded. “And that you’re still her friend, despite what people are saying about her.” 
 
    Tears started to pour down Mary’s cheeks then, and her whole body started to shake. Sorcha wrapped an arm around Mary’s shoulders, and Mary only just managed to stifle a sob by placing her fist against her mouth. 
 
    “I had no idea she had such a good friend here,” Darwin said quickly. “I’m so sorry you have to go through this.” 
 
    “But… you don’t… understand,” Mary stammered. “This is… my fault.” 
 
    “Whatever are you talking about?” Darwin asked in surprise. “How could any of this be your fault?” 
 
    Mary gulped, then turned her frightened eyes on Sorcha. 
 
    “Go on and tell him,” Sorcha urged. 
 
    “I knew Freya was a mutant,” Mary began. “She told me about two months after we met. She even let me touch her ears and her tail. I just thought it was the coolest thing ever, and I didn’t understand how she could be this evil creature.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Darwin muttered as he lowered his head. 
 
    Mary looked at the ex-trooper with a mix of uncertainty and fear, but Sorcha gave her shoulders a reassuring squeeze, and Mary drew a deep breath. 
 
    “I asked Medrick about mutants,” Mary continued in a shaky voice. “I asked him how he could be so certain that all mutants are bad. He told me that it was because eventually they all turn into animals, but they can remember what it was like to be human, so then they get angry and attack.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I assured her. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was true,” Mary sighed. “It just didn’t make any sense, but I said okay, and then Medrick asked if I knew any mutants.” 
 
    “Is that when you told him about Freya?” Darwin demanded. His voice had shot up and I had to place a hand on his arm to remind him where we were. He drew a calming breath, but I could still feel the tension in his bicep. 
 
    “No, no,” Mary said quickly. “But see, Freya snuck into town to see me this morning. She only does that when she has really big news.” 
 
    “And what did she tell you?” Sorcha asked quietly. 
 
    “She said she’d had a big fight with her gramps,” Mary replied. “She said she was leaving and going west with some new friends. Oh, is that…?” 
 
    “She did ask to come with us,” Sorcha admitted. 
 
    “She was so angry, but I begged her to stay any way,” Mary sighed. “She’s the only real friend I’ve ever had. I didn’t want to lose her.” 
 
    “Then how did Medrick find out about her?” I pressed. 
 
    “She kept talking about how she could finally be her real self when she made it to the west coast,” Mary explained, “and how it would be nice to be finally free of all the horrible people around here. I tried to tell her she should stay, but she wouldn’t listen. Then when I said I would go with her, she laughed and said I would probably be killed before we even reached the old Penn border. I was so angry with her then. She just laughed again and said she had to go find her new friends.” 
 
    “So she started to walk toward the town,” I surmised. 
 
    “But she avoids the roads and she always uses a circle route so she can check to see if she’s being followed,” Mary continued. “So I ran ahead and found Medrick and told him I knew a mutant and I knew she was heading to town and where she was coming from. I thought they would just send her away. I didn’t think they would kill her.”  
 
    “God Almighty,” Darwin swore beneath his breath. 
 
    “Where did you think they would send her?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mary admitted. “Joe said they have reservations where they keep mutants once they finish turning into animals. I guess I thought they’d send her off to one of those.” 
 
    “But you said you don’t believe that’s what happens to mutants,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But they send them somewhere,” she huffed. “I mean, they must. Right?” 
 
    “They do,” Sorcha replied. “But they’re not very nice places.” 
 
    Mary looked like she was about to start sobbing again, so Sorcha pulled her into a tight hug that left Mary’s face pressed against the Irishwoman’s shoulder. 
 
    “Charles?” I murmured when I saw the look of rage that crossed his face. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he snapped as he forced his eyes away from Freya’s one-time friend and toward the cell block that held his granddaughter. 
 
    “I can help you if you’ve come to get her out,” Mary declared as she pulled away from Sorcha. 
 
    “We just came to look at the building,” I replied. “Maybe peek in the window and see how she was doing. We were also hoping for news on her case, and you’ve already given us that.” 
 
    “I tried to get Joe to do more,” she sighed. “And I do think he wants to help her. He doesn’t think she’s going to turn into a vicious animal either. But it doesn’t matter how good an argument he puts forward, they’ve already made up their minds. All they really want are the guns, and then Joe says they’ll have to kill her, because that’s the penalty for owning a gun.” 
 
    “But no one’s been executed for gun possession in a very long time, at least not officially,” Sorcha mused. “I wonder why Medrick is so determined to carry through with this.” 
 
    “You should hear him talk about guns,” Mary gulped. “They sound so scary and terrible. And he says that the only reason anyone would have a gun is to shoot mages, and where would we be if all the mages were gone?” 
 
    “In a normal world,” Darwin snorted. 
 
    “Oh,” Mary murmured as she really looked at Darwin for the first time. She had probably never thought about the thousands of years that humans had existed without magic, and I could almost see the idea start to churn slowly in her brain. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the police?” I asked before Mary lost herself in the possibilities of a magic-free world. 
 
    “They’re very nice,” Mary replied with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “I mean, where are they in the building?” I explained. “Is someone always in the back, near Freya’s cell, or do they stay near their desks?” 
 
    “No one’s back there all the time,” Mary said. “But someone goes back every hour or so just to check on her. Mostly, they stay near the front. The Chief is very concerned about someone trying to break in and hurt her.” 
 
    “At least that gives us time,” Darwin groused 
 
    “I really would like to help,” Mary added. “I could keep the police busy. I could tell the police I saw another mutant and send them away from here.” 
 
    “That’s very nice, Mary,” I replied. “But we wouldn’t want you to get in any trouble. We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “But--” Mary started to protest. 
 
    “You should go home, now,” Sorcha suggested in her hypnotic voice. “We wouldn’t want your family to worry about you and wonder why you haven’t made it home yet.” 
 
    “I should go home,” Mary said after a moment. “Before my parents start to worry.” 
 
    “You’ll tell them you walked slowly and tried to avoid the crowds,” Sorcha continued, “because you didn’t want them to see you crying. That’s why it took you so long to get home.” 
 
    “I don’t want the crowds to see me crying,” Mary agreed as she kept her teary eyes on the Irish mage. 
 
    “You won’t tell anyone you saw us,” Sorcha added. 
 
    “Oh, I’d never tell anyone I saw you,” Mary declared in the loudest voice she’d used yet. 
 
    “Go home, Mary,” Sorcha commanded. 
 
    Mary smiled at the three of us, then skipped across the yard and peered around the edge of the jail. A moment later, she slipped off into the shadows and was gone. 
 
    “I should have known she’d go looking for friends,” Darwin sighed. 
 
    “Well, we know which cell she’s in now, and we also know how much time we have,” I pointed out. “And all because of that friend.” 
 
    “Who also happens to be the one who put her there,” Darwin sniped. 
 
    “I don’t think she really considered the consequences,” Sorcha replied. “She’s still very immature in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but she’s almost the same age as Freya,” Darwin conceded. “In the old days, she probably would have been diagnosed with autism or some such.”  
 
    “That’s probably why Freya thought she could trust her,” I mused. “Swear her to secrecy, just like we used to do when we were kids, and she wouldn’t tell a soul about knowing Freya, or that she was a mutant.” 
 
    “And then Freya announced she was leaving,” Sorcha added. “And leaving Mary to fend for herself again.” 
 
    “So she did what kids always do,” I finished, “she did the one thing she knew would hurt Freya. She turned her in.” 
 
    “I so want to hate that girl right now,” Darwin sighed. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “We have the information we need,” Sorcha pointed out. “We should get out of here ourselves so we can work on our plans.” 
 
    We moved to the edge of the jail, just as Mary had, though we didn’t skip across the packed dirt. Darwin peered around the edge of the building first, then moved quickly back toward Main Street. Sorcha went next, and then I brought up the rear.  
 
    I was surprised to see that the crowd had grown just in the time that we had spent behind the jail. There was no longer an easy way to slip along the sidewalk without bumping into people, so we would have to push our way through if we wanted to reach the other side of the town. 
 
    “I suggest we take the roundabout way back,” I muttered. 
 
    “I’m not ready to leave,” Darwin replied. “I want to make sure that this crowd doesn’t attack Freya.” 
 
    “Do you trust the deputies?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Darwin admitted after a pause. “The Chief runs a tight ship. He won’t let the mob take her.” 
 
    “Then we should go make our own plans,” Sorcha suggested. “And clearly, we’ll need to account for the crowd as well.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure Darwin would walk away from the Police Department, but he nodded a moment later and then led us along Main Street toward Lewiston Road rather than back toward the far end of the street. We had just passed the last lamp post when he turned onto a small dirt road that didn’t even rate a sign post. It was a dark, lonely stretch, and the few buildings I could pick out were shuttered for the evening.  
 
    But the road soon curved back to parallel Main Street, and the businesses gave way to a few homes with lights in the windows, and then a busier section where an inn, a saloon, and a brothel crouched on the same corner. There were plenty of people moving between the three buildings, but everyone deliberately avoided looking too closely at the other people on the street.  
 
    We made it past the last of the brothel crowd when our luck ran out. Two deputies strode down the road, though no one seemed to find that odd. I’d hoped they would pass us by without any comment, but something about our group must have caught their attention. One of the deputies, a slender woman with close cropped blonde curls, stopped as we passed each other and turned to watch us. 
 
    “Charles,” she called out in a commanding voice. 
 
    “Crap,” Darwin muttered. “That woman would have found Waldo every time.” 
 
    “Charles,” the woman repeated, even though the three of us had kept moving. 
 
    I heard her and her partner start to walk toward us, and I hesitated for a moment as my hand slipped toward the pocket where I’d stowed the Glock. 
 
    “You two keep going,” Charles said under his breath. “Pretend you’re not with me.” 
 
    Sorcha and I kept moving as Darwin turned around. 
 
    “Charles Darwin, I knew it was you,” the deputy stated, though she didn’t sound very happy about her discovery. “Couldn’t resist trying to get a look at your granddaughter, could you?” 
 
    Other people had stopped nearby to watch the unfolding drama, so Sorcha and I stopped as well. The woman deputy was focused on Darwin, but her partner scanned the streets, and I realized he was searching for us. I pulled Sorcha into the darkened entryway for a paint store and peered over the shoulders of the people who stood in front of us. 
 
    “What do you want, Lucille?” Darwin asked in a tired voice. “Haven’t you taken enough from me?” 
 
    “Sorry, Charles,” Lucille replied, and she did sound sad. “But we have orders to arrest you as well.” 
 
    “Without a single shred of evidence,” he remarked. 
 
    “You know the drill,” she commanded. “Keep your hands where I can see them.” 
 
    Charles raised his hands over his head, and for a moment, it looked as if he would be arrested. Lucille’s partner moved toward Charles with a pair of handcuffs, but as he reached for Charles’ wrist, the old man dropped to a crouch and kicked out. The deputy tumbled backward as he tried to regain his balance, but Charles was already on his feet and sprinting down the road. Lucille started to blow on a whistle, and then took off after him. 
 
    “What do we do?” Sorcha asked as the crowd poured into the street to watch the chase. 
 
    I’d kept my eye on the second deputy, and once he steadied himself, he didn’t leap after his partner like I had expected. Instead, he scanned the crowds again, and I saw his eyes land on Sorcha. 
 
    “Get moving,” I urged as I started to push our way through the gawkers.  
 
    “You,” the second deputy called out. “Stop where you are!” 
 
    Neither of us stopped, and the second deputy didn’t bother to call out again. I heard the tweet of his whistle as we made it to the edge of the crowd, and then Sorcha and I ran down the road after Darwin and Lucille.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to tail Darwin since Lucille kept blowing on the whistle. It was a clever, albeit annoying, way of letting her fellow deputies know where she was, which also meant more members of the Motown Police Department would soon join the chase.  
 
    The only thing that worked in our favor was that we were soon far enough away from the town that we were all running in the same dark expanse. The moonlight was muted, so the buildings and trees were little more than black smudges against a blacker sky. I no longer had any idea of where we were or where we were going, but I followed Lucille’s whistle until it suddenly went silent. 
 
    Sorcha and I both stopped when the whistle abruptly cut off and waited to see what would happen next. We were both breathing heavily, and I could see the little clouds that our breath made in the cold air. When nothing happened, we took a few more steps forward, then started running again when we heard a whistle behind us. 
 
    “Over here!” Darwin called out. 
 
    We stopped again and looked around, and I finally spotted the ex-trooper behind a weird pre-magic statue of a man with dark red hair in a yellow onesie.  
 
    “There’s an old trail we can use,” Darwin whispered when we joined him. “We’ll collect our gear, then head to the next camp.” 
 
    “Where’s Lucille?” Sorcha asked as she peered around the parking lot. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Darwin noted, “though she’ll have one hell of a headache when she wakes up.” 
 
    The whistles were drawing closer by that point, so Darwin ran across the parking lot, past a pair of pre-magic buildings, then disappeared from view completely. Sorcha and I gaped at each other as we ran after him, then stopped when we suddenly found ourselves on the edge of an old gulley. We could just see Darwin’s figure as he ran along the cracked concrete, and I wondered how a seventy-something year old man could keep up this pace. 
 
    I didn’t have time to consider it any further as the whistles closed in on the statue. Sorcha and I scrambled down the edge of the gulley, taking out a few shrubs and rocks as we slid down the side, then we ran in the direction we’d seen Darwin take.  
 
    It was nearly twenty minutes before we saw Darwin again. He had climbed out of the gulley and sat on the edge where he could see anyone else who might be behind him. He held up a hand when he saw the two of us, then watched as we stopped beneath him and tried to catch our breaths. 
 
    “Haven’t heard any whistles… in a while,” I managed to get out. 
 
    “They’ll stick to the road for a few minutes yet,” Darwin declared as he helped Sorcha climb out of the gulley.  
 
    “How far to your next camp?” Sorcha asked when she was at the top. “I’m assuming that’s where we’re going, since we did indeed find trouble tonight.” 
 
    “It’s not that far,” Darwin assured her, “and it’ll be a lot easier on the knees from this point on.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” I replied as I finally reached the edge and pulled myself onto the soil. 
 
    Darwin set off again, though at least he was walking rather than running. I couldn’t tell where we were, but there didn’t seem to be any buildings nearby, not even the rundown remains of the pre-magic Morristown. I was surprised, then, when I suddenly spotted the stone wall that ran around the McGraw property. We weren’t near the gate, though, and Darwin didn’t move toward the wall like I had expected him to. Instead, he veered off into a cluster of dead pine trees that had been taken over by a creeping vine.  
 
    “Meet our ride,” Darwin declared as Sorcha and I picked our way through the vines. 
 
    Darwin stood by a brown tarp that had been thrown over something boxy and about as tall as me. With an unexpected flourish, he yanked the tarp to reveal a pre-magic car. 
 
    Except it wasn’t a car, or at least not the kind that I had seen before. It wasn’t completely enclosed, though there was a metal frame around the seats and steering wheel. There were only two seats, and behind that, a storage area of sorts that jutted out past the back tires. A smaller tarp had been tied down over the storage area, and Darwin lifted a corner to show us that our gear had all been safely stowed. 
 
    “What is it?” Sorcha asked as she took in the black and gray vehicle. 
 
    “An A-T-V,” Darwin said with a grin. “An all-terrain vehicle. I had to convert it to run on vegetable oil, but it still works, and it will get us to our destination tonight while the rest of the police force is still chasing their tails.” 
 
    “Club Car X,” I read aloud as I stood in front of the ATV. 
 
    “Yep,” Darwin agreed. “The fifteen fifty. It’ll handle just about any terrain. People tend to underestimate them because they usually think of golf carts when you say Club Car, but this beauty has outlasted a lot of the others.” 
 
    “It only has two seats,” Sorcha pointed out as she looked doubtfully at the ATV. 
 
    “Well, either one of you will have to sit in the other person’s lap, or someone can ride on the back,” Darwin replied. “I’ll let you two decide.” 
 
    Sorcha and I looked at each other as Darwin took the seat behind the steering wheel, then pulled a key out from his pocket. He inserted the key in a slot near the wheel, then turned it. The ATV sputtered for a moment and then started to make a humming noise. It wasn’t high-pitched exactly, and it definitely didn’t sound natural. 
 
    I slid into the second seat and Sorcha climbed up onto my lap. She grabbed a hold of the frame as well as the metal armrest, then nestled against me as tightly as she could. All I could see was a mane of golden hair, and Darwin’s grin if I turned my head. 
 
    The ATV started forward and just squeezed between a pair of beetle infested trees. One side scraped against the last bits of bark, and then we were through and on the road. We bounced along as the ATV picked up speed, and I found myself craning my head sideways to avoid the onslaught of hair in my face.  
 
    “Let’s see them catch this!” Darwin chortled as we barreled off into the night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I was glad we had the ATV. Between the distance we had to cover and all the gear we had to lug, it would have taken us a good deal longer to reach the next camp. Not that I could see much of the trip with Sorcha in my lap, but Darwin finally started to slow down, and I peered around the Irishwoman’s shoulder to try and get a sense of where we were. 
 
    It was definitely an airport, though not as large as the one that had become the Liberty Mall. The few airplanes that remained were smaller, for one thing, and the scattered buildings would have looked lost among the concrete expanse at Newark.  
 
    Darwin drove across the painted concrete and a line of airplanes, then pulled into a building that reminded me of a barn, except much larger. Two more airplanes sat inside, one with the door open, the other sealed tight. Darwin pulled the ATV into a corner and then finally stopped. 
 
    Sorcha hopped down first and tried to run her fingers through her tangled hair. I tried not to grin as I took in her wind-blown tresses, but it was hard not to laugh at the mess that was her normally smooth golden locks. 
 
    “So we’re going to hang out here with the airplanes?” I asked as I tested the word I’d picked up at the Liberty Mall. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Darwin said as he pulled a pair of mage lamps from the back of the ATV and handed one to me. “We’ll be moving underground again.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Sorcha groused. “I knew you couldn’t stay away from deep, dark places.” 
 
    Darwin laughed at the assessment, then shook his head. He removed all of our weapons from the ATV, which he passed around, along with the sack of food, and then placed the tarp back over the ATV. 
 
    “My wife used to say I couldn’t stay away from the lake,” the ex-trooper finally replied. “She’s always insisted that they would give me a Viking funeral when I died.” 
 
    “A Viking funeral?” I asked as we started across the floor of the barn and headed toward a small door. 
 
    “You don’t know about Vikings?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “They were ancient humans,” Sorcha replied. “They sailed around the northern areas and plundered any towns they came across.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s accurate,” Darwin noted. “In any case, they were sailors and survived by knowing the seas. In one version of the death rites, the body was placed on a pyre built on a ship or barge. The pyre was lit, the ship released into the water, and everyone stood on the shore to watch the dearly departed return to the seas one last time.” 
 
    “Fire and water,” Sorcha murmured. 
 
    We stepped through the door and walked across a parking lot with a few cars, then down a short slope to the remnants of an old rail line. There wasn’t much left of the track except one rusty rail, which we followed to a small range of hills. The rail disappeared, but Darwin followed the edge of the hill around a curve, then he suddenly vanished from view. 
 
    “What the--?” I asked as I stopped. “Where did he go?” 
 
    “Nifty, huh?” Darwin’s voice called from somewhere just ahead of us. 
 
    “I thought he wasn’t supposed to be a mage,” I muttered as Sorcha and I started forward again. 
 
    The curve we had been following bent back toward us as it met another hill and the resulting mashup had created a fantastic landscape filled with boulders, stone pillars, and a gray-green moss that covered everything. There was a point where the slopes ran together, and on first glance, it looked like solid stone. But I could see a glimmer of mage light among the tumbled rocks, and as I picked my way through the scree, I saw that there was a small cut in the face, just wide enough for a man to slip through.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked as I slipped through the crack. 
 
    I could hear water dripping nearby and smell the earthy tang of cold stone. Darwin didn’t respond, simply led us deeper into the narrow crack. We finally emerged into a tunnel that was far too smooth to be natural. A railroad track ran along the middle of the tunnel and disappeared in the inky blackness beyond our lamplight. 
 
    Darwin led us along the track until we reached a point where a pile of rocks blocked the rail, then edged around to the other side through a narrow gap. I followed more cautiously and let out a low whistle of appreciation when I stepped into our next camp. Over the years, Darwin had dug a fire pit, hauled in plenty of dry wood, added a shelving unit which held several boxes, and stashed away several sleeping bags. It was dry, if cold, despite the water that I could hear. 
 
    “How did you know about this tunnel?” Sorcha asked as she slipped through the gap. 
 
    “This tunnel was built just before World War Two,” Darwin replied as he worked on building a fire. “It was built to make it easier to transport steel from Allentown to the Brooklyn Navy Yard, and needless to say, it became a lot more important after the war started. Once the Navy Yard shut down and the steel mills closed, though, the rail line was largely forgotten. But my old man was a history buff, and he used to love nothing more than to drag us kids along with him on the weekends when he would go looking for the forgotten places.” 
 
    “World War Two,” I mused. “That was, like--” 
 
    “A really long time ago,” Darwin interjected. “And no, I wasn’t alive then. The war happened some seventy years before I was born.” 
 
    It turned out that the rock fall served as a tidy wall, making it difficult for anyone to sneak up on us, even if they somehow found the entrance to the tunnel. It also trapped the heat and light on this side of the track which kept everything nice and cozy despite the chill in the tunnel.  
 
    After we’d snacked on some jerky and gulped down some water, Darwin opened up one of the boxes on the shelves and pulled out several pencils and a pad of paper. We gathered around the fire pit as he drew a map of the interior of the Police Department and showed us where all the offices were located as well as the cell where Freya was kept. We talked about the number of deputies in the department, as well as the rotation schedule they kept, and some of the other precautions that Darwin had helped establish in the department. By the end, we had a simple plan but one that would, hopefully, go off quickly and without any problems. 
 
    “So Medrick does this town meeting every week?” I mused. 
 
    “It’s mostly so he can talk about how great he is,” Darwin replied, “but he does sometimes help out the local citizenry as well. It also gives the townsfolk a place to complain, even if Medrick doesn’t intend to actually do anything to address their complaints.” 
 
    “Hopefully, Medrick will have a good turnout tomorrow night,” I said as I thought about the crowd gathered outside the jail. Our plan would work a lot better if we didn’t have to deal with an angry mob as well. 
 
    “You can count on it,” Darwin snickered. “They won’t pass up their chance to complain about the mutant invasion and Medrick will be happy to tell them all about his plans to kill off any surviving mutants.” 
 
    “The only real question that’s left, then,” Sorcha noted as she stretched the kinks out of her back, “is what to do once Freya’s free.” 
 
    “I’ll take her somewhere safe,” Darwin declared. 
 
    “But where?” Sorcha pressed. 
 
    “I’ve heard of places,” Darwin said vaguely. 
 
    Sorcha studied him in the firelight for a moment, then gave me a quizzical glance. 
 
    “You know, you two could come with us,” I replied. “You wouldn’t have to go all the way to the island if you don’t want to, but it would probably increase the odds for all of us to survive if we traveled together, at least for a while.” 
 
    “Is that what you offered Freya?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “Actually, we told her she shouldn’t come with us because it would be too dangerous.” 
 
    “But she can’t stay here,” Sorcha added. “Nor can you. And if the mages believe you have guns, well, they’ll be hunting you as well, so either way, Freya will be facing that danger.” 
 
    “Ah,” Darwin snickered. “But doesn’t it make more sense for us to split up? If we do that, then they’ll have two groups to hunt instead of one, and that may increase the odds of success for one of us, since they’ll have to split their resources.” 
 
    “They have a lot of resources,” I pointed out as I thought about all the mages I had faced since I discovered my magic. 
 
    “That they do,” Darwin agreed. 
 
    “Hex and I can do this,” Sorcha added. “But having someone with your skills and experience on the journey would make it easier.” 
 
    “And I would guess you’ve taught Freya a few things about survival as well,” I suggested. 
 
    Darwin stared into the flames for a minute, then regarded the two of us with an inscrutable look.  
 
    “Do you have a next step?” the old man sighed. “I mean, besides just heading west.” 
 
    “I was looking through the atlas Evan gave us,” Sorcha replied before I could say anything. “We can follow some of the old highways to Gateway.” 
 
    “Saint Louis?” Darwin asked in surprise. “Why there?” 
 
    “It’s the halfway point, roughly, between the two coasts,” the Irishwoman explained. “It’s the major transit point for people traveling between the coasts who don’t have access to a really powerful portal mage. We should be able to find someone who can move us closer to the west coast from there, and it won’t attract any attention from the Magesterium because it happens all the time.” 
 
    “And you think you can just walk there?” the ex-trooper asked in disbelief. “Do you know what lies between here and there?” 
 
    Sorcha and I glanced at each other again. 
 
    “Well, everyone knows the stories,” Sorcha hedged. “It’s mostly a lawless area, filled with brigands and criminals. There are mutant reservations as well, but Hex and I already made it through one wasteland.” 
 
    I nodded, though our escape from Short Hills had been a close thing, and had probably cost Vance his life. 
 
    “Oh, lord, but you know nothing,” Darwin chuckled. “So, along with these brigands and criminals, what else do you think you’ll face?” 
 
    “Ummm,” Sorcha murmured as she looked at me. 
 
    “I’ve lived rough since I was a kid,” I assured him. “I can survive off the land.” 
 
    “While mutants and outlaws are chasing you?” Darwin pressed. “And I know trail hands always travel in groups. You have to if you want to bring the cattle in alive. So now it’s just the two of you, and you’ll be outnumbered everywhere you go. And don’t even get me started on what winter in the mountains is like. You’ll be lucky if you don’t freeze your asses off the first night.” 
 
    “Then what would you suggest?” Sorcha asked innocently. 
 
    Darwin wasn’t fooled though, and for a moment I thought he wouldn’t answer. 
 
    “Go west,” he responded, “but head north more for the Great Lakes. Well, Great Lake, now. At the western tip of Pennsylvania, near Erie, there’s a ferry that will take you to the real Motown, Detroit. From there, you have a couple of options. Stay on the water, and take the Mississippi south to Gateway, that’s your first option.” 
 
    “And what’s the second?” I asked when Darwin didn’t add anything else. 
 
    “Well, it is Motown,” Darwin mused. “Do you know what industry put Detroit on the map?” 
 
    Sorcha and I shook our heads and waited for Darwin to continue. 
 
    “Detroit was the automobile capital of the world for decades,” Darwin explained. “Time was when almost every car in the world was American and came from Detroit.” 
 
    “But no one makes cars any more,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I know that,” Darwin huffed. “But I’m sure you’ve seen those conversions. The ones that are powered with some sort of magic.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” I Sorsha said. 
 
    “And do you think there are just a bunch of mages out there that know how to do this?” Darwin pressed 
 
    “No,” she said.  
 
    “No, indeed,” Darwin snorted. “Look, I’ll admit, the first time I saw one of those, I thought about getting my hands on one, but back then there were still a lot of problems with the things. They were unreliable so you couldn’t take them very far, and after a few months, they just stopped working.” 
 
    “But there are better ones today,” Sorcha added as she suddenly sat up. 
 
    “There are,” Darwin stated. “And the best ones, as near as I can tell, come from Detroit.” 
 
    “But then we’d just be back to crossing the land instead of riding a boat down the river,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But we’d be in a car, or actually, something more like a Jeep maybe,” Darwin mused. “In either case, something that could carry people and supplies and outrun anything on two or four feet.” 
 
    “We’d have to come up with a lot of money,” I replied.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure we could do that,” Sorcha insisted. “Just look what you did at that inn.” 
 
    “That was a few hands of poker against players with okay skill,” I sighed. “We won’t get that lucky every place we stop.” 
 
    Sorcha and I fell silent, and I stared into the flames as I tried to imagine how we could come up with ways to pay for a car. Darwin watched us both, then picked up a poker and jabbed at some of the logs. 
 
    “Well, that’s what I would do,” he declared. 
 
    “So if we head toward the Great Lake and take the boat to Detroit, will you and Freya at least travel that far with us?” Sorcha asked.  
 
    Darwin prodded the fire again, then set the poker down. He looked around the cave, then finally turned toward Sorcha. 
 
    “If it were just me, I could pack up the guns and disappear without a second thought,” he said quietly. “And, hell, if they got too close, well, I could make sure I took out plenty of them before I went down. But I have to think about Freya. That girl deserves a shot at a normal life.” 
 
    “She does,” I agreed. 
 
    “It could be that there’s a good place for her near one of these mutant zones, or maybe in the town that Sorcha mentioned,” Darwin added. “Wherever it is, I have to help her find it, and that will be easier to do if we have some help.” 
 
    “So that’s a yes,” Sorcha said gleefully. 
 
    “Only until we reach Detroit,” Darwin quickly added. “After that, well, we’ll see.” 
 
    And just like that, our party of two had become a band of four. That’s if we could rescue Freya and make it out of town.  
 
    But hey, we’d already survived the wilds of Brook Island and the wastelands of Jersey. What could be easier? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    None of us got much sleep that night, and Darwin had breakfast ready before the sun had made it over the horizon. I only knew that because I’d given up on sleep after a few restless hours in the sleeping bag and ventured back to the crack to take a peek outside.  
 
    The skies had cleared overnight, and only a few stray clouds scudded by. There was a thin layer of frost on the ground and a cold sharpness to the air that lingered as the blue-blackness of the night sky gave way to the first gray fingers of morning.  
 
    “Darwin said the hash will be ready soon,” Sorcha announced as she slipped up behind me. 
 
    “Do I want to know what he used?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t pay much attention,” Sorcha admitted. “But it smells alright. Maybe a bit heavy on the onions.” 
 
    We returned to the camp where Darwin was filling three metal bowls with his concoction. It did smell of onions, as well as wild garlic, fried potatoes, and beans. It was the same trail fare I’d eaten for years, and I wolfed it down without even tasting it. With the addition of Darwin’s thick, sludgy coffee, I could have been anywhere along the eastern cattle trails.  
 
    We rarely left the tunnel during the day, and when we did, we only ventured out by a few feet. We kept watch over the airport from a ledge along the hillside, but if the Police Department had spotted the tracks of the ATV, they hadn’t followed them. Except for a few crows, everything remained quiet. 
 
    “I’m surprised I haven’t seen any police around the airport,” I noted when Darwin joined me. 
 
    “They know I won’t leave the area without Freya,” Darwin remarked. “They’re just waiting for me to make my next move.” 
 
    “You still feel good about our plan?” I asked. 
 
    “As long as Sorcha can do her part, we’ll be fine,” Darwin replied. “We can be well away from here before those bastards from the Magesterium show up.” 
 
    “I wish we’d bought those two horses the other day,” I sighed. “It would have made this easier.” 
 
    “The mounts in the police barn will be just as good,” Darwin assured me. “And it will keep them off our tails for a bit longer.” 
 
    “What if they don’t like the ATV?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ll get used to it.” He shrugged. 
 
    Most of our discussions the rest of the day ran along the same lines. We rehashed the plans over and over again without making any real changes. I handed the Glock I had created to Sorcha, since she had handled it before, then created the Colt revolver for myself and another Mossberg pump-action shotgun for Darwin at his request. I still had the Winchester rifle, as well, and Darwin had his small arsenal on hand, and for the first time, I wondered if we had too many guns. But then I remembered the frustration of not having any guns while the mages attacked and decided I would rather have too many weapons than too few. 
 
    At sunset, the sky turned a brilliant orange and the scent of burning wood drifted on the wind. We crept back to the airport, and after a quick check for snooping deputies, we darted into the giant barn and retrieved the ATV.  
 
    “We should have enough fuel in the tank to get us to the rendezvous point,” Darwin stated as he checked one of the gauges, “but I’ll add some more once we arrive. Wouldn’t do to run out of gas in the middle of the chase.” 
 
    I let Sorcha have the seat to herself and sat down on our load of supplies. I grabbed a hold of the nearest bar as Darwin started the engine, and then we were on our way once again. We bounced across the concrete and back toward the old dirt road, and I was already regretting my decision to ride in the back. I’d already smacked my head against the frame once and nearly toppled over the side twice by the time Darwin had steered us onto the road, and this wasn’t even the roughest part of the journey.  
 
    “Hang on,” Darwin yelled as we swerved around a pothole.  
 
    “I could walk,” I called back as I slid perilously close to the edge again. 
 
    But no one responded and the ATV moved onward. Eventually, we left the road and Darwin steered it across a field of brambles and down a muddy slope. After that, we splashed across a small creek and then powered up a rocky hillside. It was probably a fun ride, if you had the luxury of being in a seat, but bouncing around on the boxes and bags while holding on for dear life was not endearing the ATV to me. 
 
    I was the first one to stumble from the machine when it finally came to a halt, and it took me a few moments to find my footing again. I ran my fingers through my hair and wiped off what mud I could, then finally looked around. 
 
    Darwin had chosen a spot that was a short run from the Police Department, but still far enough away that no one would hear the motor over the sound of the bell. As Darwin had told us, tonight was the night Medrick offered his services at the old church, and the bell was rung to let the citizens know when Medrick was ready. Medrick, according to Darwin, was a stickler for promptness, and that meant the bell tolled at the same time on the same night of the week, week after week, year after year. 
 
    The lights had started to come on, and I could hear the sounds of horses hooves on the roads, the buzz of human conversation, and over it all, the bell that rang from the rock church at the opposite end of the street from the Police Department. I could see a large crowd already moving toward the bell, and that included many of those who had stood outside the Police Department.  
 
    “Here,” Darwin said as he handed me my Winchester. “Keep it out of sight until you need it.” 
 
    The glow around the weapon was more obvious in the evening gloom, and it reminded me of a story my father used to tell of a hero who carried a glowing sword. I wondered for a moment what my father would think of me and my magic, then I tucked the rifle beneath my long coat. 
 
    “Sort of strange that they glow,” Darwin commented as he studied the Mossberg pump action I’d made for him. “But at least I can tell the difference between the two.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” Sorcha asked as she joined us.  
 
    “Nearly,” Darwin replied as he pulled a tin can from the back of the ATV. “Let me just top her off first.” 
 
    Darwin moved to the side of the ATV and unscrewed a cap. In the darkness, there was little to see under the cap other than a black hole, but Darwin tipped the can and I could hear a heavy liquid slosh from the can into the ATV. 
 
    “Is that the oil you mentioned?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Darwin agreed. “As long as we can find some, we can keep this little beauty running. The good news is that people still like to fry their food, so that shouldn’t be a problem unless we hit a long stretch without a town.” 
 
    “If we stick to the old roads, we should be okay,” I mused. “Most of the towns I’ve ever seen are near the pre-magic roads, even if no one uses them anymore.” 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me,” Darwin mused as he screwed the cap back on the ATV, sealed the can, and then placed it back under the tarp. 
 
    “It looks like quite a crowd at the meeting,” Sorcha murmured as she watched people enter the church.  
 
    “Then let’s get these explosives set while everyone’s in with Medrick,” Darwin declared as he set the twin shotguns aside and pulled out one of his mystery boxes from the back of the ATV. 
 
    “I’ll take one of the shotguns for now,” I offered as I picked up the glowing twin gun. 
 
    Darwin nodded, then marched off with the box in one hand and the original pump-action shotgun in the other. He picked his way through the shrubs, then dropped onto a deer trail. Minutes later, we were on the other side of the town, within sight of the horse dealer. A lamp was still on near the corral, and a pair of men stood outside the lawyer’s office engaged in a long conversation, but otherwise, this section of town looked to be empty. 
 
    “Stay here,” Darwin whispered as he slipped through the shadows.  
 
    I saw him for a moment near a crumbling wall, and then he dropped out of sight. I waited for him to pop back up again, but somehow he managed to circle back to us without either of us seeing him. 
 
    “Next spot,” the ex-trooper whispered as he suddenly appeared behind us. 
 
    “Oh!” Sorcha exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    The two men outside the lawyer’s office stopped talking for a moment and turned toward the sound. It felt like an hour dragged by, but it was only a few moments before one of the men shrugged and the two men started to walk away, still in conversation.  
 
    “Don’t surprise me like that,” the Irishwoman hissed. 
 
    “Come on,” Darwin urged as he set off again. 
 
    We went through the same exercise four more times as we circled the town. Our luck held, though, and the men outside the lawyer’s office were the only ones who came close to spotting us. When Darwin had placed the last of his explosives, we snuck away to a spot just off Main Street where we could watch the Police Department.  
 
    “Ready for the fireworks?” Darwin asked with a gleeful tone. 
 
    “Do you really think they’ll work after fifty years?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “I’ve taken good care of this C-Four after I lifted it from Picatinny,” Darwin replied. “Some of the elastics have degraded, but the explosive is still good.” 
 
    “Isn’t there supposed to be a wire or something?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not that old fashioned,” Darwin grunted. “Remote detonation, courtesy of the mages actually. I’ve been able to figure out how to turn some of their crystals into receivers of sorts.”  
 
    “Let’s see it, then,” I replied. 
 
    Darwin nodded, then with the flair of a showman, held up a rectangular metal box for our approval. There was a button in the center of it, and a small metal wire sticking out of one of the short ends. A small mage crystal had been glued to the end of the wire, though it wasn’t glowing at the moment. Darwin pressed the button, and a heartbeat later, the crystal winked on with a blue glow. 
 
    “Did it--?” Sorcha started to ask. 
 
    The rest of her question was cut off as the ground beneath our feet seemed to rumble, and then a deafening roar erased all other sounds. Clouds of dust and dirt plumed up into the sky, blocking out the moon and stars for a moment before it all fell back to earth. 
 
    I could hear screams by then, and people tumbled out from the buildings along Main Street to try to figure out what was going on. The front door to the Police Station opened, and three men spilled out. One had to be the Chief of Police, given all the gold braids on his shoulders, but the other two looked like regular deputies. They also didn’t look terrified the way the townspeople did, and the Chief slowly scanned the streets even as dirt and debris started to fall on the town. 
 
    “And now, for part two,” Darwin murmured as he produced a second metal box. 
 
    The ex-trooper waited until the Chief had issued instructions that sent one deputy back inside and the other one toward the other old church, where a large crowd had gathered outside. When the Chief turned to head back into the department, Darwin pressed the second button. 
 
    The ground actually shook for a moment as the second round of explosives went off. The Chief bolted from the building with two more deputies right behind him.  
 
    “That just leaves the guy on the desk,” Darwin declared.  
 
    We sprinted from our hiding spot and made it to the front door of the Police Department before it closed. Darwin was through the door first, though Sorcha and I were right behind him. 
 
    The man on the desk had clearly recognized Darwin, and he’d already started to step from behind the desk with his hand on a crossbow when I raced through the door. 
 
    “Stay!” Sorcha commanded in her hypnotic voice. 
 
    I glanced behind the deputy for a moment as I wondered if there was a dog in here that I hadn’t seen. 
 
    “Take us to the prisoner,” Sorcha ordered. 
 
    The deputy’s legs wobbled, as if they couldn’t decide which direction to move in. 
 
    “Take us to the prisoner,” Sorcha ordered again in a voice that had somehow gotten even deeper. 
 
    The deputy, a redheaded man with very thin lips, slowly turned and walked toward the far end of the old church. We passed the Chief’s office, where a cup of steaming coffee still sat next to an open file, and an unlit file room, as well as an office reserved for ‘Investigations’.  
 
    The deputy stopped at the final door for a moment, then slowly opened it. Two brick steps led to the covered walkway, and at the other end stood a heavy oak door with an iron lock. 
 
    “Open the door to the jail,” Sorcha instructed. 
 
    The deputy stepped just inside the door to the old church and pulled a set of keys from a hook. He then moved slowly down the steps, along the passageway, and stopped in front of the door. He stared at the keys for a moment, then selected one from the ring which he slid into the keyhole. A moment later, the oak door opened soundlessly and the four of us stepped into the jail. 
 
    Darwin snatched the keys from the deputy and ran toward the back of the jail, while Sorcha kept the deputy locked in place. I moved to the back of the old church and pushed the door open enough so I could hear if anyone else returned before we had Freya out of the cell. 
 
    “He’s got her,” Sorcha called out a few moments later just as I heard someone enter the front door of the police department. I let the back door swing shut and ran across the passageway to the newer building. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” I warned as I bolted into the jail. 
 
    “Find the right key,” Darwin yelled out as he tossed me the key ring.  
 
    Freya was holding onto the ex-trooper with all her strength, with her face buried against his shoulder. The mutant didn’t make a sound, but I could see her shoulders shivering as she clung to her grandfather. 
 
    I ran to the side door that Mary Wright had used and found the correct key on the second try. I threw the door open for Darwin and Freya and handed the second Mossberg to Darwin as he and his granddaughter ran by me.  
 
    “Our turn,” I called to the Irishwoman. 
 
    “Go back to the front,” she instructed the deputy. “Tell them you were checking on the prisoner. Tell them you were worried that someone might try to break in. Tell them she’s still in the cell.” 
 
    “I’ve got to tell them that I came to check on the prisoner because I was worried that someone might try to break in, but she’s still in her cell,” the deputy replied as he turned back toward the oak door. 
 
    While the deputy stumbled back toward the offices, Sorcha and I dodged through the door and into the training yard. I spotted Darwin and Freya at the corner of the building, and then they slipped into the darkness and were gone from view.  
 
    Then I tossed the keys into the night and followed Sorcha into the barn.  
 
    “I really wish we’d gotten that gray mare,” Sorcha sighed as she took a look at the horses in the stalls.  
 
    There were six horses all together, all young and powerful, and not one looked happy to see us. Two even tried to bite us as we walked along the aisle.  
 
    “These are the new recruits,” I surmised. “Deputies that already have a horse trained for police duty probably ride it home so they can be ready to go at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Are any of these tamed?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    “These two at the end,” I called out. “They left them saddled in case of an emergency, just like Darwin said they would.” 
 
    Sorcha joined me and peered over the stalls at the last two horses.  
 
    “I guess we’re taking these two, then,” she replied. 
 
    The horses were both bays and both tall, and even though they were the calmest of the bunch, they still snorted at us and shook their heads.  
 
    “I’m just glad they keep horses ready all night long,” I said as I opened the first stall. “There’s no way we could have all ridden on that ATV.” 
 
    I had the first bay out of his stall by then and handed the reins to Sorcha while I opened the door to the second stall. The second bay nearly bolted past me, and I had to lunge toward him just to grab the halter. I swung into the saddle as best as I could with the rifle still in one hand, then held the reins for Sorcha’s horse while she mounted.  
 
    As we rode toward the open barn door, I opened the rest of the stall doors and shooed the horses out into the night. I doubted they would wander all that far, and by morning, they would return in search of breakfast, but for tonight, it would keep the deputies from giving chase. 
 
    Our herd of six horses burst from the barn just as the jail door was thrown open. I spotted the Chief in the doorway as we rode past, and I heard him yell for one of the deputies, but then we were out of the yard and on Main Street and on our way west again. 
 
    We galloped past Lewiston Road and the old granary that Darwin had mapped for us and finally reined our horses in at the tottering sign for Bob’s Big Burgers. It was as odd as Darwin had promised, and featured a bigger-than-life statue of a very fat, smiling man in bright blue pants and a checked shirt holding a board with the name of the restaurant. The board had come loose from one of the hands, though, and it moved in the cold night air. 
 
    “They’re not here yet,” Sorcha noted as the other four horses started to mill around.  
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be here soon,” I replied as my horse started to tug at the bit. 
 
    But it was a few more minutes before we heard the hum of the ATV. The horses had all looked up at the unfamiliar noise, and as the odd little vehicle came into view, the other four began an easy gallop back toward town. Our mounts tried to follow, but Sorcha and I managed to keep them under control. 
 
    “Easy as pie!” Darwin declared as he pulled up next to us. “Next stop, Erie!” 
 
    “How’s Freya?” Sorcha asked. 
 
    The rabbit woman was curled up in her seat with her face hidden behind her knees and arms, though she did look up for a second when she heard Sorcha’s voice. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Darwin replied. “Just as soon as we’re far away from here.” 
 
    And that’s when our easy escape became a lot more difficult. 
 
    The sky suddenly lit up in a shower of red and orange, and the two bays reared up. It was all I could do to keep my seat, and I saw Sorcha struggle with her own mount. I heard Freya squeal, but Darwin dropped to the ground next to the ATV and grabbed both of the pump action shotguns from the passenger area. 
 
    When I had the horse under control again, I turned to look at the stretch of road we’d just ridden across. Four mages walked solemnly toward us, and I realized there had to be a portal mage in the group, since there weren’t any other horses nearby. I guessed that one of the lot was probably Medrick, and the rest were probably the mages from the Magesterium that had been sent to question Freya. 
 
    The fire mage in the group launched another attack, this one directed toward Darwin. The old-timer managed to roll away before the fireball lit up the space where he had been standing, but I saw flames lick along the side of the ATV and smelled the acrid scent of burnt tar from the pavement in the old parking lot. I saw Freya leap away then, and her mutant agility carried her toward the other side of the parking lot in a flash.  
 
    I swung the Winchester to my shoulder as the fire mage started to create another fireball, but taking aim from the back of an anxious horse was a lot more difficult than taking a shot while standing on firm ground. I managed to get off a round before the mage could launch the fireball, and somehow I hit him, but the mage only staggered and stared at the spot where his hand used to be. There was nothing but a bloody stump and a ragged end of bone left. The mage started to wail, though I wasn’t sure if it was from the pain or the shock. 
 
    “Charles was right about taking off limbs,” I muttered as I tried to steady the horse.  
 
    My ride had tried to unseat me again as soon as I fired the rifle, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sorcha struggle with her horse as well. Clearly, horses and guns were not the best mix. 
 
    “He has a gun as well,” one of the other mages called out. 
 
    “Medrick, you little shit!” I heard Darwin call from somewhere just to my right. There were some overturned tables in that direction, and though I couldn’t see him, I figured he must have taken shelter behind one.  
 
    “You’ve always been trouble!” the mage who had called out the warning about the gun declared.  
 
    Medrick was short, with a narrow face and two enormous ears, and he peered toward the tables with contempt written all over his features. 
 
    “Like hell!” Darwin yelled as he leapt up with the Mossberg I had created in his hands. 
 
    I knew exactly what he meant to do, and as he opened fire with the pump action, I leapt off my horse and bolted to a spot behind the ATV just as the boom of the shotgun exploded into the night. I crouched down as soon as I was in position, then peered over the edge of the seats. Medrick was sprawled across the ground, his arms flung wide and his head tilted back so that his eyes seemed focused on the road behind him. A hole almost big enough to stick a fist through had appeared in the middle of his chest, and blood still spurted from the wound.  
 
    While the remaining mages tried to retreat from Medrick’s body, I pointed the Winchester toward the fire mage again, felt the rifle kick back into my shoulder with authority, and saw the mage’s face explode as the bullet found its mark. Blood sprayed out in a bright red ring that coated the remaining two mages, as well as the road around them. White bone and gray brain matter flashed in the dying firelight as the mage’s body slumped to the ground.  
 
    “I’ve got the one on the right!” Darwin yelled over the ringing in my ears. 
 
    I didn’t bother to respond as both Darwin and I took aim on the last two mages. The sound of the Winchester seventy and the Mossberg pump action firing at the same time was as loud as the explosives that Darwin had set off earlier. The noise rolled across the land even as the last two mages fell to the road in a gory display of blood and tissue. Flecks of brain matter and lung tissue hung in the air for a moment, then dropped to the ground in a ring around the two bodies. 
 
    “Hex!” Sorcha called out in warning. “There are more on the way.” 
 
    I glanced over and saw that the blonde mage had grabbed the reins of my horse and seemed to have both animals under reasonable control. I also spotted Freya nearby with a glowing Glock in her hand.  
 
    “She knows how to use it,” Sorcha offered when she saw my look. 
 
    “Get the horses behind the building and see if you can keep them calm,” I instructed.  
 
    Sorcha nodded, and both she and Freya started to lead our mounts deeper into the shadows behind Big Bob’s building. When they were safely out of sight, I ran across the lot and joined Darwin behind the table. 
 
    “How many?” I asked as I joined him behind the table. 
 
    “Looks like another five,” Darwin hissed. “I can’t believe they sent this many just to question Freya.” 
 
    “I’d guess some of them are here for me,” I sighed as the mages stopped while they were still several hundred yards away. “And I’ve already used three shots.” 
 
    “Looks like the bastards are learning,” Darwin remarked as he glared at the four men and one woman who lingered in the road but refused to move closer. “I guess we’ll have to go to them.” 
 
    The two of us watched the mages for several moments, and then the woman and the tallest of the men suddenly ran into the shadows on either side of the road.  
 
    “You want the woman or the man?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got the woman,” Darwin replied as he peered toward the right. “There’s a drop-off over there I can use.” 
 
    “You go first,” I suggested. 
 
    The ex-trooper nodded, then peered over the top of the table. When no fireballs or lightning bolts zipped our way, Darwin stood up and sprinted toward the right, one Mossberg in his hands and the other strapped to his belt. I stood up at the same moment, the Winchester already nestled against my cheek and shoulder, and opened fire. 
 
    Bolts of lightning streaked across the sky just as I fired, and I was knocked to the ground, flat on my back. All I could see was a bright light, and every hair on my body stood on end. I smelled smoke and hoped I wasn’t on fire as well, though it didn’t feel like anything was burning. I somehow rolled back behind the table, the Winchester still in my grasp, and did a quick assessment. 
 
    Everything still moved, even if it did ache, and there were no flames leaping from anywhere, so that was good. My personal alarm was going off though, a reminder that I only had one bullet left in the Winchester rifle. I peered around the edge of the table and saw that there were only two mages still standing in the road, and they had backed up even further and left their compatriot crumpled in the middle of the road. 
 
    I heard one of the Mossberg shotguns boom at that moment, and the two mages in the road both looked in the direction of the sound. I used that moment to dart toward the left, where the other mage had disappeared, and threw myself between a pair of shrubs before the mages had a chance to throw another lightning bolt.  
 
    I took a moment to catch my breath and then moved more quietly between the trees. I wasn’t covering much distance, but that was fine. I just needed to catch the tall mage before he caught me, and I was willing to bet I had more experience prowling around in the night looking for things like wolves and giant rats than he did. 
 
    The mage could move quietly, but he was trying to move quickly as well. It wasn’t long before I heard the rustle of leaves, and the crunch of a pebble. I froze, and waited, and finally spotted the outline of a man moving just ahead of me. I took one deep, slow breath, then lifted the Winchester once again. The blue steel of the barrel looked like a line drawn in the night sky straight toward the mage, and as he eased into view, there was no doubt about the outcome. 
 
    The crack of the rifle echoed through my body, and I felt the momentary kick of the gun as the bullet cleared the end of the barrel. The smoke was almost lovely in the moonlight before it was carried away by the nighttime breeze. But the bullet had found its mark by then, and the tall mage toppled over before he could even register what had happened.  
 
    I inched closer after the gun disappeared and found the mage facedown in a puddle of water. There was a large crater in the back of his head, and bits of gray tissue poked out of the wound. Blood bubbled out from the wound and oozed down the side of his head where it swirled in a puddle of rainwater. 
 
    Despite the small victory, I felt a moment of loss as well. I’d fired the last shot from the Winchester, and I wouldn’t be able to recreate it for another twenty-four hours. After a moment’s thought, I decided a rifle was still my best weapon, and I looked down to find the trusty Ruger twenty-two in my hands. I checked the safety, just as Darwin had instructed, though I knew the weapons never appeared with the safety on. 
 
    I heard one of the Mossbergs then, a big booming sound that rolled around inside my head for a moment. It was a reminder that we still had work to do, so I left the mage’s corpse and started to work my way closer to the pair that had remained in the road. It was slow going with only the moonlight, but I found a spot that I estimated would put me parallel with their position. I inched toward the road as soundlessly as I could until I found a good blind behind a tree and and an old concrete post. I peered around the edge of the tree, but only one mage still stood in the road. 
 
    It was the lightning mage, a dark skinned man with a shaved head and a ball of electricity dancing along his fingertips. His eyes roamed along the road and the bushes until he heard movement nearby. Before I could react, he tossed the lightning toward the spot, and a blinding flash lit the area brighter than the sun. I ducked behind the concrete post and waited for my eyes to clear, then turned to look at the road again. 
 
    The mage had moved toward the sight of his strike, where a puff of smoke lifted into the sky. As he moved, lightning started to form at his fingertips again, and he slowly raised his right hand as he prepared to launch another attack. 
 
    I stepped quickly from my spot and had the Ruger twenty-two at my shoulder as soon as I was in line. I pulled the trigger as the mage started to turn around, and the crack of the rifle ricocheted off the crumbling concrete. For a moment, I locked gazes with the mage, and then the bullet pierced his chest and buried itself in his lungs. 
 
    The mage wheezed for a heartbeat, and then blood bloomed along the front of his robe and spilled from his mouth. He went down slowly, as if the air was being pressed from his body, but he finally collapsed onto the road, his eyes still locked on me.  
 
    I stepped cautiously toward the mage, then scanned the area for friend and foe alike. I heard something move in the bushes and raised the Ruger instantly, then lowered it when Darwin appeared with both shotguns. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “He must have moved while I was circling around to this spot.” 
 
    “The girls,” Darwin warned as he started to run back toward Bob’s.  
 
    I was right behind him when I heard several quick pops from behind the building. It was definitely gunfire, though at a faster clip than I’d ever heard before. 
 
    “The Glock,” Darwin explained quickly when he saw that I had stopped. 
 
    We ran past the ATV and around the edge of the building. We found Freya and Sorcha with both horses, all apparently unharmed. Freya had the Glock in her hands, and she pointed it toward us as we jerked to a halt. When she saw it was us, she lowered the gun and then walked over to a red bundle. 
 
    “He tried to come up behind us,” she stated as she nudged the mage with her boot. “Sorcha was able to stop him long enough for me to shoot.” 
 
    “And your parents didn’t want me to teach you how to shoot,” Darwin scoffed. 
 
    I smiled at Sorcha, who had a death grip on both sets of reins. The horses still looked edgy, but they were standing still at least. I started to walk toward the Irish mage, but then I heard a familiar sound on the road. 
 
    “Horses,” I called out. 
 
    “The Chief must have gotten things organized,” Darwin replied, “though it doesn’t sound like they’re racing to get here.” 
 
    “They must have worked out that there were a lot of guns out here,” I chuckled as I ran toward Sorcha and the horses.  
 
    “Like I said,” Darwin added, “Parker’s not dumb. He probably waited as long as he could before riding off after the mages.” 
 
    Sorcha and I mounted quickly while Freya and Darwin darted back to the ATV. A few moments later, the engine growled to life and the ATV raced down the road. 
 
    “I guess we’re following them,” Sorcha laughed as she urged her horse forward.  
 
    “I guess so,” I agreed as I rode after her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Darwin led us on a merry chase across some rough terrain, and the horses weren’t the only ones starting to flag when he finally stopped the ATV and pointed toward a small town. It sat at the foot of a mountain, between the forested slope and a wide, flat river. 
 
    “We can hole up there for the rest of the night,” Darwin suggested. “Head out in the morning before people get too curious about who we are.” 
 
    “Are you going to take the ATV into the town?” I asked as my horse snorted impatiently. It could smell the water and the town, and probably hoped that a warm stall was in its near future. 
 
    “We’ll just tell anyone who asks that it runs on magic,” Darwin replied. “Who wouldn’t believe that?” 
 
    We wound our way down a rocky hillside toward a wooden bridge that spanned the river. There was no guard at the bridge, and only a simple barricade of sharpened logs around the town. A drowsy officer did appear as our odd caravan came to a halt in front of the blockade that protected the entrance to the town, and he rubbed his eyes in disbelief when he took in the ATV. 
 
    “Here, what’s all this?” the man demanded. 
 
    “Sorry to arrive so late,” Sorcha replied in a deep, soothing voice. “But we were delayed. The inn has been expecting us.” 
 
    The officer looked at the Irishwoman in surprise, then he slowly nodded. 
 
    “They’ve been expecting you at the inn,” the officer said. “Sorry to hear you were delayed.” 
 
    “There may be someone following us,” the mage continued. “From a place called Motown. If they appear, you’ll deny that we’re here.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them you’re not here,” the guard assented. 
 
    “Now, let us through,” Sorcha instructed. 
 
    The man rubbed his eyes one more time, then slowly moved the barricade aside. There was just enough room for the ATV to slip through, but soon we were all inside the barricades and moving down the only street wide enough for the ATV and horses to ride side by side. 
 
    The inn was easy to spot, as it was the only building that still had a light on outside it. It was a flickering mage light that lit up a sign with an image of a woman with a blackbird on her shoulder. The woman looked pleasant enough, but the blackbird had a malevolent glare that seemed to follow you no matter where you went.  
 
    “What an odd sign,” Sorcha mused. “I can’t decide if they’re welcoming us or telling us to go away.” 
 
    The sound of the horses and the ATV had drawn a pair of sleepy eyed boys from the stables next door to the inn. They gawked at the ATV, and ignored the horses, even when Sorcha’s mount leaned over and tried to bite one of the boys. 
 
    “Are there any rooms left?” Sorcha asked pleasantly when one of the boys finally turned to look at the horses.  
 
    “Only just,” the boy replied around a yawn. “Everyone’s come to town for the harvest festival tomorrow, but there’s some space left in the attic.” 
 
    “Beggars can’t be choosers,” Darwin muttered. “I’ll just tuck the ATV into the barn and make sure everything is secure. You three see what they have left.” 
 
    Sorcha and I dismounted and handed our reins to the stablehands. The boys accepted their charges and even offered each horse a carrot before leading them toward the stables. 
 
    “Hold up,” I called out as Darwin started to follow the horses. “Let us just grab our packs.” 
 
    Sorcha and I poked around under the tarp until we found our packs then stepped back to watch Darwin as he tried to navigate past the barn doors with the ATV. The vehicle managed to squeeze through, and then I heard several of the horses inside nicker in disapproval of the new arrival.  
 
    Our arrival hadn’t aroused just the stable boys, however. Before I could place my hand on the inn’s front door, it was opened halfway and an older version of the woman on the sign peered around the edge of the door at us. The wavy brown hair had threads of gray and the heart-shaped face was a little rounder, but the hazel eyes and plump lips were still the same. 
 
    “We heard you might have some rooms for the night,” I said quietly. 
 
    “There’s three of you?” the woman asked as she studied us. 
 
    “Four, actually,” I replied. “Our companion is just… tending to the horses.” 
 
    “I’ve got two rooms left in the attic,” the woman replied. “You’ll have to double up.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I replied.  
 
    The woman looked us over again, then opened the door the rest of the way. She disappeared into a dimly lit foyer and left us on the doorstep. I exchanged an uncertain look with Freya and Sorcha, then followed the woman inside.  
 
    “So, you want the last two rooms?” the woman asked from behind a counter where she had retreated.  
 
    The innkeeper pulled out a ledger and made a quick notation, then pushed the book toward us. 
 
    “How much for the rooms?” I asked as I remembered the stablehand’s mention of the harvest festival. 
 
    “Two silvers for both,” the woman asserted. 
 
    I exchanged another glance with Sorcha, and I heard Freya choke back a snort of disbelief. 
 
    “That seems pricey for a pair of rooms in the attic,” I replied.  
 
    “The festival is tomorrow,” the woman explained with a sniff of disdain. “And there aren’t any other rooms in town.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll take it,” I huffed as I pulled the required coins from my pouch.  
 
    “I just need one of you to sign for the rooms,” the woman added as she bit the edge of one of the coins.  
 
    Sorcha picked up the pen and wrote the name ‘Ava Long’ in a looping script.  
 
    “Lovely name,” the woman mused as she pulled the ledger back to her side of the counter. “Here are your keys. Just take the stairs all the way to the top, and then follow the hallway to the end. You’ll see another set of stairs back there. Those will take you to the attic. Your rooms are the last two on the left.” 
 
    Darwin stepped inside and gave the woman a quick nod. 
 
    “We got rooms?” the ex-trooper asked. 
 
    “Two,” I replied. “In the attic.” 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s a couple of ways we could do this,” Darwin mused. “But the proper thing is to let the girls share a room.” 
 
    “Gramps,” Freya protested. 
 
    “I’m a light sleeper, by the way” Darwin added as he scooped up both sets of keys and started toward the stairs. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Sorcha assured both me and Freya. “It will give us ‘girls’ a chance to talk.”  
 
    Neither Freya nor I must have looked quite as happy with the proposed sleeping arrangement because Sorcha gave us both a reassuring pat on the arm and then followed Darwin’s heavy tread as he marched up the stairs. 
 
    “I guess I’m sleeping with Charles,” I sighed as I followed the mage and the ex-trooper. 
 
    “Have fun with that,” Freya teased as she moved lightly up the stairs behind me. 
 
    I followed Sorcha’s golden locks to the top floor of the inn, then down the long, narrow hallway past several doors. I could hear snores and quiet conversations behind most of them, and the heavy pounding of sex behind the last one. And then we trudged up a set of narrow steps barely wide enough for a foot and found ourselves in an even narrower space with a line of closely spaced doors. 
 
    Darwin had stopped in the middle of the hall to peer at the keys and then the numbers on the doors. Sorcha swept up to him and quietly retrieved the keys, then made her way to the end of the hall. She opened both doors, and after a moment, selected one for herself. As the rest of us dragged ourselves to the end of the hall, she grabbed Freya by the arm and pulled her inside. 
 
    “See you in the morning,” the Irishwoman whispered as she closed the door.  
 
    I peered into the second room after I pulled the key from the lock. The bed was little better than a cot, and the ceiling was so low that both Darwin and I would have to stoop down just to get inside. With a sigh, I stepped into the room and dropped onto the far side of the bed.  
 
    Darwin joined me a moment later, and we both quickly stripped down to our undergarments and scrunched up under the thin blanket without another word being uttered. I could hear the low murmur of conversation in the women’s room, but other than that, the attic was oppressively quiet. I tried to ignore the back pressed against mine, and somehow, I fell asleep even though I was convinced that I would be awake the rest of the night. 
 
    The sun was already up by the time I stirred, though I only knew that from the light that managed to sneak in through the thin crack between some of the planks. I stretched as I tried to work out some of the kinks, and then realized that I was the only one in the room. I glanced around in the paltry light, and saw that Darwin had already dressed and collected his gear.  
 
    I found the indoor bathroom on the floor below, and after waiting in the hall for a wannabe stage performer to finish his solo in the shower, finally managed to duck inside and get cleaned up. There wasn’t much water left, but I didn’t feel like waiting for the tank to refill, either. I did the best I could, and managed to remove the grime and sweat in record time. 
 
    By the time I stepped back into the hall, the smell of bacon and coffee had started to drift up from the kitchen. My stomach growled in appreciation, and I scurried back to the room, where I threw on some clean clothes, then gathered up my own gear and headed downstairs. 
 
    I found Darwin at a table near the dining room’s largest window. It overlooked the street we’d ridden down the night before, and even from the lobby doorway, I could see people walking up and down the street, most dressed in their best clothing. Sunlight filled the street and poured through the window, giving everything a warm, hazy glow, including Charles. 
 
    “How long have you been up?” I asked as I slipped into the chair across from him. 
 
    “About half an hour,” Charles replied. “I woke up when the cook arrived and started banging around in the kitchen. I just ordered some coffee and breakfast, whatever that is. Apparently, they don’t do menus on busy days like today.” 
 
    “Well, I smell bacon, so that’s a good sign,” I declared.  
 
    “Can’t go wrong with bacon,” Charles agreed with a grin. “Ah, and here come the ladies.” 
 
    I turned around to see Freya and Sorcha approach the table. Both looked fresh, clean, and golden, and aside from a bruise along Freya’s right cheek, you would never know that she had been arrested and spent time in jail.  
 
    “Something smells good,” Freya said as she and Sorcha sat down. 
 
    “Well, the waitress should be back soon with my plate, so you can order your own, then,” Darwin replied. 
 
    On cue, I saw the door to the kitchen swing open and a teenage girl with orange hair and a line of pimples along her chin darted over to our table and dropped a plate in front of Darwin. It was loaded with bacon, toast made with a dark pumpernickel, fried eggs, and a small bowl filled with blueberries and blackberries. A collection of jam jars and a giant mug of coffee were deposited as well as the waitress took in our appearances. 
 
    “The rest of you want breakfast?” she asked in a nasally toned voice. 
 
    “Yes,” the three of us replied. 
 
    “And I’ll have coffee,” I added. 
 
    “Tea for me,” Sorcha quickly interjected. 
 
    “Um,” Freya pondered. “Do you have any juice?” 
 
    “Grapefruit,” the waitress suggested with a shrug. 
 
    “That will be good,” Freya replied. 
 
    The waitress nodded and scurried over to another table as three more guests took their seats at a table. 
 
    “So you know Chief Parker,” I said quietly a few moments later. “Will he follow us all the way here?” 
 
    “Eventually,” Darwin admitted. “But he’ll give us time to pack up and leave town before he gets here. All he needs to do is tell everyone back in Morristown that we’ve fled the area and he can go back to rounding up the drunks on Saturday night. He has no interest in a shootout.” 
 
    “But he sent that deputy out to the house,” Sorcha pointed out. 
 
    “He was hoping to catch me off guard and drag me in before I could arm myself,” Darwin said with a shrug. “But now he knows he’ll have to face a barrage of bullets if he gets too close.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like we can sneak out with the ATV,” I mused. “So I would suggest we leave as soon as we finish breakfast.” 
 
    “Sally, that’s the waitress,” Darwin replied, “she said that a lot of the farmers are here for this harvest festival. Most of the crops have already been brought in and everybody’s been busy either with the drying or the preserving. Officially, yesterday was the last day of the harvest, so today they celebrate with a big community meal and then the local mage will offer a blessing on the lands for the winter.” 
 
    “Sounds nice,” Sorcha noted. “But I’m with Hex. I say we leave as soon as we finish breakfast.” 
 
    “Same here,” Freya added. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to suggest we stay,” Darwin replied as he held up his hands. “I was going to say that the roads are apparently going to be busy, so if we want to leave with a minimum amount of attention, we should probably use the ridge road that the stable boys told me about this morning.” 
 
    The waitress returned at that point and placed three more breakfast plates on the table along with our beverages. I passed out the drinks Sally had left behind, and then started on my breakfast. It was all good, though the bacon really did turn out to be the best part. It was just thick enough that it crisped up nicely without turning into brittle sticks of burnt meat, and just soft enough that I could fold it onto a slice of buttered toast. It had been smoked with applewood, so the flavor was soft and subtle but still managed to stand up to the fried eggs and wickedly dense coffee. 
 
    At some point, Darwin asked for a refill of the bacon and the drinks, both of which arrived at our table just as we polished off our meals. We nibbled on the fresh bacon and sipped at our drinks, and watched the locals start to fill the main road. When we couldn’t delay any longer, we gave up our table to a family of five and moved back through the restaurant toward the lobby.  
 
    The owner gave us a quick smile as we passed the desk, though I’m not sure she really registered who we were. She was busy fielding questions from three different groups and trying to issue instructions to one of the maids, so we stepped outside into a bright, sunny day without anyone even noticing. I saw Darwin reach into one of the inner pockets of his jacket and pull out something that reminded me of the eye protection he had worn at the treehouse, but these were dark and the glass along the front completely shielded his eyes so that no one could see them. I noticed that the strange raccoon pattern around his eyes matched the frames, and I gave the ex-trooper a questioning look. 
 
    “Sunglasses,” Darwin explained. “One of mankind’s best damn creations, and it’s a shame no one makes them anymore.” 
 
    “Evan had something similar, but his weren’t dark,” I noted. 
 
    “His are regular glasses,” Darwin said. “They help correct his vision, but they don’t block sunlight.” 
 
    “And yours do?” I asked. 
 
    “Here,” Darwin offered as he took off the sunglasses and handed them to me. “Just take a quick look.” 
 
    I slipped the two long pieces over my ears as I had seen Darwin do, then let the darker plastic, I realized, rather than glass, slip in front of my eyes. The day instantly went from being sunlit to something a little less bright. Not dimmer exactly, but the harsh edge that made me squint was gone.  
 
    “These are great,” I said as I peered around the street. 
 
    “Don’t you start,” Freya sighed. “I think they look silly.” 
 
    “But I can see so much better,” I replied. 
 
    “Yep,” Darwin agreed. “Another thing I’ve been hoarding.” 
 
    I took them off and handed them to Sorcha, who slipped them on for a moment. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize just how bright it was,” she said. “But it does make it easier to see.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky and find some more,” Darwin said as he held out his hand. Sorcha reluctantly returned the sunglasses to him, and he put them back on. 
 
    The sunglasses drew a few quizzical looks, but most people simply nodded and smiled as they walked past us. We slipped along the edge of the road and walked into the stables where the stableboys were cleaning the stalls. Our two steeds whickered as we approached and even nudged against us without biting. I patted both on their heads, and then stood back to give both horses a good look for the first time.  
 
    “They did rather well last night, running along in the dark at full gallop,” Sorcha commented as she scratched behind the ear of the bay with a white blaze down his face. 
 
    “They did great,” I agreed, “once they decided they didn’t hate us.” 
 
    Sorcha laughed, then ducked beneath my arm to grab the tack that the stableboys had left nearby. We started to ready our mounts while Darwin loaded the last of the gear onto the ATV and Freya added more oil. We were ready to roll on when I saw one of the stableboys suddenly stop what he was doing, then grab his friend and push him back inside the stable. He slammed the barn doors shut and threw the wood bar into the handles. 
 
    “What the hell?” Darwin demanded as the stable went dark. 
 
    “Somethings happening at the festival,” the stable boy replied in a panicked voice. “I can hear people screaming and such.” 
 
    I looked at Darwin, and then we moved to the small side door. Darwin opened it a few inches, then pushed it open the rest of the way when nothing happened. He and I stepped outside and waited for a moment. 
 
    And then I heard it as well. People were indeed screaming, but I could also smell something burning. A moment later, I saw smoke curl up toward the sky as the bell started to toll in the fire tower, and then it abruptly stopped. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Is it mages?” 
 
    “Not their style,” Darwin replied. “They usually don’t attack until they’ve got their enemy in their sights.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it’s the berserkers,” the shorter stable boy added from the door. He couldn’t have been much older than twelve, with a thick thatch of black curly hair and two soft brown eyes.  
 
    “What the hell are berserkers?” Darwin asked. “I know what they are in Norse myth, but I didn’t realize we had any running around New Jersey.” 
 
    The boy stared at Darwin in confusion, and I could tell Darwin’s statement had raised so many questions that the boy had forgotten what Darwin had even asked. 
 
    “What are berserkers?” I pressed. 
 
    “They live in the valley between the hills,” the boy finally replied. “They’re like mutants, but they claim they’re better than mutants because they were made by scientists in the old days, before the meteorite.” 
 
    “And why would they attack?” I asked as flames suddenly shot into the air and the screams became louder. 
 
    “They go around and try to steal food after the harvests,” the boy replied. “Usually they sneak in at night, but the last couple of years, they started attacking the towns during the day and taking whatever they could carry. Last year, they hit Cedarville and took almost all the grain, and some of the kids. Everyone chipped in and sent what they could spare, but a lot of the people had to leave the town or starve.” 
 
    Another explosion rumbled down the street, and Darwin and I exchanged glances.  
 
    “It wouldn’t take us that long,” I suggested. “We could still be gone before Chief Parker gets here.” 
 
    Darwin nodded and retreated back inside the barn where Freya already had the tarp off the back of the ATV. The old trooper pulled out his own Glock and Winchester rifle, then looked at Freya. She held up the Glock I had created for Sorcha and gave a quick nod in response. I added the Ruger twenty-two and my Colt to the mix, which seemed like a lot of firepower to unleash on such a small town, but the screams had become more frantic and desperate, and I had a feeling that we would need every bullet with the berserkers. 
 
    “Do you want the revolver?” I offered Sorcha as she pulled the bow and quiver from the ATV. 
 
    “No,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I think I need a weapon I feel comfortable with.” 
 
    I nodded, and then the four of us turned toward the door. The stableboys stood nearby, mouths open and eyes wide.  
 
    “You’re… going to attack them?” the one with black hair asked. 
 
    “We are,” I assured him. 
 
    “Are those… guns?” the smaller one with sandy blonde hair nearly whispered. 
 
    “They are,” Freya told him. “But you can’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “We won’t,” both boys said at the same time.  
 
    Freya nodded to the two kids, and then we slipped back outside. The back door opened into an alley that ran along the back of the businesses. It was littered with old crates, broken bottles, and more than one stray cat. It also led to the small green where the festival was to take place, so we ran along its length as fast as we dared until we reached the point where it merged with the main cross street.  
 
    I peered over Darwin’s shoulder once we reached the edge of the last building, and I felt a wave of anger as I took in the destruction. Tables were shattered and bodies were strewn around the green while flames crept up the walls of nearby buildings. It wasn’t hard to find the source of all the trouble either. The local deputies and the town mage were locked in combat with a group of people all dressed in the same black pants and shirts. While one black-clad group of invaders fought with the deputies, a second group carried sacks of grain from the town mill while a third group raided the cold storage facility.  
 
    The stableboy had been right. If these marauders succeeded, there wouldn’t be enough food left to sustain the town through the winter. And the deputies and mage were clearly outmanned. The invaders were swift and could move from spot to spot in the blink of an eye while the deputies were still lifting their swords. The town mage fought with every spell he knew, but the fact was that he was primarily a land mage, and most of what he knew was of little help against this brand of evil. 
 
    “I’ll head over to that wagon,” I said to Darwin as I stepped out from the alley. 
 
    “Right, I’ll cover you,” he replied as he lifted the Winchester.  
 
    I dodged across the street to a small greengrocer whose storefront was just starting to burn. A wagon had been left in front and decorated with paper cutouts of various fruits and vegetables. A pile of pumpkins were stacked in the back, all painted with a smiling face for some reason. 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me as I ran, and glanced over my shoulder. Sorcha was right behind me, her first arrow already on the string. I gave her a quick smile, but the sound of the Winchester firing brought my attention back to the street. One of the berserkers must have seen us sprint from the alley and two of them had slipped past the guards and started after us.  
 
    The whip crack sound of Darwin’s rifle froze everyone else in place for a moment as one of the black clad figures twisted sideways, then collapsed to the ground in a spray of blood. While the berserkers and the locals looked around, Sorcha and I made it to the wagon. I peered around the edge of the wagon just as the second berserker looked up from the body of his companion, then let out a blood curdling yell. It wasn’t a word, just a harsh sound that made my blood run cold. The berserker started forward again, and then it was my turn to open fire. 
 
    I lined up the Ruger, and when the berserker started to leap into the air, I pulled the trigger. The less dramatic sound of the Ruger snapped through the cold air, and before the berserker could change his course, the bullet found its mark on his face. The berserker tumbled to the ground, like an acrobat that made a misstep. There was blood splattered across his face and his tongue hung from his mouth. I thought there was froth at first, and then I realized the white I could see were the remains of his teeth.  
 
    “Cover me,” I told Sorcha as I ducked behind the wagon. “I’m going to try and get closer.” 
 
    Sorcha merely nodded, then crept to the other edge of the wagon. She spotted two more of the berserkers who had started to move toward the bodies of their comrades. She launched her first arrow, then quickly sent a second one on its way as well. When I looked around the wagon for another assessment, two more bodies laid on the green, these with arrows sticking out of their chests. 
 
    “Good shooting,” I remarked with a grin just as the boom of Darwin’s Winchester filled the air again. 
 
    With that, I ran from behind the wagon toward the scene of the battle. I raised the rifle as I ran, an easy thing to do with the twenty-two, and pulled the trigger as soon as I had a bead on a black-clad figure. The Winchester boomed again as well and two more berserkers fell to the ground. 
 
    The locals seemed to realize that they suddenly had help, and some of the guards managed to cheer. But there were still too many strangers in black and the sound of metal clanging against metal soon filled the air again. The berserkers, for their part, had quickly spotted both me and Darwin, and we both faced a handful of angry raiders charging toward us.  
 
    I stopped paying attention to the sound of the Winchester and focused on my incoming horde. I took down the first two quickly as they led the charge toward me. They dropped within seconds of each other and left a large pool of blood in the dirt and grass, but the others scattered and tried to approach me from as many different directions as they could. 
 
    An arrow whipped through the air then and caught a third berserker in the side of the head. I saw him manage two more steps before he sank to the ground, but that was all I had time to see. The berserkers were moving far faster than a normal human, and now that they knew where the shots were coming from, they zigged and zagged and tried to make it difficult for me to get off a good shot. 
 
    My next bullet only clipped a berserker in the side, and she fell to her knees as she grabbed at her wound. Blood flowed between her fingers and she let out one of those odd, chilling screams that was soon taken up by the rest of the berserkers. I tried not to shiver as I focused on my next target, but it was a sound that would have sent most sensible men looking for a good hiding spot. 
 
    Instead, I picked out a large man with purple hair who seemed to hop from place to place like an oversized frog. It was hard to get a good shot at him, and my first bullet cracked into the trunk of a tree as he bounded away from my sights.  
 
    Frustrated, I had to fire at another berserker who had closed in quickly on my spot. It was a woman with a short braid and two long blades, and she was nearly on top of me before I was able to shift the rifle and find my target. In fact, she was so close, I could almost see the bullet dig through her forehead and into her skull. A black hole formed in the center, and blood began to trickle from the wound. She looked at me for a moment, then slowly fell sideways.  
 
    The alarm bells started to sound and I knew I only had one more shot left in the Ruger. I scanned the area and tried to find the frog man again. I spotted him as several quick popping sounds joined the noise in the streets, and I realized that Freya had used a Glock. The frog man turned toward the new sound, and he was finally still long enough that I could lock onto my target and fire a good shot.  
 
    I felt the bullet clear the barrel, and then the Ruger twenty-two vanished from my hand. But the frog man keeled over like a ship listing to one side, and I saw a small puddle of blood start to seep through his shirt and dribble to the ground. I felt a small moment of triumph, and then I pulled the Colt from my jacket just as another pair of arrows whistled into a pack of berserkers.  
 
    Someone in the gang of raiders must have decided that it was too much trouble to continue the attack because the berserkers started to pull back. They didn’t run, but they started to move quickly back toward the bridge. A few still carried food supplies while others grabbed whatever loot they could. 
 
    One slender woman with a pair of red braids had a girl of about six tossed over her shoulder. The girl cried and squirmed, but she couldn’t break free from the woman’s grasp. An arrow embedded itself in a post near the woman’s head, but she ignored it and kept moving toward the bridge.  
 
    I glanced back and saw that Sorcha had lined up another arrow, but I could tell by the Irishwoman’s frown that she was concerned about hitting the girl by accident. I darted from my spot so I could follow the retreating band of berserkers and made sure that I kept an eye on the woman with the braids. When I finally had a clean shot, I fired the Colt at her back. 
 
    The bullet smashed into the berserker near the kidneys. The savage woman stumbled forward one step, then fell to the ground face first. I saw the girl crawl away from the woman’s body, and I felt a moment of panic when I saw the blood on the girl’s dress. But the girl scrambled to her feet, slipped around the grasping hand of another berserker, and ran into the arms of the nearest guard.  
 
    At last, the berserkers were in full retreat and most of them did start to run. They left a trail of dropped food and stolen goods as they high-tailed it toward the far side of the bridge, and arrows whizzed through the air until the last bit of black was gone from our sights.  
 
    “That was a risky shot,” Darwin murmured as we stood at the foot of the bridge and scanned for berserkers. 
 
    “I know,” I admitted. “But I couldn’t let her take that girl.” 
 
    “It’s good you took it,” Darwin sighed. “I’m just glad you hit the right body. You are a hell of a shot, even though you don’t know shit yet.” 
 
    “Uhhh… thanks?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Once I get some training in you, you’ll be an amazing shot,” he clarified. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to learning more from you,” I said. 
 
    “And I’m looking forward to teaching you.” Darwin looked back over his shoulder for a moment, then nudged me. “I think we should get going, before it starts to sink in what exactly happened here.” 
 
    I nodded and started back toward the destruction that still littered the town. Some of the women now moved among the bodies while other townsfolk had started a water line to fight the flames. Yet another group moved across the green and the road to try and save what they could of the food. Sorcha moved among the bodies and reclaimed what arrows she could while Freya helped bandage some of the townspeople that had been injured. Darwin whistled as the two of us walked back toward the stables, and Freya and Sorcha both looked up. After a few moments, they both picked their way across the green and rejoined us. 
 
    “We’re leaving?” Sorcha guessed. 
 
    “Seems best,” Darwin replied. 
 
    We made it as far as the barn doors to the stables, where the two stableboys watched our approach with eager anticipation. The two boys looked as if they’d just witnessed the greatest showdown ever, and I felt myself start to grin in response. But that reaction was quickly squashed when the town mage and a pair of guards stepped in front of us.  
 
    “Let me start by thanking you for saving our town,” the mage said quietly. He was one of the most ordinary men I had ever seen, and everything about him was some shade of brown, from the shoulder-length hair to the color of his eyes and the tint of his skin.  
 
    “We were happy to help,” I replied as I tried to remember how many bullets I had fired from the Colt, and prayed that I wouldn’t have to use them. 
 
    “But, as a mage, it’s my duty to report anyone who I know is carrying a gun,” the mage continued unhappily. 
 
    “So you’re going to arrest us?” Darwin demanded. 
 
    One of the guards grunted, and the mage shook his head. 
 
    “We’re a bit overwhelmed today, and it’s too easy for someone to slip away,” the mage said with a regretful tone as he looked past us toward the green. “I’ll have to summon some rain to help with the flames, though unfortunately, that may also hide the tracks of anyone leaving the town.” 
 
    “That would be unfortunate,” I agreed as I glanced at Sorcha. 
 
    “Of course, I would report anything that someone might have overheard about your travel plans,” the mage continued. “For example, if someone heard you say you were traveling toward…?” 
 
    It took a few moments for our little group to realize what the mage was offering to do, and even then, no one spoke for a moment. 
 
    “Philly,” Darwin offered. “To find a portal mage.” 
 
    The mage nodded, then he and the two guards walked past us without saying another word.  
 
    “Let’s get the horses and the ATV and get out of here before he has a chance to rethink his offer,” Darwin said. 
 
    “We’ll get the horses,” the taller stableboy announced gleefully as he and the other stablehand darted back into the stables. 
 
    Darwin jogged after them, and Freya did as well a moment later. Sorcha and I remained by the barn doors and kept an eye on the street, but other than the mage and guards, no one else really seemed to understand what had happened, at least not yet. We were mostly ignored by the townsfolk, who were too busy trying to save their town to pay us any heed, though a few smiled and threw a thank you our way as they ran by. 
 
    The stableboys returned with the horses, and after Sorcha and I checked the straps, we both mounted and waited for the ATV to inch its way between the doors. I saw Darwin talk to the stableboys for a moment, and then he pointed away from the green and the crowd, and drove toward the other side of the town at a slow pace. Sorcha nodded and trotted along behind them, and after one last look, I started to follow as well. 
 
    The far end of the town had the same spiked barriers, but instead of a bridge and a river to cross, the road turned into a rutted path that climbed along the edge of the mountain. The guards on duty had stuck to their posts, though I wasn’t sure if that was their training or if they simply didn’t realize just how bad things had been at the other end of town. A small group of people had sought shelter from the berserkers with these guards as well, and as our group first approached, I saw eyes open wide in fear. 
 
    “The raiders are gone,” Darwin declared as he stopped near the guards, “so we’re going to head out.” 
 
    One of the guards looked doubtfully back toward the town, then glanced at the other guard. 
 
    “You want to leave even with the berserkers around?” the guard asked. 
 
    “They’re on the run,” Darwin explained, “so it seems like a good time to leave, before they can regroup and attack again. We want to get to the next town before they come back.” 
 
    The two guards consulted each other in a quiet huddle, and I started to plot out ways we could move the barrier out of the way by ramming it with the ATV. Darwin must have had the same thoughts because he started to inch the ATV forward until Freya tapped him on the arm. 
 
    “Hey, that’s them,” someone called out. “That’s the folks who helped fight off the berserkers!” 
 
    “You saved our town!” a woman cried out happily. “I don’t know what magic that was, but thank you! Thank you so much!” 
 
    “We were happy to help,” I replied as I looked at Sorcha. 
 
    “Why don’t you stay?” one of the guards suggested. “What could another day or two hurt? And we could be sure that the berserkers are really gone.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Darwin said with a shake of his head. “But we’ve got a long journey ahead of us, and we need to press on.” 
 
    “You guys were amazing,” a boy of about thirteen declared as he tried to squirm away from the woman holding his hand. “I saw you run toward the green when everyone else ran away.” 
 
    “Hey!” the shorter guard protested. 
 
    “Here,” a young woman said as she stepped toward the ATV and held out a pouch to Freya. “My mother started this set, and I’ve added to it. It’s protection stones, to keep you safe. It will protect you on your travels.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, thanks,” Freya said. “But won’t you need it?” 
 
    “I can start another,” the woman replied with a smile. “I suspect you’ll need it more than me.” 
 
    Freya accepted the pouch, then glanced back at me and Sorcha. 
 
    “Well, Hex will probably need it more than me,” the rabbit woman said with a smile. “He seems to be a magnet for trouble.” 
 
    I started to protest, but I clamped my mouth shut instead as everyone turned to look at me. 
 
    “Hex is the reason we’re here,” Sorcha added loudly enough for the crowd to hear, “and he’s the reason we were able to save the town.” 
 
    “Three cheers for Hex!” the taller guard called out. 
 
    The crowd started to cheer, and I tipped my hat as gallantly as I could. Both Sorcha and Freya were smiling, and even Darwin looked pleased. The ex-trooper signalled me closer, and I brought my horse alongside the ATV. 
 
    “Like I said: Good shooting, kid,” Darwin said just loud enough for me to hear. “A little more practice and you’ll be picking off bad guys like a pro.” 
 
    I smiled as I soaked in the older man’s praise and the happy smiles of Freya and Sorcha. The crowd was still cheering, even as the guards finally moved the barricade out of the way so the ATV could pass through. I winked at Sorcha, then urged my horse after the ATV, eager to be on the road once again and to see what other adventures the road had to offer. 
 
      
 
    End of book 2 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Gun Mage 2! I’ll start writing book 3 when this book gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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